


The Megalithic Architectures of Europe





The Megalithic Architectures of Europe

edited by 

Luc Laporte and Chris Scarre

Oxbow Books
Oxford & Philadelphia



Published in the United Kingdom in 2016 by
OXBOW BOOKS
10 Hythe Bridge Street, Oxford OX1 2EW

and in the United States by 
OXBOW BOOKS
1950 Lawrence Road, Havertown, PA 19083

© Oxbow Books and the individual authors 2016

Hardback Edition: ISBN 978-1-78570-014-9
Digital Edition: ISBN 978-1-78570-015-6

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Laporte, Luc. | Scarre, Chris.
Title: The megalithic architectures of Europe / edited by Luc Laporte and 
   Chris Scarre.
Description: Oxford : Oxbow Books, 2015. | Includes bibliographical 
   references.
Identifiers: LCCN 2015033850| ISBN 9781785700149 (hardback) | ISBN 
   9781785700156 (digital)
Subjects: LCSH: Megalithic monuments--Europe. | Tombs--Europe. | Antiquities, 
   Prehistoric--Europe. | Architecture, Prehistoric--Europe. | Neolithic 
   period--Europe. | Europe--Antiquities. | Europe, Northern--Antiquities. | 
   Europe, Western--Antiquities. | Excavations (Archaeology)--Europe, 
   Northern. | Excavations (Archaeology)--Europe, Western.
Classification: LCC GN803 .M473 2015 | DDC 722--dc23 LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2015033850

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical 
including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher in writing.

Typesetting and layout by Ray Davies

Printed in Wales by Gomer Press

For a complete list of Oxbow titles, please contact: 

UNITED KINGDOM
Oxbow Books
Telephone (01865) 241249, Fax (01865) 794449
Email: oxbow@oxbowbooks.com
www.oxbowbooks.com

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
Oxbow Books
Telephone (800) 791-9354, Fax (610) 853-9146
Email: queries@casemateacademic.com
www.casemateacademic.com/oxbow

Oxbow Books is part of the Casemate Group

Front cover: Chambered cairn of Cairnholy, Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland. Photo: Chris Scarre
Back cover: Dolmen angevin of La Roche-aux-Fées at Essé, Ille-et Vilaine, France. Photo: Chris Scarre



Contents

List of contributors

Preface: megalithic architecture in Europe
    Luc Laporte & Chris Scarre

SECTION 1: THE MEGALITH-BUILDERS

 1. Menga (Andalusia, Spain): biography of an exceptional megalithic monument 
  Leonardo García Sanjuán and José Antonio Lozano Rodríguez

 2. Structural functions and architectural projects within the long monuments of Western France 
  Luc Laporte

 3. Megalithic building techniques in the Languedoc region of southern France: recent excavations at  
two dolmens in Hérault 
  Noisette Bec Drelon

 4. Megalithic constructional techniques in north-west France: cairn III at Prissé-la-Charrière 
  Florian Cousseau

 5. A monumental task: building the dolmens of Britain and Ireland 
  Vicki Cummings and Colin Richards

 6. The megalithic construction process and the building of passage graves in Denmark 
  Torben Dehn

 7. Accident or design? Chambers, cairns and funerary practices in Neolithic western Europe 
  Chris Scarre

 8. Dolmens without mounds in Denmark 
  Palle Eriksen and Niels H. Andersen

 9. In the eye of the beholder: key architectural elements in 25 years of visual analysis of  
Danish megalithic tombs 
  Jørgen Westphal

SECTION 2: CEMETERIES AND SEQUENCES

10. Building forever or just for the time being? A view from north-western Iberia 
  Ramón Fábregas Valcarce and Xosé Ignacio Vilaseco Vázquez

11. The megalithic architecture of Huelva (Spain): typology, construction and technical traditions  
in eastern Andévalo 
  Jose Antonio Linares Catela

12. The clustering of megalithic monuments around the causewayed enclosures at Sarup on Funen, Denmark 
  Niels H. Andersen

13. Two types of megaliths and an unusual dolmen at Lønt, Denmark 
  Anne Birgitte Gebauer

14. Common motivation, different intentions? A multiscalar approach to the megalithic architecture of  
the Funnel Beaker North Group 
  Franziska Hage, Georg Schafferer and Martin Hinz

vii

ix

3

17

31

39

49

59

69

79

89

101

111

127

137

145



vi Contents

SECTION 3: CHRONOLOGIES AND CONTEXT

15. Between east and west: megaliths in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula 
  Primitiva Bueno Ramírez, Rosa Barroso Bermejo and Rodrigo de Balbín Behrmann

16. Megalithic hollows: rock-cut tombs between the Tagus and the Guadiana 
  Leonor Rocha 

17. Houses of the dead and natural rocks: new evidence from western France 
  Philippe Gouézin

18. The stone rows of Hoedic (Morbihan) and the construction of alignments in western France 
  Jean-Marc Large and Emmanuel Mens

19. Decorative techniques in Breton megalithic tombs (France): the role of paintings 
  Primitiva Bueno Ramírez, Rodrigo de Balbín Behrmann, Luc Laporte, Philippe Gouézin,  
  Rosa Barroso Bermejo, Philippe Gouézin, Florian Cousseau, Antonio Hernanz Gismero and  
  Mercedes Iriarte Cela

20. Stability in a changing world: insights from settlement intensity patterns and archaeobotany 
  Martin Hinz and Wiebke Kirleis

SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS

21. Ostentation, power, and megaliths: the example of Easter Island 
  Nicolas Cauwe

22. A southern viewpoint 
  Luc Laporte and Primitiva Bueno Ramírez

23. A northern viewpoint 
  Chris Scarre and Torben Dehn

157

167

175

183

197

207

219

227

235



Contributors

NIELS H. ANDERSEN
Moesgaard Museum, DK 8270 Højbjerg, Denmark

RODRIGO DE BALBÍN BEHRMANN 
Area de Prehistoria, Universidad de Alcalá, Pza. San Diego, 
s/n - 28801, Alcalá de Henares, Madrid, Spain

ROSA BARROSO BERMEJO 
Area de Prehistoria, Universidad de Alcalá, Pza. San Diego, 
s/n - 28801, Alcalá de Henares, Madrid, Spain

NOISETTE BEC DRELON
Université d’Aix-Marseille, CNRS-MCC, LAMPEA-UMR 
7269, Aix-en-Provence, France

PRIMITIVA BUENO RAMÍREZ 
Area de Prehistoria, Universidad de Alcalá, Pza. San Diego, 
s/n - 28801, Alcalá de Henares, Madrid, Spain

NICOLAS CAUWE
Musées royaux d’Art et d’Histoire, Parc du Cinquantenaire, 
10, B-1000 Brussels, Belgium

MERCEDES IRIARTE CELA
Departamento de Ciencias y Técnicas Fisicoquímicas, Facultad 
de Ciencias, Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia 
(UNED), Paseo Senda de Rey 9, 28040 Madrid, Spain

FLORIAN COUSSEAU
Université de Rennes 1-CReAAH UMR6566, 263 Avenue 
du Général Leclerc, Campus de Beaulieu, 35042 RENNES 
CEDEX, France

VICKI CUMMINGS
School of Forensic and Investigative Science, University of 
Central Lancashire, Preston PR1 2HE, UK

TORBEN DEHN
Ancient Monuments, Danish Agency for Culture, H. C. 
Andersens Boulevard 2, DK 1553, København V, Denmark

PALLE ERIKSEN
Ringkøbing-Skjern Museum, Herningvej 4, 6950 
Ringkøbing, Denmark

RAMÓN FÁBREGAS VALCARCE 
Grupo de Estudos para a Prehistoria do NW Peninsular, 
Departamento de Historia I, Universidade de Santiago de 
Compostela, Facultade de Xeografía e Historia, Praza da 
Universidade, nº 1, 15782 Santiago de Compostela, Spain

LEONARDO GARCÍA SANJUÁN
Departamento de Prehistoria y Arqueología, Universidad de 
Sevilla, María de Padilla s/n, 41004, Sevilla, Spain

ANNE BIRGITTE GEBAUER
National Museum, Gammel Carlsbergvej 15, 1799 
København V, Denmark

ANTONIO HERNANZ GISMERO
Departamento de Ciencias y Técnicas Fisicoquímicas, Facultad 
de Ciencias, Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia 
(UNED), Paseo Senda de Rey 9, 28040 Madrid, Spain

PHILIPPE GOUÉZIN
29 rue de La Fontaine, 56420 Plaudren, France

FRANZISKA HAGE
Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte Christian-Albrechts-
Universität, Johanna-Mestorf-Str. 2-6, 24118 Kiel, Germany

MARTIN HINZ
Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte Christian-Albrechts-
Universität, Johanna-Mestorf-Str. 2-6, 24118 Kiel, Germany

WIEBKE KIRLEIS 
Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte Christian-Albrechts-
Universität, Johanna-Mestorf-Str. 2-6, 24118 Kiel, Germany

LUC LAPORTE
CNRS Laboratoire Archéosciences, Université de Rennes 
1-CReAAH UMR6566, 263 Avenue du Général Leclerc, 
Campus de Beaulieu, 35042 RENNES CEDEX, France

JEAN-MARC LARGE
Archéologue associé à l’UMR 6566 CReAHH, Université de 
Rennes 1, Campus de Beaulieu, 35042 Rennes, France



viii Contributors

JOSÉ ANTONIO LINARES CATELA
Cota Cero Gestión del Patrimonio Histórico S.L.,  
Calle Antonio Machado, 2, local 2A  
21007, Huelva, Spain

JOSÉ ANTONIO LOZANO RODRÍGUEZ
Instituto Andaluz de Ciencias de la Tierra, Consejo Superior 
de Investigaciones Cientificas, Universidad de Granada, 
Avenida de la Palmeras, 4, 18100 Armilla, Granada, Spain

EMMANUEL MENS
Archeo Atlantica, 19 rue du Vieux Moulin  
44740 Batz-sur-Mer, France

COLIN RICHARDS
School of Arts, Languages and Cultures, University of 
Manchester, Manchester M13 9PL, UK

LEONOR ROCHA
Centre de História da Arte e Investigação Artística, 
Universide da Évora, Palácio do Vimioso,  
Largo Marquês de Marialva 8, 7000-809 Évora Portugal

CHRIS SCARRE
Department of Archaeology, Durham University, South 
Road, Durham DH1 3LE, UK

GEORG SCHAFFERER
Römisch-Germanische Kommission, Palmengartenstraße 
10–12, 0325 Frankfurt am Main, Germany

XOSÉ IGNACIO VILASECO VÁZQUEZ
Grupo de Estudos para a Prehistoria do NW Peninsular, 
Departamento de Historia I, Universidade de Santiago de 
Compostela, Facultade de Xeografía e Historia, Praza da 
Universidade, nº 1, 15782 Santiago de Compostela, Spain

JØRGEN WESTPHAL
Ancient Monuments, Danish Agency for Culture, H.C. 
Andersens Boulevard 2, DK 1553 København V, Denmark



Preface
Luc Laporte and Chris Scarre

Megalithic monuments are defined essentially by the unusually 
large stones employed in their construction. The impressive 
dimensions have led to recurrent speculation as to how they 
were built. Popular histories and beliefs frequently attributed 
them to giants or other mythical beings. Dutch antiquarian 
Johan Picardt illustrated his Antiquiteten of Drenthe in 1660 
with engravings showing giants engaged in the construction 
of one of the hunebedden of the northern Netherlands (Bakker 
2010, 40–46). Later scholars, more soberly attributing them 
to human action, have nonetheless speculated on the precise 
methods used in their construction by societies lacking modern 
engineering equipment. Such speculation has concerned both 
the erection of the monuments – the raising upright of a 
menhir or orthostat, the building of a burial chamber or the 
addition of a mound – and the transport of the stones. The 
general consensus over the years has envisaged large teams of 
humans pulling on ropes aided by timber trackways, rollers 
or scaffolds, although waterborne transport has also been 
invoked on occasion (for the Stonehenge bluestones, or the 
Grand Menhir Brisé: Atkinson 1979; Le Roux 1997). Winter 
transport of megalithic blocks over ice or frozen ground has 
also been suggested for the monuments of northern Europe.

While speculation will continue to govern some elements 
of this debate, recent decades have seen new attention devoted 
to the direct evidence of constructional techniques afforded 
by the monuments themselves. This has included detailed 
observations of the surface of the megalithic blocks and the 
manner in which the raw materials were deployed. It has also 
extended to the sources of the stones and the quarries from 
which the blocks were extracted. A series of separate studies 
from the Portuguese Alentejo to Denmark and Sweden have 
revealed new evidence for the ways in which the materials 
were quarried and used (e.g. Dehn et al. 1991; Mens 2008; 
Martinez Torres et al. 2014; Richards et al. 2013). The 
incorporation of recycled elements has drawn attention 
to the multi-phase nature of many of these monuments, 
products of successive episodes of remodelling, extension and 
occasionally destruction. Hence despite the durability and 
scale of the materials used in megalithic monuments, they are 
increasingly understood as dynamic structures, continually in 
flux throughout their use-lives, with biographies furthermore 
that extend up to the present day.

Along with new interest in the constructional techniques 
has gone a new awareness of the social context in which 

these monuments were created. A number of scholars have 
emphasised the contingent and sometimes haphazard 
nature of the megalithic building project, arguing that the 
undertaking itself may have been more important than the 
finished product. At the same time, excavation evidence and 
structural analysis have revealed the level of skill required 
to build a megalithic tomb, and the repetitive features of 
the work that suggest regionally embedded traditions of 
knowledge, and perhaps expert builders.

The megalithic monuments of western Europe comprise 
tombs, stone settings and individual standing stones or 
menhirs. The study of megalithic tombs focused for many years 
on the funerary space, but enquiry has subsequently extended 
to the entirety of the monumental structure, including the 
mound ot cairn, and to its physical, chronological and human 
setting. In the light of new information acquired over the past 
20 years it is timely to revisit the notion of the architectural 
project. In analysing the intentions that can be attributed 
to the Neolithic builders we must consider what evidence 
can be drawn from the construction process, and therefore 
from the building site. We must also ask what can be learned 
from the evidence of constructional sequences, and from the 
additions and modifications through which each generation 
reappropriated the unique significance of a specific site.

These “primitive” architectures may appear to be the 
outcome of a construction project as rudimentary, and a 
construction process as opportunistic, as the large slabs that 
they employed. That is clearly not the case. Each building 
project was unique. Detailed study can assess the architectural 
function or the manipulation of each element, and the reuse, 
secondary reworking and other successive modifications to 
which they were subjected. Along with the manner in which 
the materials were used, this reveals a store of knowledge 
that sometimes differed considerably from one structure to 
another, even between those of the same period within a 
single region. Reconstructing the building processes allows a 
better understanding, first, of the nature of these architectural 
projects, and second, of the purposes and uses for which they 
were intended.

What kinds of evidence and what tell-tale signs can 
document the progress and operation of megalithic building 
sites? What we can learn of the sequence or series of phases 
within each construction project and the intentions that lay 
behind it? Were these long-term building projects, undertaken 
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by a small group of people during the slack season, or were they 
co-ordinated and continuous? If continuous, were shelters 
provided to accommodate the whole of the work force during 
the work? Or should we instead envisage periodic assemblies 
of people, enhancing the cohesion of the group through a 
collective undertaking that tied the individual into the wider 
community? The organisation of work at the building site 
must indirectly reflect the social organisation of the groups 
involved just as does the number of people whose bodies 
were deposited within the burial chambers, or whose bones 
were arranged and stored there. Speculative discussions have 
explored a wide range of possibilities, but material evidence 
that might allow more specific insights in individual cases 
remains relatively rare.

It was to address these issues that a conference on the 
theme of “Megalithic Architectures” was held at the Musée 
de Bretagne at Rennes, from 10 to 12 May 2012. The 
first two days were devoted to conference presentations 
in the Champs Libres auditorium at the museum. Each 
presentation was recorded as an audio track, using the 
equipment and personnel that were kindly placed at our 
disposal. That was then synchronized with the corresponding 
Powerpoint slide show. The processing was undertaken by 
the company Mstream and made available on-line at the site 
http://emsg-rennes.jimdo.com/ The third and final day of 
the meeting was occupied by an excursion to sites in the 
region around Rennes including the dolmen angevin of La 
Roche-aux-Fées at Essé, the menhirs of Champ Dolent at 
Dol and La Tremblaye at Saint-Samson-sur-Rance, and the 
allée couverte of La Maison des Feins at Tressé. The papers in 

the present volume derive from those originally presented at 
this meeting.

The aim was to bring together speakers from as many 
of the relevant countries as possible, and to bridge the 
different national traditions of research. The resulting 
volume is organised in three sections that correspond to the 
major themes of the conference. The first presents a series 
of case studies from individual sites that reveal details of 
constructional techniques and also provide insight into the 
organisation of the building projects and the intentions of 
the builders. The second section broadens the spatial envelope 
to consider groups of sites and regional traditions; while the 
third section addresses chronological questions and special 
issues concerning the construction of these monuments. 
A fourth and final section brings together a famous non-
European example and two summary papers reviewing the 
west European megalithic phenomenon as a whole from a 
northern and a southern perspective.

The editors are grateful first and foremost to the sponsors 
who provided financial and material support for the Rennes 
meeting: the Ministère de la Culture, the Région Bretagne, 
the Délégation régionale of the Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique, the Observatoire de Rennes, the 
Université de Rennes 1, the Musée de Bretagne, the Maison 
des Sciences de l’Homme de Bretagne and Rennes Métropole. 
Thanks are also due to Florian Cousseau, Catherine Bizien-
Jaglin and Catherine Louazel for their assistance with the 
organisation of the conference, and to the members of the 
UMR 6566 research team, and students, for their help 
during the meeting itself: Catherine Le Gall, Annie-Claude 

Participants in the “Megalithic architectures” conference visiting the megalithic tomb known as La Roche-aux-Fées at Essé (Ille-et-Vilaine) in May 
2012.
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Granger, Francis Bertin, Laurent Quesnel, Manon Quillivic, 
Noisette Bec-Drelon, Aymeline Fonvieille, Hélène Pioffet and 
Adrien Delvoye. The editors also express their thanks to all 
those who have assisted in the preparation of this volume: 
Kate Sharpe, Emma Cunliffe, Miquel Molist and the late 
Magdalena Midgley. The volume is dedicated to the memory 
of Magdalena Midgley, whose premature death in July 2014 
robbed European megalithic studies of one of its leading 
exponents.
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Menga (Andalusia, Spain): biography of an  
exceptional megalithic monument

Leonardo García Sanjuán and José Antonio Lozano Rodríguez

Abstract
Menga was discovered for modern science in the 1840s, when 
Rafael Mitjana carried out excavations that he reported in his 
Memoria. The booklet soon circulated internationally, giving 
this great megalith an early fame. Yet, as written accounts 
dating to the 16th through 18th centuries AD and other pieces 
of evidence attest, Menga had never been really ‘forgotten’. 
Archaeological excavations carried out in the late 20th and 
early 21st centuries have provided evidence suggesting that, 
since its construction in the Neolithic period, and during 
later prehistory, Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Menga was 
used as a sacred building and burial ground. This paper brings 
together, for the first time, some of the evidence available in 
order to understand Menga’s outstanding biography, spanning 
almost 6000 years. The archaeological data currently available 
is fragmentary and largely unpublished, but taken together, 
it tells a remarkable story about the inception, design, and 
long life of what possibly is the most fascinating megalithic 
monument of Iberia.

Keywords: Neolithic, Copper Age, Bronze Age, Antiquity, 
Middle Ages, megalith, burial, landscape

Introduction
Located in the plain of Antequera (Málaga), on the northern 
side of the Baetic mountain range, Menga is possibly the 
most famous megalithic monument in Iberia. As Sánchez-
Cuenca López (2012) showed in his historiographic review, 
following its discovery for archaeology as a scientific 
discipline by Mitjana (1847), Menga became a reference 
for the study of the megalithic phenomenon worldwide 
throughout the 19th century. There is no doubt that its 
exceptional size and architectural features played a major 
part in its early fame within contemporary archaeological 
knowledge (Figs 1.1 and 1.2).

Writing a biography of Menga is a very complex task. 
Firstly, it has been the target of a significant number of 
interventions since it was first discovered, the more recent 
and extensive of which remain largely unpublished (Fig. 1.3).1 
Secondly, numerous indications suggest that Menga has been 
visited, frequented and used, on a practically continuous 
basis since it was first built. It was never buried underground, 
away from human interest and curiosity, as so many other 

prehistoric monuments were. In addition, the history of 
Menga is inherently linked to the other two large monuments 
that form the megalithic complex of Antequera – Viera and 
El Romeral – as well as other important prehistoric sites in the 
surrounding area, the most noteworthy being La Peña de los 
Enamorados. Combined, these factors make its biography a 
fascinating, albeit particularly difficult, case study.

This paper is a condensed English version of a larger work 
dedicated to the biography of Menga, to be published in 
Spanish, and is based on a thorough examination of published 
data, various unpublished reports and information obtained 
directly from excavators (García Sanjuán and Lozano 
Rodríguez, forthcoming).

Before Menga
Excavations conducted over the last three decades found 
evidence suggesting prior occupation on the hill on which 
Menga and Viera are located. Details of what this activity 
consisted of are not known, as the first task the builders of 
Menga undertook was the levelling of the entire construction 
area (Ferrer Palma et al. 2004, 187–189). There are three 
pieces of evidence for this occupation: (i) the lithic and 
ceramic artefacts found within the fill used for the Viera and 
Menga tumuli, which came from deposits of a previously 
existing settlement (Marqués Merelo et al. 2004a, 184); (ii) the 
negative structures detected outside Menga (Carrión Méndez 
et al. 2006a, 23); and (iii) the single inhumation found in the 
south-western quadrant of Menga’s mound (Carrión Méndez 
et al. 2006a, 22–23). Unfortunately, attempts to radiocarbon 
date the very poorly preserved human remains of this single 
inhumation have been fruitless due to a lack of collagen.

When was Menga built? There are currently three 
radiocarbon dates for this monument that fall within the 
late prehistoric period (Table 1.1), all obtained from charred 
material. Two were obtained from samples collected inside a 
pit located in the monument’s atrium that contained carbon 
remains and three fragments of handmade pottery, including 
a rim (Navarrete Pendón 2005, 16–17). The dates were 
3790–3690 cal BC and 3760–3530 cal BC (all calibrated 
dates quoted to 2σ) (Table 1.1). The third radiocarbon date 
was obtained from a sample retrieved from the base of the 
tumulus in Sector  D of the excavation undertaken by the 
University of Granada in 2005–2006. The age of this sample 
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Fig. 1.1:  Menga from the northeast. Photo: Leonardo García Sanjuán.

Fig. 1.2: Interior of Menga, looking inwards from the entrance. Photo: Miguel Ángel Blanco de la Rubia.



51. Menga (Andalusia, Spain)

is 3639–3384 cal BC (Table 1.1): it is broadly contemporary 
with the two other samples.

The biological nature of the dated carbonised organic 
matter has not been established in any of the three cases. If 
they are wood, the samples could be older than the contexts 
or events supposedly dated. Nevertheless, the chronology 
of these dates quite consistently places them in the second 
quarter of the 4th millennium cal BC (c. 3800–3400 cal BC), 
within what could be considered an early stage of megalith 
construction in southern Spain. All three dates (especially 
that from the tumulus) constitute post quem chronological 
evidence for the building of Menga. Given that samples taken 
from the trenches or foundation pits of the orthostats or 
pillars have not been dated, there is no direct data that would 
enable us to establish when construction started, or how long 
it lasted (if this was a process that extended over time).

Indirect evidence regarding the date of construction of 
Menga comes from one of the three currently available C14 
dates for Viera (GrN-16067). The tumulus of the latter lies 
adjacent to that of Menga and gave a calibrated age of 3650–

2900 cal BC (Table 1.1). According to the excavators, this 
sample dates a surface that existed before the construction of 
the mound: therefore, again, the date only has a post quem 
value in relation to the construction of Viera (Ferrer Palma 
1997a, 135). Moreover, in this particular case, the value of 
the date for interpreting the construction of the monument 
is limited by its high standard deviation. What seems clear 
is that this date points to a later chronological horizon than 
that reflected by Menga’s three dates. This is consistent with 
the observation that, from a mechanical standpoint, the space 
occupied by Viera was needed to construct Menga, as it is the 
natural entry point from the quarry area for its stone blocks 
(Lozano Rodríguez et al. 2014). Collectively, this suggests 
that Menga was built before Viera.

The radiocarbon data currently available are of little help 
with regard to how long the construction process of Menga 
took. However, architectural analysis yields three interesting 
indications: (i) the orthostats are supported one on top of another, 
with an identical angle of around 4°; (ii) the capstones overlap 
one another; and (iii) the tumulus does not show any lateral 

Table 1.1: Radiocarbon dates available for Menga and Viera
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change of construction phases. Taken together, these indications 
suggest that Menga was the result of a single architectural 
project, carried out over a period of time that we are currently 
unable to determine. However, as part of its long biography, it 
is possible that some external orthostats, corresponding to the 
atrium, were removed at some unspecified point in time (García 
Sanjuán and Lozano Rodríguez, forthcoming). The architectural 
remains found in the atrium, particularly the wall that projects 
the southern hemisphere of the monument several metres to the 
east, could indicate the existence of “additions” to the original 
project but, unfortunately, the data currently available do not 
enable us to be more specific. 

An extraordinary design
Menga stands out as an exceptional megalithic monument in 
both the scale of its construction and its design. It is basically 
the largest and heaviest megalithic monument on the Iberian 
Peninsula, comparable only to Anta Grande de Zambujeiro 
(Évora, Portugal). Its dimensions are remarkable, with a total 
length of the inner space plus atrium of 27.5m, a height that 
rises from 2.7m at the entrance to 3.5m at the top, and a 
width of 6m at its widest point inside (Marqués Merelo et 
al. 2004, 174; Márquez Romero and Fernández Ruiz 2009, 
139). Menga’s mound is almost 50m across and contains 
approximately 3000m3 of earth and stones, carefully placed 
in alternating layers (Ferrer Palma 1997b, 359). 

But what makes Menga extraordinary is the size and weight 
of its stones, including 24 orthostats, three pillars and five 
capstones. The total combined weight of orthostats, pillars 
and capstones is 835.7 tonnes, with the capstones weighing 
44, 51, 68, 87 and 149 tonnes (Carrión Méndez et al. 2006b, 
132). Although this type of estimate is virtually non-existent 
for other Iberian megaliths, capstone 5 of Menga with its 
dimensions of 6.05m wide, 7.20m long and 1.72m at its 
thickest, and weighing at least 150 metric tonnes, is possibly 
the largest and heaviest stone ever moved in later prehistoric 
Iberia within the context of the megalithic phenomenon. 

Another exceptional element of Menga’s architecture is the 
shaft discovered at the back of the chamber in 2005. However, in 
light of the difficulties in establishing its chronology, for now it is 
impossible to know whether this element was designed and built 
as part of the original construction plan of Menga or whether it 
was added at a later date. Given the complexity of the discussion 
needed to evaluate the different sources of indirect evidence that 
could help to establish its chronology, the Menga shaft is not 
dealt with in this work – a detailed discussion is available in 
García Sanjuán and Lozano Rodríguez (forthcoming).

Altogether, it appears that the creators of Menga set out 
to make a special and enduring work that would live on in 
the memory of generations to come. In its dimensions and 
scale, it was conceived as a monument that would surpass 
all that was previously known. Its culmination must have 
been a memorable event, not only socially and ideologically, 

but technically and architecturally, too. Menga surely left 
a recognisable mark on the collective imagination of the 
Neolithic inhabitants of the region, and perhaps further 
afield. In this regard, the aim of those who built Menga, to 
create something unrepeatable and famous, is so obvious that 
it seems difficult to avoid the explanation that the Antequera 
plains already had an earlier special significance. This leads us 
to the implications of Menga’s landscape setting.

An extraordinary event?
Interesting indications in relation to the genesis of Menga 
can be drawn from another of its architectural features: its 
axial orientation. Menga was not oriented to sunrise, as is 
the case with 95% of the megalithic monuments in southern 
Iberia (Hoskin 2001, 92–93). Rather it is slightly to the 
north of the summer solstice (specifically at 45°), towards La 
Peña de los Enamorados, a mountain that stands out in the 
Antequera plain. Survey work has demonstrated that Menga’s 
axial orientation is specifically directed to the north face of 
La Peña de los Enamorados, where there is a cliff with an 
almost perfectly vertical drop of almost 100m. At the foot of 
this impressive cliff there was a noteworthy area of activity 
at the end of the Neolithic. This included the small shelter 
of Matacabras, with schematic-style rock art, and the Piedras 
Blancas I activity area, associated with a scatter of microliths 
(García Sanjuán and Wheatley 2009; 2010; García Sanjuán et 
al. 2011b). Although the functional nature and chronology 
of this sector of La Peña de los Enamorados still needs to 
be established more accurately, as yet unpublished studies 
suggest that the site of Piedras Blancas I may have been 
monumentalised during the Neolithic period (Fig. 1.4).

It seems implausible that a feature with such a powerful 
symbolic weight – the orientation – was left to chance: 
therefore in orienting Menga towards the Piedras Blancas I 
and Matacabras sector of La Peña de los Enamorados, the 
architects commemorated a site that already had a very special 
ideological and symbolic significance before the dolmen was 
built. Such significance prevailed over the solar orientation 
usually applied to megalithic monuments in Neolithic 
Iberia. Menga was therefore configured as a compass that 
not only pointed towards space but also to time, to a place 
with an ancestral importance for those who built it. In this 
regard, the physical design of Menga itself has a mnemonic 
purpose, suggesting that its biography started long before its 
construction (García Sanjuán and Wheatley 2010, 27–31). 
This can also be connected with the data regarding the previous 
occupation of the hill on which it was built, discussed above. 
It is possible that one of the reasons for Menga’s exceptional 
design was that there was an older tradition that made the 
Antequera region, or some specific site within it (perhaps La 
Peña de los Enamorados), a well-known social and ideological 
focus whose importance and fame needed to be matched. We 
must also consider the fact that the Antequera plain was (as 
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it is today) a strategic transit point or crossroads in southern 
Iberia, between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, between 
the Guadalquivir river basin and the heart of the Baetic 
mountain range. Today, Antequera is the midpoint between 
Sevilla and Granada and between Málaga and Córdoba. 

It is therefore possible to take a fresh look at recent 
geological research, which indicates that a massive earthquake 
may have hit the Málaga region between the late 5th and early 
4th millennia cal BC. Evidence of this event has been found in 
the speleothem records of the El Aguadero sinkhole (Periana, 
Málaga), located 50km to the east of Antequera (Clavero 
Toledo 2010). Specifically, the radiocarbon date obtained from 
a stalactite (Beta-222473) places this earthquake in or shortly 
after 5110±70 BP, i.e. 4045–3713 cal BC (Clavero Toledo 
2010, 136). The chronology of this earthquake is interesting 
when related to the radiocarbon dates of Menga and Viera, and 
particularly in relation to the Neolithic occupation of El Toro 
cave, which, lying just 8km to the south of Menga, is one of the 
oldest Neolithic settlements in southern Iberia (Fig. 1.5).

Of the 29 radiocarbon dates published for El Toro cave, 
the oldest 24 are chronologically compact. They represent 
its probably uninterrupted occupation from the mid-6th 
to the very end of the 5th, or start of the 4th millennium 
cal BC. Of the five remaining dates, the standard deviation 
of one is too large while the other four fall within the mid-
4th, 3rd, and 2nd millennia BC, clearly representing a very 
different – more sporadic – usage pattern from that seen 
in the Neolithic period. This radiocarbon series seems to 
demonstrate a discontinuity in the very late 5th or early 4th 
millennium, precisely when the above-mentioned earthquake 
may have occurred. In addition, the excavators of El Toro cave 
noted a dramatic change in the topographic conditions and 
habitability of the cave, including the lasting blockage of the 

main entrance to the cavity, and attributed it to an earthquake 
(Cámalich Massieu et al. 2004, 297). The precise date of the 
collapse and blocking of the entrance to El Toro is, however, 
unknown. Since no absolute date for the earthquake was 
available when the results of the excavation were published by 
Camalich Massieu et al. (2004), the excavators suggested that 
the earthquake that caused the blocking could have occurred in 
the 3rd millennium BC. It was only later that the publication 
of the El Aguadero sinkhole date and its comparison with the 
El Toro C14 sequence led us to suggest that the date of that 
event may in fact have been considerably earlier.

If the apparent match between the discontinuity in the use 
of El Toro seen in the C14 dates and the possible date of the El 
Aguadero earthquake holds true, it could have some bearing 
on Menga’s biography. A catastrophic event of such magnitude 
must have had a severe impact on the community occupying 
El Toro cave, and maybe other Neolithic communities in 
the region, leading to changes in their living conditions and 
land occupation strategies – perhaps also affecting the Piedras 
Blancas I area of activity at La Peña de los Enamorados.

Later prehistory
As Menga seems to have been an “open” monument 
throughout its entire life history, the vestiges of its use 
during the Neolithic, the Chalcolithic, and the Bronze Age 
seem to have been almost completely erased by the actions 
of subsequent visitors and users. In his Memoria, Mitjana 
reported that, contrary to his expectations, there were no 

Fig. 1.4: Monolith at Piedras Blancas I, at the foot of the northern cliff 
of La Peña de los Enamorados, showing (left) Leonor Rocha and (right) 
the late Pedro Alvim, University of Évora (Portugal), March 2009. 
Photo: Leonardo García Sanjuán.

Fig. 1.5: Summed distributions of the radiocarbon dates available for 
Cueva del Toro, Menga and Viera. Total number of dates in brackets. 
In red: distribution of date Beta-222473 from one stalactite in the El 
Aguadero sinkhole. Diagram by David W. Wheatley and Leonardo 
García Sanjuán.
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remains of “cadavers” or “urns” (Mitjana 1847, 19) suggesting 
that he saw no evidence of prehistoric funerary activity 
at Menga. The excavations undertaken by the University 
of Málaga at the end of the 20th century led to the same 
conclusion (Marqués Merelo et al. 2004a, 181–182).

The only prehistoric materials officially attributed to 
Menga are now in the Málaga museum, donated by Manuel 
Gómez Moreno in 1945. These consist of a polished axe-head, 
three blades, and two retouched flint flakes (Figs 1.6 and 1.7). 
Georg and Vera Leisner (1943, pl. 58) attributed a polished 
adze and axe-head to Menga, although, due to the schematic 
nature of their drawing, the axe-head cannot be linked 
with the one housed in the Málaga museum with certainty. 
However, a recent review has identified some ambiguities and 
problems with the attributions of the materials in those old 
museum collections (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2013, 239). In any 
case, the finds are not necessarily of Neolithic date: according 
to their morphology and characteristics they could also be 
from the Chalcolithic.

There is only indirect evidence on the use of Menga in 
the Chalcolithic, a period of intense occupation in the 
surrounding Antequera plain, as exemplified at Cerro de 
Marimacho, a mere 200m to the east of Menga and Viera 
(Leiva Riojano and Ruiz González, 1977; Ferrer Palma et 
al. 1987a; Marqués Merelo et al. 2004b, 242), and at other 
nearby sites. Further indirect evidence comes from Viera, in 
particular from a C14 date (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2013), and 
from the 8cm long copper awl or punch attributed to this 
dolmen.2

Similarly, there is no direct evidence of how Menga was 
used during the Bronze Age. Nevertheless, in the province of 
Málaga, and in the neighbouring province of Granada, there 
is clear evidence of megalithic sites being intensely reused 
during this period (Ferrer Palma et al. 1987b; Fernández Ruiz 
et al. 1997; Fernández Ruiz 2004; Márquez Romero 2009, 
214–218; Márquez Romero et al. 2009; Aranda Jiménez 

Fig. 1.6: Artefacts attributed to Menga in the 
Málaga museum. Photo: Leonardo García 
Sanjuán.

Fig. 1.7: Artefacts attributed to Menga by the Leisners. Source: Leisner 
& Leisner, 1943: Plate 58.
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Fig. 1.8: Roman inhumation tombs discovered in 1988 by the 
University of Málaga near the Antequera-Archidona road, at 
the edge of the archaeological enclosure surrounding the dolmens 
of Antequera. Photo: Rafael Atencia Páez.

Fig. 1.9: Roman ‘ossuary’ discovered in 1991 in the tumulus 
of Menga by the University of Málaga. Photograph: Ignacio 
Marqués Merelo.
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2013), including Viera itself (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2013). It 
therefore seems highly unlikely that Menga was not used as a 
sacred and/or burial site by the local Bronze Age populations, 
although we do not have direct proof at present. 

The publications available for the University of Málaga’s 
excavations in the 1980s and 1990s report no Iron Age 
materials in Menga. However, the unpublished reports of the 
2005–2006 excavations mention fragments of orientalising-
style pottery (Navarrete Pendón 2005, 20), as well as numerous 
Late Iron Age pre-Roman pottery fragments (Carrión Méndez 
et al. 2006a, 44). The practices that took place in the area 
surrounding Menga in the Iron Age are unknown.

Roman times
The excavations carried out in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
identified several Roman graves in the surroundings of the 
Menga and Viera tumuli (Ferrer Palma 1997a, 143; 1997b, 
356; Marqués Merelo et al. 2004a, 184; Ferrer Palma et al. 
2004, 207) (Fig. 1.8). In 1991, a Roman grave was found at 
the southwestern edge of the Menga mound, practically in 
the contact area with the Viera mound (Fig. 1.9). This grave, 
embedded in the mound’s stone filling, had a cover made of 
large ceramic tiles that protected a small ossuary. Numerous 
fragments of wheel-thrown pottery were found very close by, 
including several remains of terra sigillata and a small piece of 
Roman glass.

The excavations accompanying the restoration of Viera 
in 2003 also revealed evidence of its use in Roman times, 
including a burial surrounded by bricks in the right hand 
side of its atrium (as one enters) which remains unexcavated 
and in situ (Fernández Rodríguez et al. 2006, 97; Fernández 
Rodríguez and Romero Pérez 2007, 416). In addition, 
some grooves were identified in the first capstone of Viera 
that, in the excavators’ opinion, might have been caused 

by Roman quarrying, perhaps contributing to the partial 
dismantling of the monument (Fernández Rodríguez et al. 
2006, 95). 

How can this information on the use of the spaces 
surrounding Menga and Viera in Roman times be interpreted? 
First of all, it must be noted that just a short distance away 
(some 500m to the south-east) there is a Roman rural 
settlement known as Carnicería de los Moros (Ferrer Palma 
1997a, 136; Marqués Merelo et al. 2004a, 184; Fernández 
Rodríguez and Romero Pérez 2007, 416). Remains of walls 
and a hydraulic structure with opus signinum that could have 
formed part of this rural settlement have been found near 
Viera. It seems possible that the Roman graves found around 
the perimeter of the dolmens could be connected with the 
inhabitants or occupiers of this suburban villa. The University 
of Málaga team dated these funerary contexts to between the 
late 5th and 6th centuries AD (Ferrer Palma 1997a, 136). 
They emphasised the fact that those buried had no grave 
goods, interpreting it to mean that the people buried there 
were low class, perhaps servants of the villa (Marqués Merelo 
et al. 2004a, 184). 

Middle Ages
The excavations conducted in the atrium of Menga in 
the spring of 2005 revealed two human skeletons: the 
arrangement and context suggested that these burials were 
medieval (Navarrete Pendón 2005, 24–25) (Fig. 1.10). 
Both individuals were interred in simple, single graves in a 
prone position, with the upper and lower limbs extended, 
and hands at the pelvis. Neither individual was buried with 
any grave goods, nor was any type of funerary architecture 
found apart from the grave pit. Two subsequent 
radiocarbon dates demonstrate that those two individuals 
died between the 8th and 11th centuries AD (Díaz-Zorita 

Fig. 1.10: Excavation of medieval 
inhumation no.1 in the atrium at Menga 
(2005). Photo: Juan Moreno.
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Bonilla and García Sanjuán 2012, 244–245). Both bodies 
were approximately aligned with the axial symmetry of 
the dolmen (in other words, “in line” with the chamber), 
suggesting those who buried them wanted to place them 
in that exact position, acknowledging their awareness of 
the existence of the megalithic monument (and perhaps 
its great age). 

No other cases have been identified of megalithic sites (or 
prehistoric burial places in general) in the Antequera region 
being reused in the Middle Ages. The only other possible 
testimony is found in the schematic rock art complex of Peñas 
de Cabrera (Casabermeja, Málaga) located 30km south-east 
of Antequera. Engraved cruciform figures were found at 
this site, alongside an important series of schematic motifs, 
suggesting it was used as a sanctuary by Mozarab communities 
(Maura Mijares 2010, 119). The continuity of use of Peñas 
de Cabrera into the Middle Ages raises the question of the 
calvario (Christian cross) carved into the third orthostat of 
Menga (on the left as you enter). As noted by Bueno Ramírez 
et al. (forthcoming), this calvario was carved with a different 
technique from that used for the other motifs carved on that 

particular upright. Its specific chronology, however, remains a 
matter of conjecture.

The excavations carried out in the atrium of Menga in the 
spring of 2005 also discovered “medieval” pottery as well as 
“some resealed 8-maravedíes3 coins” (Navarrete Pendón 2005, 
20–21). Similarly, Hispano-Muslim materials were recorded 
in Viera, inside the “tunnel” (considered to have been made 
by “plunderers”) located at the back of the passage’s orthostats, 
dated to the 14th and 15th centuries AD, coinciding with the 
Nasrid dynasty.

Modern and contemporary times
Menga appears to have played a sacred and/or funerary role 
as an ancestral site from its foundation up until some point 
in the late 1st or early 2nd millennium  AD. This religious 
and/or funerary significance seems to decline with the abrupt 
cultural shift brought about by the Castilian conquest of 
the region between AD 1410 and 1462 and the subsequent 
Christianisation. However, there is consistent evidence that 
between the 16th and 18th centuries it was known and 
surrounded in a shroud of mystery and legend.

Fig. 1.11: Visualisation of the legend of La Peña de los Enamorados published in Basel in 1610 in Cosmographia Universalis (first edition 1507).
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In 1587, the prebendary of Granada Cathedral, Agustín de 
Tejada Páez, wrote a manuscript entitled Discursos Históricos de 
Antequera. In an account of “some antiquities and curiosities” 
in his city, he referred to “a cave which is called Menga, and 
another besides which (not long ago) has been discovered, 
and they are on the outskirts of the city as you leave towards 
Granada”. Tejada Páez claimed that these “caves” (the second 
could be Viera) were “made by hand and must have been 
nocturnal temples where gentiles came at night to perform 
sacrifices”. In the late 16th century, therefore, there was a 
clear awareness of the existence and age of Menga (and most 
likely the Viera dolmen also), its construction and purpose 
attributed to non-Christian cults on whose behalf “sacrifices” 
were performed. In the mid-17th century, in his History of 
Antequera, Francisco de Tejada y Nava (nephew of Tejada 
Páez) considered Menga to be the “… work of supernatural 
beings in which men performed sacrifices or demonic rituals” 
(Sánchez-Cuenca López 2011, 15).

La Peña de los Enamorados was also famous in the 16th 
century AD as a “natural monument”, suggested by the fact 
that it features in an engraving in the German edition of 
the Universalis Cosmographia dated to 1610 (although first 
published in 1507), providing a pictorial version of the legend 
to which the mountain owes its name (Fig. 1.11). Different 

versions of this late medieval legend tell the story of a Muslim 
man and a Christian woman (or vice versa) who decide to 
run away together when their relationship is rejected by their 
families. They are chased as they try to escape and seek refuge 
on La Peña de los Enamorados but, cornered by their pursuers, 
they jump to their deaths off the north face precipice, where 
they are later buried (Jiménez Aguilera 2006).

It is likely that Menga was used as a refuge, dwelling, 
or even animal pen during these centuries. Many of the 
publications and reports consulted in writing this paper 
make reference to the existence of “modern” materials in the 
excavated zones of the interior and exterior areas of Menga 
although, once again, these materials have never been the 
subject of any detailed study. The geoarchaeological survey 
conducted by the University of Granada concluded that 
the visible wear on the lower third of several orthostats and 
(most notably) pillars was caused by animals rubbing against 
them, suggesting Menga was used as a stable at some point 
in its history (Carrión Méndez et al. 2006, 178). The two 
radiocarbon dates, obtained from animal bones found in the 
upper part of the shaft filling (Riquelme Cantal 2012, 232), 
fall between the late 17th and first half of the 20th century 
AD (Table 1.1). 

Rafael Mitjana y Ardison stated that he first saw the 

Fig. 1.12: Watercolour by A. Wallace Rimington picturing Menga as a dwelling, published in Edward Hutton The Cities of Spain (Methuen & 
Co., London, 1906) Source: Archive Conjunto Arqueológico Dólmenes de Antequera.
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“Cave of Mengal” on 17 April 1842, and that he visited 
the monument on 25 occasions between this date and the 
publication of his Memoria in 1847. He was aware of the 
scientific importance of the monument, which had never 
been recognised before, and so ordered that it be cleaned and 
the entrance closed off with a fence (Rodríguez Marín 2006, 
124). If a fence was necessary, that implies that the site was 
known and frequented. Mitjana’s Memoria spread around 
the world very quickly: when British traveller Louisa Tenison 
travelled through southern Spain in 1852, she made her way 
to Antequera especially to visit the already famous megalithic 
monument of Menga (Tenison 1853). In early 1885, Alfonso 
XII, the King of Spain, was touring the province of Málaga 
visiting those affected by the serious earthquake that occurred 
on 25 December 1884: he also visited Menga. Impressed 
by the dolmen, he ordered that it be declared a National 
Monument: this came to pass on 1 June 1886, following the 
issuing of a Royal Order (Ruiz González 2009, 20). In 1896, 
Blanco y Negro magazine published the first photograph of 
Menga on its cover (taken by the photographer Juan Barrera) 
with the title “Old Spain”, commenting that “although the 
Cave of Menga was declared a national monument some 
years ago, nothing has been done to restore it and now it is 
in a complete state of abandonment” (Sánchez-Cuenca López 
2011, 66). A watercolour included in a British publication 
of 1926 (the sixth edition of the 1906 book The Cities of 
Spain, by Alexander Wallace Rimington) depicts Menga as a 
picturesque traditional dwelling (Fig. 1.12). It is not known 
whether this watercolour was painted at the site, or if it is a 
fanciful recreation based on 19th-century clichés spread by 
European travellers about Spain and Andalusia. 

There is one final episode in the biography of Menga that 
is worth mentioning. Both during the University of Malaga 
excavations, and during those of spring 2005, numerous 
bullets with clear signs of impact were identified (Fig. 1.13). 
Many of these fired bullets are held in the Málaga museum: in 

all likelihood they were left behind after summary executions 
performed after General Franco’s uprising against the Spanish 
Republic in July 1936. Their study may some day provide 
further details on what would appear to be the saddest episode 
in the millenary biography of Menga.

Corollary
Menga exemplifies a wider cultural phenomenon that is well 
documented throughout Iberia: namely the permanence 
and changing roles of megalithic monuments through later 
prehistory, Antiquity and the Middle Ages (García Sanjuán et 
al. 2007; 2008; García Sanjuán and Díaz-Guardamino 2015). 
Due to its ‘aura’ and exceptional material properties, namely 
its large scale and durability, Menga has been a constant 
feature in its surrounding landscape, acting as a focus for 
complex social interactions, and providing the arena for the 
negotiation of cultural traditions and identities.
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to all of them.

Notes
1 We refer to those carried out by the University of Málaga in 

1986, 1988, 1991 and 1995 (Marqués Merelo et al. 2004a; Ferrer 
Palma, 1997a), the intervention carried out in 2005 to support the 
installation of a new electrical system (Navarrete Pendón, 2005), 
and those conducted subsequently between 2005 and 2006 by the 
University of Granada (Carrión Méndez et al. 2006a; 2006b).

2 This copper punch or awl is part of the small collection of 
objects from Viera held in the Málaga museum (Aranda Jiménez 
et al. 2013), and was already published in the summary of G. and 
V. Leisner (1943, pp. 182–185 and pl. 58). According to its shape, 
it can be dated to the Chalcolithic, which fits well with the set of 
materials that accompany it, especially the lithic materials. However, 
it is not possible to rule out an Early Bronze Age date, when this type 
of tool was very common and in which, as a C14 date has pointed 
out (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2013), Viera was also in use.

Fig. 1.13: Fired bullets discovered in Trench 21 of the University of Málaga 1991 excavations at Menga, currently held at the Málaga museum. 
Photo: Leonardo García Sanjuán.
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3 The maravedí coin was used between the 11th and 14th 
centuries AD.
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Structural functions and architectural projects within the long 
monuments of Western France

Luc Laporte

Abstract
The natural or unworked appearance of the very large stones 
used in the construction of megalithic monuments has led 
many people to regard them as “primitive”. In Western 
Europe, these are the oldest monumental prehistoric 
structures built of stone. Even the most recent research still 
reflects some difficulty in abandoning such a perception of 
megalithic monuments. It is for that reason that, in western 
France, insufficient attention has been given to the function 
of each structural element. A detailed study of the eastern 
end of Péré Tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière (France) reveals 
the presence of terraces, ramps, relieving arches, internal 
buttresses, external supports, and even vertical bonding 
between walls, which may themselves function as ribs or 
angles. Such elements are more generally used in historical 
architecture, but here find appropriate application in dry 
stone structures. In this way, we are able to reconstruct the 
entire construction project. Regarding the large elongated 
trapezoidal monuments of the middle Neolithic in western 
France, we seek to examine the technical constraints to 
demonstrate that the development of the technical knowledge 
was driven by the concern to obtain a building whose external 
forms result from structural constraints more appropriate to 
timber architecture. 

Résumé
L’aspect naturel ou brut d’extraction des très grosses pierres 
employées pour la construction de monuments mégalithiques 
concoure à leur donner comme un aspect « primitif » aux 
yeux de nos contemporains. En Europe occidentale, il s’agit 
des plus anciennes architectures monumentales d’époque 
préhistoriques qui furent construites en pierre. Les avancées 
les plus récentes de la recherche ont encore un peu de mal 
à se départir d’une telle perception du mégalithisme. De ce 
fait, dans l’ouest de la France, peu d’attention a été portée 
à la fonction architectonique de chaque élément. Une étude 
détaillée de l’extrémité orientale du tumulus C de Péré à Prissé-
la-Charrière (France) révèle la présence de terrasses, de rampes, 
d’arcs de décharge, de contreforts internes ou de cerclage, 
voire de chaînages verticaux entre des parois qui peuvent 
elles-mêmes avoir une fonction de raidisseur ou de harpage, 
par exemple. Autant de termes utilisés pour les architectures 
maçonnées des périodes historiques qui trouvent ici leur juste 

application pour des constructions en pierre sèches. C’est 
tout le chantier de construction qui se déroule alors sous nos 
yeux. Pour les grands monuments allongés trapézoïdaux du 
Néolithique moyen dans l’ouest de la France, nous tenterons 
enfin de démonter que la mise en oeuvre de l’ensemble de ces 
savoir faire a été rendue nécessaire de par le soucis d’obtenir 
un édifice dont les volumes en élévation découlent en fait de 
contraintes architectoniques plutôt propres aux architectures 
en bois. Un peu comme s’ils reproduisaient en pierre, mais 
avec des contraintes architectoniques différentes, le souvenir 
du modèle de la maison de prestigieux ancêtres parmi les tous 
premiers agriculteurs de la région.

Keywords: long mound, construction ramp, structural cells, 
Prissé-la-Charrière, house plans, timber architecture

Particularly over the last few decades, the megalithic 
monuments of Western Europe have been extensively 
studied. Topics have included: the large stones used in their 
construction which sometimes bear symbolic markings; the 
diversity of the funerary practices that are often associated 
with such structures; and their role as monuments serving as 
places of memory for the living, as markers in the landscape, 
and as indicators of social complexity. More rarely, they have 
been considered as real architecture representing the first 
stone buildings in this part of the world. 

Surrounded by dry stone walling – sometimes reaching 
several metres high – the megalithic monuments of western 
France, and others in the British Isles, lend themselves 
particularly well to this type of study. These monuments 
were formerly grouped together as belonging to the 
prehistoric “giant tumuli” of Europe: amongst them the 
long mound of Péré C is the subject of a programme of 
extensive excavations, unique in Europe. These began in 
1995 under the joint direction of L. Laporte, C. Scarre and 
R. Joussaume. Studies (currently in progress) on the eastern 
end of this structure are used here as an example (Fig. 2.1). 

Architecture
None of the most imposing Neolithic monuments of western 
France represents a “snap-shot” of a particular moment. They 
all result from the superimposition of distinct architectural 
projects implemented in the same place over time, and they 
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all appear today in the form of ruins (Laporte 2010). This 
implies that none of these stone-built structures can really be 
regarded as an object of study in its own right in the form we 
observe in the present day. 

As such, these structures can be distinguished from, 
for example, many megalithic monuments in the Iberian 
peninsula, whose single burial chamber is concealed under 
a circular mound only seldom delimited by side walls in 
elevation. At least, those structures were not created with 
enduring stone walls. This also allows us to distinguish, 
although in a different way, monuments in western France 
from Irish court tombs (Eogan 2006), as well as from certain 
passage graves found in northern Europe (Bakker 1992; Hansen 
et al. 2000), and some (but not all) of the Cotswold-Severn 
type long barrows in England (Darvill 2004; Bayliss and 
Whittle 2007; Dixon et al. 2011). The megalithic monuments 
investigated in western France (Laporte and Le Roux 2004) 
are particularly favourable for exploring the concept of an 
architectural project, provided we develop the means to study 
structures resulting from the implementation of successive 
projects. However, before reaching this level of analysis, we 
need to separate out those aspects resulting from technical 
constraints related to the nature of the materials used, and 
to the course of operations on the site during construction. 
We should also consider the architectonic function of each 
element composing the mass of the tumulus. 

In fact, the succession of various architectural projects 
in the same place is more than a simple phenomenon of 
accretion, as initially proposed by Giot (1987) from his study 
of the monuments of Barnenez, Carn, or Guénnoc in north 
Finistere. Giot drew on previous work carried out in England, 
for example at Wayland’s Smithy (Atkinson 1965), where an 
initial wooden burial chamber was covered by an even more 
impressive monument. A question has emerged more recently 
concerning the degree of autonomy of rotundas (in this case, 
built of stone), in view of some actually quite similar examples 
discovered under certain Cotswold-Severn type barrows 
(Corcoran 1972; Scarre 2005), or other structures recognised 
at the centre of tumuli such as Camster Long in Scotland 
(Masters 1997). In the Iberian peninsula, we could also 
mention the dolmens of Dombate (Cebrian del Moral et al. 
2011). However, it would now appear that such observations 
represent only a particular case of a more general tendency 
that is extremely well illustrated elsewhere in Europe, seen 
in Irish examples such as Knowth (Eogan 1986), where the 
largest tumulus mound covers a true megalithic necropolis 
made up of distinct pre-existing monuments. Although 
elongate in form, the majority of large tumuli in the west of 
France actually seem to testify a rather similar sequence. 

This is the case with Prissé-la-Charrière, located in Deux-
Sevres (Laporte et al. 2010), where at least one of the two long 
mounds arranged side by side corresponds to a 100m long 

Fig. 2.1: General view of Péré tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière, Deux-Sevres, France. In this photograph, taken in 2008, the western part of the 
monument has just been restored, whereas the eastern part of the tumulus is still in the course of excavation (Ballonet.com)
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tumulus covering two distinct monuments. One monument 
is made up of a 23m long rectangle with a large cist – a burial 
space without a covered access structure. The other is a circular 
mound covering a passage grave (Fig. 2.2). The excavation 
of one of the two long mounds of Souc’h at Plouhinec in 
Finistere, although much more levelled off, also revealed the 
presence of eight or nine successive phases of construction 
(Goffic 2006). This recent data throws new light on the mode 
of operation of the large cairn of Barnenez at Plouézoc’h. 

These three monuments of western France belong to the 
second half of the 5th millennium cal BC (Joussaume and 
Laporte 2006). Therefore, they pre-date the majority of the 
other examples mentioned above. 

The study of the long mound of Péré C at Prissé-la-
Charrière (Scarre et al. 2003) enables us to clarify this 
concept of an architectural project. The construction of the 
100m long trapezoidal tumulus affected the elevation of 
the eastern circular monument, and the alignment of the 

Fig. 2.2: Implementation of the 
architectural project, and different phases 
in the construction of Péré tumulus C at 
Prissé-la-Charrière, Deux-Sevres, France. 
A pre-existing megalithic necropolis. B 
enlargement to the south, starting from 
a 23m long rectangular monument; 
enlargement towards the east, starting 
from the circular cairn III with passage 
grave; construction of a new burial 
chamber. C construction of the central 
section of the 100m long trapezoidal 
monument
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northern face of the 23m long western rectangular monument 
(Laporte 2010), providing good evidence of three distinct 
architectural projects at this site. The two earlier monuments 
were independently arranged and associated with their own 
architectural, ceremonial and funerary history: the earliest 
contained a cist and the second a passage grave. Construction 
of the 100m long monument thus began at each end: the 
central part was completed with the building of a new burial 
chamber. This final construction phase consisted initially of a 
widening of the monument towards the south starting from 
the pre-existing rectangular monument. At the same time, an 
elongated mound 50m in length was built up towards the 
east, abutting against the circular monument that belonged to 
the earlier megalithic necropolis. The plan of the 100m long 
tumulus was thus designed very precisely as a whole, even 

before its realisation on the ground by a single contiguous 
structure. This applies right down to the detailed arrangement 
of the basic units of construction, which were planned in 
a very precise manner over the entire eastern part of the 
monument (Fig. 2.3). 

Consequently, the lateral dissymmetry noted in the 
trapezoidal plan of all the mounds of this type of monument, 
such as Prissé-la-Charrière, Barnenez, Souc’h, and even 
Mané-Pochat or Mané-Ty-Ec, have been studied in some 
detail. They cannot merely be the result of an approximate 
and awkward implementation of the construction project 
(Laporte et al. 2001): they clearly meet a conceptual standard 
undoubtedly specific to the architectural project, realised here 
in a far more rigorous manner than previously imagined. 
There is a close correspondence between this dissymmetry and 

Fig. 2.3: Progress of the construction project. A stratigraphic relations between each basic structural unit contributing to the building of a lateral 
bench. B these are initially realised by isolated cells distributed regularly around the perimeter of the monument, according to a conceptual plan 
carefully drawn up beforehand. C several basic structural units sometimes make up modules that, when joined with each other, form an integral 
part of the construction project, as seen here in the centre of the tumulus mound. D eastern facade of Péré tumulus C during excavation (L. Laporte)
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the layout of some BVSG dwellings in Brittany (Laporte and 
Tinevez 2004), in particular where this feature is expressed by 
the Y-shaped arrangement of posts (Cassen et al. 1998) within 
the space elsewhere used as a passage. 

The construction site 
These architectural projects are realised by basic structural 
units that, according to their form and arrangement, have 
been designated as cells, terraces or even supporting walls. 
Each unit is delimited in elevation by one or more side 
walls, where the latter delimit a filling that is itself sometimes 
structured by transverse internal reinforcements. 

Most of the wall facings of megalithic structures in western 
France are built of stone, but others were probably of timber 
(e.g. Chancerel and Desloges 1998). More rarely, the same 
basic structural unit comprises one stone wall and another 
in wood. In view of recent discoveries concerning middle 
Neolithic dwellings in this region (De Chazelles et al. 2012; 
Laporte et al. 2011), it would not be surprising in the future 
to find others that are built of adobe (Delibes and Zapatero 
1996). The internal mass of the Cruchaud tumulus at Sainte-
Lheurine, in Charente Maritime (Burnez et al. 2003), is 
structured using facings made from accumulated clumps of 
turf. The stone facings are made up of various courses, some 
of which can be characterised. 

Foundation courses are used as a basic unit of construction. 

They rest either directly on the footing, or on a foundation 
slab. This latter thus corresponds to the lowermost horizon 
of the former ground surface, levelled off for the construction 
work. The presence of a cover, or stabilisation, course 
within a facing wall sometimes marks a momentary pause 
or definitive halt in construction. In other cases, an inserted 
course between larger block courses will allow the transfer of 
the pressure exerted by the upper part of the structure. In 
western French megalithic structures, the joints between the 
stones almost always correspond to an empty space partially 
filled by infiltrating soil. This feature very clearly distinguishes 
the corbelled vaults in the megalithic burial chambers of 
western France, which belong to the second half of the 5th 
millennium BC, from the vaults covering tholoi in the south 
of the Iberian peninsula, which are dated to the first half of 
the 3d millennium BC. For these latter structures, a very 
compact clay preparation was used for bonding the courses 
within the construction and the joints in the facade (Kunst 
and Arnold 2011; Laporte et al. 2014a). For each wall facing, 
three main roles can be recognised. Some elements stabilise 
certain parts of the structure to better transfer internal thrust, 
and can thus be considered as reinforcements. Others ensure 
bonding between the various parts of the internal filling, thus 
preventing break away: they serving as toothing. Finally, other 
elements maintain the walling in elevation. In a recent article 
we attempt to clarify this vocabulary, to some extent borrowed 

Fig. 2.4: Terraces serving as a base for the long cairn. A north-south cross-section at the base of the tumulus. B general view of terraces revealed 
within the tumulus to the west of chamber III. C ramps and passageways providing access to the upper parts of the construction site (L. Laporte and 
Ballonet.com; CAD L. Quesnel)
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from the architecture and archaeology of built structures from 
historical periods (Laporte et al. 2014).

The arrangement of the basic structural units is quite 
different according to whether they contribute to the support 
of a vast elongated burial mound or the small circular structure 
enclosing the burial chamber space. The area covered by each 
unit, its layout on the ground, and its volume in elevation 
allow us to distinguish between the different components. 
However, among the megalithic monuments in western 
France, very few structural units can be described as walls, 
i.e. having two opposite facings and an internal rubble stone 
filling. The terraces can be delimited by two or three facings 
that are broadly perpendicular (Fig. 2.4). Joined together, 
they form a platform on which an elongated mound can then 
be placed in elevation. 

In some cases, it is possible to recognise approach ramps 
at the higher level. The term cell is generally reserved for 
structural units of small surface area displaying a continuous 
facing wall tracing out the arc of a circle. This term was 
initially used by Joussaume (2006) to describe the internal 
structure of tumulus C of Champs-Châlon at Courçon in 
Charente Maritime. Once construction is completed, these 
cells behave as a network of truncated cones linked with 

each other (Fig. 2.5): each facing wall of the cells acts as a 
relieving arch. However, we cannot completely dissociate the 
filling of the structural units from their function. Cells that 
are exclusively filled by dry stones can sometimes reinforce 
a particular point of the construction, either in its mass or 
around the perimeter, where they act as buttresses. Other cells 
on the facade form a lining, doubling the internal wall. The 
majority of the structural units making up the Péré C long 
mound are filled mainly with stones mixed with earth, or with 
imported soil. A covering of red clay is sometimes inserted 
within the soil. These coverings of the filling are frequently 
associated with a stabilization course within the walls of the 
cell. The whole structure therefore indicates a temporary halt 
in the construction project, at least in the examined sector. A 
resumption of construction is sometimes marked by a slight 
shift in the layout of the walls of the same structural unit. 

As a result, modular structural units can be defined that 
link, for example, one or more ramp with their respective 
tiered platform. In the eastern part of the Péré C tumulus, 
such terraces also allowed temporary access to the highest 
levels of the pre-existing circular monument. The elevation 
of this first circular monument was then modified to better 
integrate it into the new architectural project, and levelled. 

Fig. 2.5: Elevation of the cairn: tiering of relieving arches on the northern face at the eastern end of Péré tumulus C at Prissé-la-
Charrière, Deux-Sevres, France (L. Laporte)
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This operation corresponded to a halt in the construction work 
of the adjacent elongated mound. The network of relieving 
arches then made it possible to build up the tumulus mound 
without having to widen the base. In other words, while the 
architectural project can be understood by projecting the 
vertical walls onto a horizontal plane, the various phases of 
construction are revealed, on the other hand, by correlating 
more or less horizontal slices corresponding to distinct 
sections within each of the facing walls (Fig. 2.6). However, 
we found no evidence of a break in the progress of the work 
corresponding to the idea of seasonal construction carried 
out by early stockbreeders and farmers. On the contrary, the 

organisation of the construction site appears to have been very 
well coordinated by engineers who gave their instructions to 
a significant number of workmen at various points on the 
site. Conversely, the organisation of work carried out at these 
different points is extremely segmented. 

The architectural project 
It is still highly problematic to address the intentions of the 
Neolithic builders. Without an extremely detailed study of 
monuments that are particularly well preserved over their 
entire elevation, it is difficult to reconstruct successive 
architectural projects at the same site. At Prissé-la-Charrière, 

Fig. 2.6: Complexity of the technical 
solutions: vertical sequence of modular 
construction units superimposed on either 
side of the long axis of the tumulus (L. 
Laporte)
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the structure of the monument and the vestiges of a pavement 
at its top suggest the presence of a of 2m wide stone platform, 
slightly inclined and running over its entire length from east 
to west (Laporte et al. 2002). The cross-section of the stone 
walls inside the monumental mass shows that the slope of the 
facing walls tend to be accentuated with increasing height, 
which could indicate the external angle of the sides of the 
monument. This feature was observed by Giot (1987) on 
the elevation of the outer walling of monuments like Carn 
Island or Barnenez in Finistere, and again by Lecornec (1994) 
over an even more impressive height on the external facade of 
cairn II of the Petit Mont at Arzon in Morbihan. The restored 
volume appears to be similar to that built by the navetas of the 
Balearic Islands (Guilaine 1994) one or two millennia later: 
these are much better preserved since they are constructed of 
cyclopean masonry (Fig. 2.7). However, they have an apsidal 
layout which is also observed locally in the contemporary 
houses. In western France, we find a trapezoidal rectangular 

plan bordered by side quarries – the same pattern displayed 
by megalithic monuments of very different length (Laporte 
2013), as observed at Prissé-la-Charrière and Champ-Châlon.

In northern Europe, there has been a long-standing debate 
(Childe 1949) about whether it is possible to establish a link 
between megalithic monuments and LBK longhouses, which 
are both bordered by side quarries (Hodder 1984; Migdley 
1985; Sherratt 1990; Thomas 2012). More generally, many 
comparisons have been proposed between such funerary 
spaces and domestic dwellings (Bradley 2003). These include 
the hypogea of the Marne valley (Leroi-Gourhan et al. 1963) 
and Sardinia (Caprara 1986), and other forms of Atlantic 
megalithic monuments (Kjaerum 1967; Joussaume 1985) 
found from the Orkneys to Brittany, which all belong to 
more recent periods of the Neolithic. In southern France, the 
sloping of internal walls within the Fontvieille hypogea can 
also be observed within the chamber of passage graves such as 
the dolmen of Pouget. Here, the arrangement is not merely 

Fig. 2.7: What was the nature of the architectural project? The elevation proposed in restoration work for the long mounds of central western France 
(at the end of the 5th millennium BC) is broadly similar to those of the navetas of the Balearic Islands, which were built using cyclopean-type 
masonry a few millennia later: A Péré tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière, Deux-Sevres, France. (L. Laporte). B Es Tudons, Balearic Islands, Spain 
(Guilaine 1994). C Petit Mont II near Arzon, Morbihan, France (P. Gouézin). D ethnographic example: long houses of the Iroquois Indians 
(Indianspictures 2014). 
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intended to reduce the size of the covering slab, which is 
imposing in size (Châteauneuf et al. 2012), but also serves to 
reproduce the internal volumes of other types of construction 
built of perishable materials. 

While the length of the elongated monuments of the 
second half of the 5th millennium BC in western France is 
extremely variable, ranging from a few tens to more than 
100m, their width is highly standardised, being only about 
10–15m (Fig. 2.8). It is a technical challenge to maintain a 
constant width during the construction of terraces for these 
tumuli, while simultaneously increasing the height of the 
structure. Initially, such an objective seems absurd: it would 
appear more logical to widen the base to ensure its solidity. 
Yet we can see that a wealth of technical knowledge was 
mobilised to create a structure meeting this specific standard. 
We are dealing with a constraint of the conceptual model, 
which is independent and more important than all the other 
constraints related to the technical implementation of the 
construction project. 

Consequently, we can wonder whether the standardised 
width of the conceptual model appropriate for the long 

tumuli of central western France could be a feature inherited 
from the architecture of large wooden buildings. Were the 
external volumes created by the need to obtain a covered 
empty space then transposed to be used as a standard in 
the construction of monumental masses made of stone and 
earth? Since the volumes of these structures are filled, their 
construction encounters the opposite technical constraints to 
timber houses. Indeed, the span of the wall plates, or of the tie 
beams, represents one of the major technical constraints for the 
construction of timber buildings intended to shelter an empty 
and covered space: increasing this span while maintaining the 
height of the building would require knowledge and skills in 
carpentry to be renewed with the passage of time. In western 
France, the span between each wall plate, or between the ridge 
timber and side walls, increases progressively throughout 
the Neolithic (Fig. 2.9). While this dimension is only a few 
metres in the LBK longhouse, it increases to about 5m in 
the Pezou house, attributed to the middle Neolithic, and 
ultimately attains 10m in the Antran-type houses attributed 
to the late Neolithic. Dating from this same period, the 
Pléchâtel house is composed of modules of constant width 

Fig. 2.8: Dimensions of megalithic long mounds in central western France showing a standardised width. A monuments whose width and length 
are documented by excavations or the pattern of peripheral ditches. B topographic anomalies, whose dimensions are indirectly dependant on the 
underlying monument. (Data on diagrams taken from Boulestreau (2003). Topographic surveys: R. Bernard (INRAP))



Fig. 2.9: Technical constraints inherited from the construction of wooden houses influenced the reproduction in stone according to one conceptual 
model. A: structural constraints for wooden architecture are the opposite of those for stone-built constructions. B: span of the beams is the main 
structural constraint for domestic wooden architecture covering an empty space: in western France during the Neolithic period, the internal span 
limiting the width of houses increased from 2.5m to reach 10m in some exceptional cases

Fig. 2.10: The architecture of some 
megalithic monuments can also inform us 
about the building of timber structures, 
which may themselves have been taken 
as a starting point for the design of 
long mounds. While the first examples 
of double-pitched roofs only appear in 
continental Europe with the Lengyel 
group, represented by small adobe houses, 
all experimental reconstructions of LBK 
longhouses (often supported by posts of 
almost equal diameter) are based on 
the assumption that mortise and tenon 
joints were not exmployed. This is now 
known to be incorrect since these elements 
are found in the framework of LBK 
wells in Germany. (After Scarre 2005b; 
Chaudisis 2009; 2010; Tegel et al. 2012)
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joined up alongside each other, forming a building 100m in 
length (Tinevez 2004). 

Finally, we can consider the same hypothesis from another 
point of view: could the architecture of certain megalithic 
monuments provide insight into the construction of wooden 
buildings, which might have been inspired by the former. 
Long mounds and barrows are sometimes preserved to their 
original height, while the latter are generally reconstructed 
by archaeologists from observations of post-holes (Fig. 2.10). 
Such considerations apply equally well to circular monuments. 
To the north of the Gironde estuary, as well as south of the 
Pyrenees, early Neolithic settlements on the Atlantic seaboard 
evidence the layout of small circular dwellings of very similar 
diameter to the Bougon F0 megalithic monument and the 
primary cairn of Île Carn (Mohen and Scarre 2002; Laporte 
and Marchand 2004; Laporte et al. 2012). At the beginning 
of the middle Neolithic, in the western and southern Paris 
basin, other circular structures of much more imposing size 
are instead attributed to the Cerny group (Verjux 1999; 
Cassen 2000; Billard et al. 2014b). 

The proponents of a unilinear typology refuse to accept that 
two distinct architectural forms might exist simultaneously in 
the same area (Boujot Cassen 1992; Cassen 2009; cf. Laporte 
2011). However, it appears that the multiple and progressive 
integration of different forms of burial space within elongated 
mounds can be particular well explained by the hypothesis 
presented here (Laporte et al. 2002; 2011). We should not 

forget that this part of the Atlantic seaboard was one of the 
rare parts of Europe where the spheres of continental and 
southern neolithisation (Nicolas et al. 2013) came together 
(Joussaume 1981; Laporte and Picq 2002; Marchand and 
Manem 2006; Scarre 2011). Both traditions were confronted 
with various groups of hunter-gatherers who occupied this 
region, particularly on the coastal plains (Marchand 1999). 
A phase of integration followed that is reflected not only in 
the material culture (Laporte 2005), but also perhaps at the 
biological level through the matrilineal transmission of certain 
genetic features (Deguilloux et al. 2011): however, current 
data is still too sparse to be entirely representative. Such a 
phase of integration would not be lacking in expressions 
of specific cultural identities, which become all the more 
exacerbated while they are in the process of dissolution 
(Fig. 2.11). Rectangular and circular monuments are thus 
buried under the imposing mass of trapezoidal long mounds 
bordered by side quarries, displaying volumes not unlike the 
houses built by early LBK farmers. 

Conclusions 
Such an approach to studying megalithic monuments in 
western Europe allows us to distinguish the architectural 
project from the implementation of the construction. In 
this way, we can identify features related to the history 
of techniques, while also addressing questions about the 
intentions of Neolithic builders who created stone structures 

Fig. 2.11: Megalithic 
necropolises linking two 
elongated tumuli located 
side by side, with the two 
successive phases of the 
BVSG village at Poses 
at the same scale. (After 
Joussaume and Laporte 
2006; Bostyn et al. 2003)
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that could have been built elsewhere using different materials. 
Beyond local availability, even the choice of building with 
stones (large or small ones) reflects the builders’ intentions. It 
makes the monument a durable structure surviving into the 
future. At first sight, such architecture may appear somewhat 
rudimentary, both in terms of the tools used by the builders 
and their concern, often explicitly expressed, in the use of very 
large stones preserving many characteristics of their natural 
appearance. This does not mean to say that the architectural 
project was simplistic: very high levels of skill were mobilised. 
Such an approach is compatible with the possibility, often 
stressed by many authors, that the course of actions leading to 
the construction could also have a symbolic and ceremonial 
dimension, in a context where such monuments are almost 
always associated with funerary practices. By attempting to 
ascertain, wherever possible, the nature of each architectural 
project and its place within the successive processes of 
monumentalisation, we are taking a first step to placing these 
architectures in the more general framework of the worldview 
of Neolithic builders. While dedicated, at least in part, to 
burial of the dead or to the memory of ancestors, megalithic 
monuments are evidently not simply a transposition of the 
world of the living, no more so than their design can ever 
be regarded as being totally dissociated from it. In western 
France, indeed, many of such monuments seems to have 
reproduced in stone, but with different structural constraints, 
the memory of the houses of prestigious ancestors who were 
among the very first farmers of the region.
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Megalithic building techniques in the Languedoc region of southern 
France: recent excavations at two dolmens in Hérault

Noisette Bec Drelon

Abstract
New investigations have been conducted at two dolmens in 
the Hérault department as part of a research project on Devices 
and facilities around the megalithic monuments in Languedoc 
between the 4th and 2nd millennium. They are situated 15km 
north of Montpellier: the dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II at 
Vailhauquès, and the dolmen of Caissa dels Morts II at Murles. 
The excavations were focused essentially on exploration of the 
tumulus: burial chambers and passages were empty due to 
old or clandestine excavations. A trench was dug in the best 
preserved part of each tumulus in order to understand its 
structure. Exhaustive excavation was conducted to determine 
how the monument was influenced by, and interacted with, 
the geology of the bedrock. The results of this fieldwork show 
both a choice in the location of the megalith and a systematic 
adaptation to the area. Thus, the construction of a dolmen is 
the result of both logical planning and opportunism on the 
part of the architects.

Keywords: Late Neolithic, southern France, passage tomb, 
tumulus, building techniques

There is an extensive bibliography on the megalithic 
monuments of Hérault. Research conducted from 1930 
to 1960 enabled the discovery and the excavation of many 
dolmens. In spite of this craze, knowledge of Hérault’s 
megalithic monuments remains incomplete. In fact the 
first excavations done by Jean Arnal, Maurice Louis, Denis 
Peyrolles, and Jacques Audibert only relate to the burial 
chambers (Arnal 1963; Audibert and Boudou 1955). Those 
studies have remained incomplete, with no topographical 
drawing or stratigraphic section. We have to return to these 
monuments with new problems in order to understand the 
whole construction and, in particular, peripheral structures 
– in other words,  the barrow. These early investigations are 
here revisited as part of a research on Devices and facilities 
around the megalithic monuments in Languedoc between the 4th 
and 2nd millennium (Bec Drelon forthcoming). It is hoped 
through this to discover new evidence about the construction 
techniques used, and how the sites were located, in addition 
to establishing a better chronology for the megalithic 
phenomenon in this territory. 

Geographical situation 
We have chosen the limestone Causses of Montpellier, located 
next to the Pic Saint-Loup, for these initial investigations as it 
exhibits a remarkable landscape. The density of remains dated 
to the prehistoric period is particularly significant: numerous 
dolmens and Neolithic villages have been recorded in this 
area. For instance, we can cite the dolmens of Lamalou and 
Ferrières (type site of the Late Neolithic Ferrières culture) and 
the Chalcolithic villages of Boussargues and Cambous.

In particular, we have selected two dolmens among this 
important concentration, both situated north of Montpellier – 
the Mas de Reinhardt II dolmen at Vailhauquès, and the 
dolmen of La Caissa dels Morts II at Murles. According to 
Jean Arnal, these burials have been classified among the gallery 
graves with “p” or “q” shapes (Arnal 1963). The typology of 
the internal space seemed similar for both dolmens, with only 
few differences, and from the first glance these monuments 
showed evidence of the structural development of their 
tumuli. The new excavations focus mainly on exploration of 
the tumuli: the burial chambers and passages were empty due 
to old or clandestine excavations. At the dolmen of Mas de 
Reinhardt II, we noticed the presence of a kerb made with 
slabs of stone surrounding the tumulus. At the dolmen of 
la Caissa dels Morts, despite its geographical proximity, 
the structures observed were different: we identified a dry 
stone wall enclosing the tumulus. In addition, exhaustive 
excavation was conducted to determine how the monument 
was influenced by, and interacted with, the local geology. 
Within the framework of new surveys, it would be interesting 
to determine the nature of these various structures, and to 
date more precisely their chronology of construction.

Mas de Reinhardt II: a complex and rational architecture
The dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II lies on the crest of a 
limestone plateau (le Closcas): most of its architecture is 
preserved. The burial chamber is composed of three limestone 
slabs or blocks, which would have supported a capstone, now 
lost. The remarkable trapezoidal backstone is significantly 
taller than the two orthostats pressing against it. The passage 
is aligned to the south west: together with the burial chamber, 
it is “p” shaped in plan. The western wall of the access passage 
is built of dry stone walling while the eastern one is formed 
by a long megalithic block (now broken into several pieces). 
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A section was excavated across the passage. This revealed a 
dry stone wall that had been built under part of the southern 
orthostat to compensate for its irregular shape. The wall 
may have been concealed by a thin slab: it was found in a 
collapsed position but may have been a facing for the wall. In 
addition, the foundation of another wall was found, running 
perpendicular to the southern orthostat and joined to the 
south wall of the passage. It faces the backstone and closes 
that side of the chamber. There is clay mortar between the 

stone courses. The discovery of such a binder is unique to the 
region. The walls of this type of monument are more usually 
of dry stone construction. The section was extended along the 
passage enabling the discovery of blocking stones that were 
used to stabilise the long slab of the access feature. Another 
block was discovered at the entrance to the passage: it was 
levelled and ran perpendicular to the passage axis. Perhaps it 
was a megalithic entrance stone, or a threshold, or an element 
of the kerb.

Fig. 3.1: Dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II (southern France), general plan
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The tumulus is about 6m in diameter, and is delimited 
by a kerb (Fig. 3.1). The general morphology of the bedrock 
played a key role in the choice of location for the monument. 
To the west, the builders used a natural step in the bedrock 
to support some of kerbstones (in Fig. 3.1 the bedrock 
is in yellow and the kerb is light grey). A boulder that was 
slightly detached from the bedrock was employed to help 
demarcate this edge. To the east, the ground slopes naturally 
downwards, and kerbstones were installed in the depression 
(Fig. 3.4). The excavation trench revealed that the core of the 

tumulus was composed of large limestone boulders arranged 
in two opposed units (Fig. 3.2). The outer one of these rested 
directly against the kerbstones that are themselves supported 
by the bedrock step. The inner unit of the tumulus was 
placed against the back of the northern orthostat, which was 
supported on the other side by the backstone. These groups 
of organised stones distribute the weight and consequently 
balance the stability of the whole monument. Several packing 
stones were also found around the base of the orthostat: this 
is rarely documented in dolmens in Hérault (Fig. 3.3). We 

Fig. 3.2: Dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II, stratigraphic section through the mound

Fig. 3.3: Dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt 
II, packing stones around the orthostat
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should also mention the slab of dolomitic limestone found 
mostly in the passage. These stones are probably part of the 
original covering system. The most common material used in 
this structure is Jurassic limestone, which crumbles rapidly. 
Thus it would be too ambitious to try to estimate the original 
height of the tumulus.

The objects found in the monument include fragments 
of vessels, the typology of which is still difficult to define. 
However, a fragment of a ceramic rim decorated with a garland 
of pastilles could be linked to the Fontbouisse repertoires. A 
polished axe blade of greenstone (3cm long) was also found 
at the base of the tumulus. These elements allow us to date 
the use of the burial chamber roughly to between the late 
Neolithic/Chalcolithic and the late Bronze Age. The latter 
is estimated from the presence of low bowl characteristic of 
reuse for burial at this time. We hope that radiometric dating 
will reduce the chronological range, and may be give more 
precise dates. No human bones have been excavated from 

the chamber or the passage and the previous excavations did 
not provide more information. Therefore it seems impossible 
to infer anything about the number of individuals, or make 
observations about the funeral practices.

Caissa dels Morts II: locating the tomb – an opportunist 
approach
Unlike Mas de Reinhardt II, Caissa dels Morts II is a smaller 
dolmen with an off-centre passage to the east and a “q”-shaped 
plan (Fig. 3.5). The burial chamber is composed of three 
megalithic slabs in a trapezoidal shape: it is slightly larger at 
the entrance than at the backstone. The trapezoidal backstone 
is set between orthostats and stacks of small dry stones bridge 
the interstices. The western orthostat was extended to the 
south by a dry stone wall, although this thin slab may have 
broken during its’ erection. The builders probably changed 
their initial architectural plan after this incident. Here, the 
capstone is also missing, although during the excavation we 

Fig. 3.4: Dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II, south-
eastern part of kerb
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found several slabs in the chamber which could have belonged 
to the previous covering slab. The passage is bordered to the 
west by two megalithic stones and to the east by a dry stone 
wall. Highlighting the entrance to the west is a 1m high 
slab, carefully pecked on one of its faces (see Fig. 3.8). This 
seems to be a menhir. A section was cut in order to determine 
whether it belonged to the monument or if it was placed in 
front of it. No holes or packing stones have been observed 
surrounding this “menhir”: it seems to be resting on natural 
soil. In addition, in this region no menhirs have been found 
in association with a dolmen; hence it is more probable that 
it is a modern addition.

The tumulus, which is circular, is edged on the west 
and north sides by paving stones (Fig. 3.5): it is difficult to 
determine their limits due to the presence of karst that masked 
the majority of the material. On the east and south sides, the 

tumulus appeared to be built from four long paving stones 
that constituted a monumental wall. But after excavation, this 
proved to be bedrock that had naturally disintegrated into 
long paving stones (Fig. 3.6). This may provide the reason 
why builders probably established the monument in this 
place. It was easier to build on terraced bedrock as it requires 
less building material, and consequently less energy. In the 
trench we could also see a stone bank against the orthostat. All 
the stones have the same orientation and wedge the orthostat 
into position as at the dolmen of Mas de Reinhardt II (Fig. 
3.7). Together, the terraced bedrock and the stone tumulus 
placed on it give a deceptive, almost trompe l’œil, effect of 
monumentality.

Very little archaeological material was found in the 
dolmen except for several vessel fragments. A dozen teeth 
unearthed in the burial chamber allowed us to identify 

Fig. 3.5: Dolmen of Caissa dels Morts II (southern France), general plan
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Fig. 3.6: Dolmen of Caissa dels Morts II, excavation of the tumulus showing stepped bedrock

Fig. 3.7: Dolmen of Caissa dels Morts II, stratigraphic section through the tumulus
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two interred individuals, including a child over four years 
old. Unfortunately, due to the lack of additional bones no 
observations can be made about the population (Leroy, 
rapport d’étude anthropologique, 2012). Radiocarbon dating 
was carried out on a tooth (Poz-51288: 4360±40 BP, 3038–
2900 cal BC, 2s, OxCal 4.2.3), allowing us to date that use of 
the burial chamber to the late Neolithic.

Function of mound structures: between monumentalisa-
tion and stability
With these two examples, we start to see the construction 
processes underlying megalithic monuments, in particular 
the spatial organisation and relationships between the 
different architectural components. We can say that the 
choice of the location depends on the morphology of the 
bedrock. It was used in order to monumentalise the tomb 

Fig. 3.8: Dolmen of Caissa dels Morts II, chamber and passage access from the south-west
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structure and also to stabilise it. A megalithic monument is 
therefore a complex but rational construction. According to 
the relative chronology accepted today, the use of Languedoc 
dolmens begins in the late Neolithic, around 3000 BC. Our 
ongoing research programme aims to provide more precise 
details of the chronology of the construction of dolmens in 
the Languedoc area by continuing the study of many other 
megalithic burials.
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Megalithic constructional techniques in north-west France:  
cairn III at Prissé-la-Charrière

Florian Cousseau

Abstract
Independent circular cairns have been observed since the 19th 
century within long quadrangular mounds. These cairns, 
called rotundas since 1936 in Great Britain, are present in 
the west of France but have been little studied. Given the 
methods and knowledge available at the time, their original 
discovery did not lead to comprehensive architectural studies. 
In 2001, a rotunda was unearthed in tumulus C of Péré 
at Prissé-la-Charrière, allowing us to return to the issues 
concerning rotundas: how were they built; to what degree 
were they autonomous in relation to the covering monument; 
and what might have been their morphology? Since 2007, a 
methodology developed for historical architecture has been 
used in the excavation of tumulus C: “building archaeology”. 
It allows us to deconstruct the monument, establishing 
its construction sequences, and understand the intentions 
and the technical quality of the builders. This data is used 
to better understand the chronology of the monument, the 
objectives of its construction, and to reconstruct its original 
morphology, in order to establish its autonomy from the long 
mound that encloses it.

Keywords: constructional techniques, western France, 
building archaeology, circular cairn, 3D reconstruction

Introduction
Péré Tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière (Deux-Sèvres) in 
western France is a long mound, 100m long and 20m 
wide (Laporte et al. 2002a; 2006) (Fig. 4.1). As explained 

elsewhere in this volume (Laporte), the construction of the 
long tumulus covered two monuments. At its centre, the long 
tumulus incorporates a circular cairn, 8m in diameter, called 
cairn III. This contains a passage grave with an entrance on 
the northern side that – until its recent discovery – had not 
been entered since the Neolithic. It provides a unique case 
of a square chamber 1.80m across built of dry stone walling. 

An independent circular cairn included in a long 
quadrangular mound was called a rotunda for the first time by 
Elsie Margaret Clifford in the publication of the monument 
of Notgrove, England (Clifford 1936). The definition is based 
on the exterior: it must have an oval or circular cairn that 
has been included in a long, quadrangular mound. Internally, 
a rotunda can contain a passage grave or a cist (Mullin 
unpublished) but Darvill includes only monuments with a 
cist (Darvill 2004). 

Since the 1930s, the principal question concerning 
rotundas is whether they were a part of the original 
architectural design of the mound, or were independently 
built and then included in the long barrow. This must be 
dealt with on a case-by-case basis, studying the integration 
of the cairn in the surrounding mound, and the elevations 
of the circular cairn and the walls of the monument that 
surround it. It allows us to recognise the sequences of 
construction, to understand the techniques used, and to 
reconstruct the cairn’s original morphology. 

This study has been undertaken for cairn III in Péré 
tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière. The elevations of tumulus 
C have been studied using the “building archaeology” 

Fig. 4.1: Location and plan of Péré tumulus C at Prissé-la-Charrière (Deux-Sèvres). (Plan from Scarre et al. 2003)
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methodology, more usually employed for the historic period, 
and applied to megaliths for the first time by Luc Laporte 
in collaboration with Isabelle Parron (Laporte et al. 2014). 

New approaches to megalithic architecture
In western France, the focus of studies of megalithic 
architecture changed in the 1950s. In 1955, the pair of 
monuments at Barnenez (Plouezoc’h, Finistère) was damaged 
by quarry-workers, and P. R. Giot decided to study the 
southern, better preserved structure (Giot 1987). First, the 
chambers were researched and excavated. Then Giot, and 
the architect in charge of the consolidation, decided to 
uncover the complete plan, in order to restore the monument 
entirely: two phases with different morphologies were found. 
At Barnenez, for the first time in western France, studies of 
the external stone facings were undertaken to determine the 
general plan of the monument.

Interest in the internal structure of these mounds behind 
the facing began in the 1970s and 1980s, in particular with 
the work on the monuments of the necropolis of Champ-
Châlon (Benon, Charente-Maritime) and Bougon (Deux-
Sèvres) (Joussaume et al. 2006; Mohen and Scarre 2002). 
Within the mounds, architectural sequences of construction 
began to be recognised. 

The complete excavation of Péré tumulus C at Prissé-la-
Charrière revealed an internal structure complex in terms of 
its elevation, with a network of dense and regular walls. To 
have a good understanding of these networks in both plan and 
elevation, a new methodology was needed. Since the 1980s, 
a recognised methodology called “building archaeology”, has 
existed for historic buildings (Parron and Reveyron 2005). The 
successful adaptation of this methodology to megaliths and 
dry stone walling led to new research to extend its application 
(Laporte et al. 2008; 2010; Parron and Laporte 2010). 

The process begins with documentary research, comparing 
new data with old representations or recordings. It permits us, 
for example, to define conserved facings on a restored wall, 
and to study or reconstruct the volume that may have been 
destroyed by excavation or restoration. Then, an exploration 
of the visible facings is carried out: a detailed observation is 
recorded. Sections or construction units are determined via: 
ruptures in the walls; differences of masonry; of profile; of the 
geological nature of the materials; or of fracture of the stones. 
Although the definition of the sections has an intuitive aspect, 
some test excavations in the mass behind the facings can assist 
their recognition. From these different records, the sequence 
of construction of the monument can then be defined. 
This process gives us access to the nature of the original 
architectural project – to its volume, its mode of construction, 
its integration in the landscape, and to the morphology 
desired. Additionally, we can access the management of the 
construction, including the human and material resources 
necessary to build an organised architectural structure. 

For historic periods, “building archaeology”, provided 
a methodology which studies the complete monument, 
whereas stylistic analyses used by architects and art historians 
comprehended the edifice through its decorated features. 
Chronologies of monuments were mostly based on the latter, 
and have been totally redefined by the arrival of “building 
archaeology”. 

The vocabulary used in France for megalithic building 
recording is based on that for classical architecture (Perouse 
de Montclos 2011), and from different of various dry 
stone construction manuals and inventories of vernacular 
architecture (Lassure online; Lassure and Repérant 2006; 
CAPEB 2008; Cagin and Nicolas 2008; Lassure 2008). 
Some definitions have been modified to correspond to 
megalithic construction (Laporte et al. 2014). According 
to this vocabulary, most of the walls present inside the 
megalithic monuments are retaining walls: they retain a 
mass of earth and/or stones behind them. Among the stones 
used, we can distinguish facing stones that block infill behind 
them. Pins wedge the building stones in place. In the stones 
which form the courses, two categories exist: throughstones 
where the long axis of the stone extends inside the mound, 
running perpendicular to the face; and tracers where the 
long axis is visible in the facing. Throughstones and tracers 
that alternate at a corner between two walls build a quoin. 
Some running joints are visible on the facings. Marked by a 
succession of aligned vertical joints, they are often clues to the 
construction method as they mark a quoin or a vertical stop 
in construction. Courses of stabilization or copestones can be 
identified by the presence of large blocks marking a horizontal 
break in construction. The profile of the walls may be vertical, 
but when an inclination occurs this is called batter. The batter 
is reversed when the top of the wall overhangs the base. 

3D tools help to deal with the elevations. 3D scans and 
numerical photogrammetry permit us to increase the time and 
the complexity of the drawing of such irregular architecture. 
Numerical photogrammetry is particularly useful for its 
simplicity. The software has an algorithm to recognise 
matching points between two photos and, with these points, 
it can give coordinates for the position of the camera for each 
photo (Hartley and Zisserman 2004). With a batch of photos 
that entirely cover the monument from different angles and 
heights, and a 40–60% overlap between each photo, the 
software creates a pointcloud. This is then transformed to a 
mesh. With a 3D scan, the pointcloud is produced directly 
by the scanner. With it – or with the mesh – it is possible to 
produce orthophotos, cross-sections, or complete plans of the 
monument. 3D modelling with a computer graphics designer, 
based on the models acquired, offers a 3D vision, enabling us 
to test sequences of construction; to restore to the monument 
its lost volume; to place the monument in its landscape (if 
known); and to see the monument from different points of 
view. 3D modelling is also a powerful tool for presentation. 
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Studying the building of cairn III 
The first step was to update the drawing of the external wall of 
cairn III from the excavation, and to draw the internal walls. 
Then sections on the drawing were highlighted according to the 
masonries: the sizes of the blocks, and the dimensions of the 
gaps between them. The profiles of the wall and the breaks of 
the stones also played a role in the definition of some sections. 
The south-eastern part of cairn III could not be observed as the 
walls of the long tumulus hide the external facing.

The passage and chamber interior
The chamber and the passage were built on the bedrock, 
whilst the rest of the monument rests on a layer of earth. 
The chamber is currently 1.50m high internally, covered by 
a capstone 38cm thick. The east wall of the passage continues 
into the chamber with a quoin at the junction to form the 
north wall with which it is continuous. The remainder of the 
chamber is formed by the east, west, and south walls. Overall, 
the east and the west walls are composed of larger slabs than 
the south and north wall (Fig. 4.2).

Each of the internal elements begins with foundations 
(C1-P1) that are composed of two courses of large blocks 
and measure 30cm high (Fig. 4.3). The section above (C2) 
rises to 80cm, with slabs of medium size in a regular masonry. 
At the angles, there is no quoin: the walls are built resting 
against each other. An order of construction can be observed. 
In C2, the eastern wall continues into the mass of the cairn 

at each side. The south wall rests against the eastern wall, and 
continues west into the mass. The C2 section of the west wall 
butts up against the south wall and also against the west wall 
of the passage. The next overlying section (C3) is composed 
of regular masonry, but the sizes of the stones differ in the 
different walls. The western wall is largely collapsed. In C3, 
the chamber still has no quoins: the walls are not tied together 
at the corners. The west wall butts up against the west wall of 
the passage and continues to the south into the fill. The south 
wall rests against the west wall and continues to the east. To 
finish, the east wall has been built between and up against 
the north and south walls. The top of this section is 1.30m 
high. The uppermost section which completes the chamber 
(C4) is 20cm high and is composed of two or three courses. 
This section is peculiar as, at the corners, the continuous 
courses cut the angles of the previous square plan to give it 
an octagonal form. 

In the passage, three sections have been observed. These 
sections continue in the external facing and the north wall 
of the chamber with quoins at the angles. The width of the 
passage reduces as it progresses, from 1.50m at the entrance 
to 40cm at the junction between the passage and chamber. 
The first section (P1) is a foundation similar to C1 but is 
not present in the external facing. The second section (P2) 
rises 1.30m from the ground. It is formed from very regular 
masonry of large slabs and a vertical profile. This section, at 
the north wall of the chamber, butts up against the east wall of 

Fig. 4.2: Masonry of the chamber based on an 
orthophoto by Perazio
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the chamber and oversails it. The section can be divided in two 
parts (P2a-P2b) at around 80cm high, as the masonry differs 
between them and a running joint in the external wall stops at 
this height. The third and last section (P3a), is 30cm high and 
is composed of massive elongated slabs. Each course is laid 
projecting over the previous one. This corbelling technique 
provides better support for the capstones, as the reversed 
batter is increasingly strengthened over the chamber. The 
capstones of the passage have been included in this section. 
To the west, the junction between P3 and C3 has collapsed. 
In the outer part of the passage, from 1.60m, section (P3b) 
continues upwards, and must have covered the capstones. 
With its width and the change of profile at P3, the passage 
clearly narrows as it leads to the chamber.

External facing of the circular cairn
During recording, six sections were identified in the external 
facing of the cairn beyond those parts directly linked to the 
passage (Fig. 4.4). There are no foundation courses for this 
facing, but a layer of earth, 20–30cm thick, was observed 
during the excavation under the facing (Scarre et al. 2003). 
This layer represents the level to which the old ground surface 
was scraped before the construction of the monument: it was 
taken down to the bedrock only for the chamber and the 
passage. 

The top of the first section (E1) is about 1.30m high. 
Two vertical running joints are visible in this section, and 
two more where it makes contact with the entrance. These 
running joints mark quoins with a wall that continues back 
inside the internal structure of the cairn. The construction 
between them is homogenous with very regular masonry 
composed of elongated slabs, except to the south where some 
blocks (less elongated than the slabs) are present. This section 
has a vertical profile near the passage to the north. Then a 
batter begins, reaching 20° in the south. The section can 
be separated into two parts (E1) at a height of 80cm by a 
difference in the profile of the running joints: the stones are 
also bigger in the upper part.

The upper section (E2), 60cm high, is composed of slabs 
and thin elongated stones. It is capped by a stabilization 
course. The stones are different in the southern part: heavier 
and thicker. The courses are regular and are interrupted 
by running joints extending the full height of this section. 
These ruptures mark the limits between different portions of 
this facing, but in plan it is more circular than E1 and in 
profile has a more pronounced batter, although with the same 
difference between the northern and southern parts. 

The third section (E3) is 30cm high, and is composed of 
regular courses of thick and elongated stones, largely broken. 
Its plan is circular and no rupture was visible: the masonry 

Fig. 4.3: Recording of the sections of the walls 
of the chamber based on an orthophoto by 
Perazio
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was built continuously. E3 signals the interface between the 
drum and the beginning of the circular roof via a sole. This 
absorbed the movement of the roof after construction when 
the thick stones broke. E3 is visible on above the capstone: 
it slopes from the capstone of the chamber where it is the 
highest to the facing. 

Another section (E4) cuts E3 and slightly cuts the top of 
E2 at the southern part of the facing. The stones are heavy 
and the masonry is irregular, with many spaces between the 
stones. It looks like a rough infill to fill a collapsed zone. 

The uppermost part of the cairn consist of a dome covering 
the chamber capstone. The only preserved section (E5) of the 
dome has a maximum height of 60cm in the western part. 
Running joints are visible with the adjoining stones reinforced. 
These joints define portions of facing, each of which has its 
own type of masonry. One portion presents regular masonry 
with large blocks, while the next is irregular with thick and 
elongated stones. The profile of this section has a strong batter 
to begin the cover of the cairn.

Section E6 is present in the southern part of the cairn and 
cuts E5. It is composed of three to four regular courses of 
heavy slabs, based on E4 but also on the courses of E5. This 
section is linked with E4 and both were built together. 

Anchoring holes have been identified in the facing of cairn 
III (Laporte et al. 2008). Each is defined by two elongated 
slabs, one forming a lintel, and the other a base. Two other 
stones form the sides. There are four of these in the eastern 

part of the cairn. The pair closest to the passage are at 1.40m 
high, and the other pair – farther to the south – are at 1.60m. 
Pieces of wood could have been placed in these anchoring 
holes that may be the negatives of scaffolding, or simply a 
decorative feature. 

The sequence of construction
From this information a detailed sequence of construction 
can be deduced. The first stage was to prepare the base of the 
cairn and its foundation (Fig. 4.5). The builders removed the 
soil down to the bedrock in the area of the passage and the 
chamber. For the rest of the cairn, a layer of soil was left in 
place. This layer of soil was also discovered below Champ-
Châlon A, C, D and the tumulus des Moindreaux (Joussaume 
et al. 2006). Its extent (after removal of topsoil) indicated the 
future placement of the cairn on the ground. It also absorbed 
the movements of the monument after its construction. 

The foundation courses were built after the surface 
preparation was completed, and laid out the plan of the 
internal framework. Similarly, the plan of the monument 
of Pey-de-Fontaine at Le Bernard (Vendée) was marked on 
the ground by courses in white limestone (Joussaume 1999). 
The chamber of cairn III was completed entirely in dry 
stone, without masonry reinforcement at the corners: one 
wall leans against another. Furthermore, some sections of the 
walls continue into the internal mass of the cairn. Each wall 
works like a block. The resulting plan gives the appearance of 

Fig. 4.4: Recording of the masonry and the sections of the external facing. (Updated from a drawing by Dora Kemp)
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a chamber built with stone slabs, like the principal chamber 
of La Boixe B (Gomez de Soto 1990). Each slab leans against 
another. While the construction methods are different, the 
final plans are very similar. 

The second stage began the drum of cairn III, with the 
construction of sections C2, P2a and E1a, to a height of 80cm 
(Fig. 4.6). Work began with the east part of the cairn, then 
the south. Simultaneously, the north-west quarter was built, 
forming the west wall of the passage. A space remained empty 
between this quarter and the south part. The work finished 
with the filling of this space, corresponding to section C2 of 
the west wall of the chamber. This space could have served as 
temporary access to the chamber during this stage. Section 
P2a, including the east wall of the passage, may have been 

built during this stage. 
The third stage continued construction of the drum to 

1.30m high with sections C3, P2b and E1b. Unlike the 
second stage, they began with the northwest quarter, then 
the south-west and the south-east. The northeast part was 
built in two parts: first the area composed from section 
E1b; and then P2b, with the east wall of the passage. P2a 
could have been realised simultaneously with P2b. If they 
were built together, the passage must have been wider 
and was narrowed only at the end of this phase, meaning 
that the access to the chamber could have been easier. To 
finish this stage, the builders filled the space between the 
southeast and the north-east sections. We can see that the 
order of construction of the two last stages was reversed, 
strengthening the corners of the chamber.

The fourth stage began the installation of the capstones (Fig. 
4.7) within the section E2, 1.90m high. The running joints 
showed two stages in the construction of E2. First, portions 
with facings were completed, then the spaces between them 

Fig. 4.5 Foundation stage of cairn III. (Plan of La Boixe B from 
Gomez de Soto, 1990; 3D modelling: Yann Bernard-CNPAO)

Fig.4.7: Stages 4–6, installation of the capstones. (3D modelling: Yann 
Bernard-CNPAO).

Fig. 4.6: Stages 2–3, construction of the drum. (3D modelling: Yann 
Bernard-CNPAO). 
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were filled, in a radiant technique. E2 did not extend as far 
as the entrance, so an empty space was left above sections P2b 
and C3.

The fifth step was to fill this empty space with sections 
P3a and C4, rising to between 1.50–1.60m, which seem 
to have been built continuously. They served as support 
for the capstones, each using a specific constructional 
technique to provide this support. P3 uses the technique 
of corbelling to narrow the upper part of the passage in 
order to create a larger area of surface contact between 
P3 and the capstones. With the same goal, C4 cuts the 
angles of the chamber to give an octagonal plan at the top. 
Known in classical architecture, this technique is used to 
pass from a square plan to a circular plan to build a cupola 
with squinches.

Then for the sixth stage, the capstones were laid on sections 
P3a and C4. Only the four capstones on passage closest to 

the one of the chamber were seen during the excavation. The 
two others added on the draw are supposed and could never 
have existed.

The roof was started in the seventh stage. The monument 
was covered by the third section of external facing (E3), except 
for the north façade, which was covered by P3b. This section 
slopes from the centre, 60cm above the chambers’ capstone, to 
the external facing, where it is 30cm thick. It is located at the 
interface between the base of the monument and the dome. It 
is composed of long, very thin stones, all of which are broken. 
We can interpret this as a seating that absorbed the movements 
of the roof after its construction. Any movements of the 
overlying structure were wedged in place by this component. 
The basal soil layer played the same role, showing that the 
builders anticipated some settlement of the cairn, and were able 
to guarantee longevity for the monument. Part of the drum of 
the cairn survives but is visible in section E5. 

Fig. 4.8: Phases of construction of tumulus C 
around cairn III
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The excavations and the study of the building phases around 
this circular cairn within tumulus C give us some information 
about the original covering (Fig. 4.8). Five phases have been 
identified on the east side of the cairn: the western side lies 
outside this study (Laporte et al. 2014). The two sides can be 
isolated as they were built separately. The first stage saw the 
construction of the foundations, marking the ground plan. In 
the same phase, the first sections of terracing were built. In 
the second phase, the northern part of the long cairn provides 
access from the north to the top via the construction of steps 
consisting of sections of differing heights. The southern part 
contains a system of cells. Phase 3 corresponds to a break in 
construction materialised by stabilisation courses on most of 
the sections. In the north part above the steps an extensive 
deposit of scree was present, resulting from the destruction of 
the original covering of cairn III. This layer of scree separates 
two sections (A and B) of the north wall of a13, although both 
parts retain a similar layout. The destruction lowered the top 
of cairn III to bring it in line with the overall morphology of 
tumulus C. Only on the north-east has this layer been revealed 
but we can suppose that it was also present on the west. The 
fourth phase saw the continued construction of tumulus C 
with a system of cells on each side of a platform (a11) that 
occupied the summit of the cairn. The external facing of the 
long tumulus was built, with an infill of stone behind it to 
consolidate it. The final phase raised the external facing, and 
stabilised the internal mass of the tumulus with a network of 
sections filled with stones. This network partially overlay the 
upper part of the rotunda in order to conceal it. The objective 
was to mask the presence of cairn III as a separate structure 
and to create a uniform morphology for the long cairn.

Cairn III: the extent of its autonomy
The techniques of construction observed during this study 
show that the northern façade of cairn III was highlighted 

by the builders. Indeed, the entrance sections of the external 
wall and the passage were built at the same time, to give 
them coherence. Furthermore, the difference in the angle 
of batter between the northern and southern façades reveals 
that the covering of the cairn must have been built off-centre 
toward the entrance. However, as we have seen, during the 
construction of tumulus C, the builders destroyed the top of 
cairn III to align it to the morphology of the tumulus. They 
also partially covered cairn III during the final phase to hide 
it. Thus there is a contradiction between the techniques of 
construction of cairn III, and those of the long tumulus C. 
The builders do not seem to have had the same intentions.

The rough infill of stone in the southern part of the 
external wall, composed of section E4, restored a collapse 
zone (Fig. 4.9). Then section E6 covered it with massive 
and regular stone courses to block it. The west wall of cell 
a6, phase 4, of the long tumulus leans on the external wall 
of cairn III (Fig. 4.8). In particular, the section which covers 
the rough infill (E6) is the support of the wall of the cell. So 
section E6 was built before phase 4 of the long tumulus. We 
can suppose that this restoration must have been done during 
phase III of the construction of the long tumulus, at the same 
time as the destruction of the cover of the circular cairn. The 
reasons for the collapse perhaps give some clues about the 
chronology of the circular cairn. In the life of a dry stone 
construction, a collapse either happens due to the action of 
time or humans, but it happens in an empty environment. 
For the former, internal pressures within the monument 
are increased by vegetation and frost, degrading the stones 
over time. If an area is particularly sensitive to these actions 
due to an inherent weakness, with time it collapses. Human 
activity on or around cairn III can also accelerate a collapse 
on a monument damaged by time. However, if the collapse 
occurred naturally, that implies a long length of time between 
the two constructions. A collapse could also occur even if the 
monument was only built shortly before, but this would mean 
that the circular cairn had been quickly covered and protected 
from natural damage by the long tumulus. In this regard, the 
fractures of the stones of the circular cairn are more marked 
than those of the long tumulus. The exposure to the weather 
at the circular cairn was much longer than that of the walls 
of tumulus C. On a recently built monument, only human 
activity could trigger a collapse. The one known action is the 
destruction of the cover in phase III, where control could have 
been lost. This argues for the difference in intentions between 
the builders: the first wanted to highlight the northern façade, 
and the second to hide the whole cairn III.

These elements argue that cairn III is a rotunda, built as an 
independent architectural project before that of the long tumulus. 
Supporting this, the possible scaffolding identified could overlap 
with the stairs to give access to the top of the cairn.

The morphology of the destroyed covering, and of the 
general monument, can now be discussed (Fig. 4.10). However, 

Fig. 4.9: Rough infill in the southern part of cairn III. (Photo: C. 
Scarre).
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we currently have no access to any rotunda that is completely 
preserved in height. René Galles, during the excavation 
of the tumulus of Moustoir-Carnac, found a rotunda that 
appeared to have been completely preserved (Galles 1864). 
The longitudinal trench cut in the middle of the tumulus gave 
him a complete profile of the height of the rotunda. R. Pocard-
Kerviler du Cozker painted it with a lightly pointed circular 
arch profile. This was the only rotunda uncovered with its total 
height remaining. A rotunda is also present in the Tumulus 
Saint-Michel, discovered during the excavation by Zacharie Le 
Rouzic (1932). The drawing done then shows a monument with 
a semi-spherical morphology, but according to the associated 
text only the base of the external facing was observed. The top 
is hypothetical, and most likely inspired by the work of René 
Galles at Moustoir-Carnac. 

For cairn III, the function of the sole in section E3, and 
the level of scree present in the northern part of the cairn, 
argue for a massive cover. Furthermore, the conserved batter 
of this cover in section E6 implies that the facing continues 
higher. So, on the base of the profile drawn for the rotunda 
of Moustoir-Carnac, we can propose three reconstructions 
of the cover of cairn III. For all, it is not centrally placed 
on the monument, the profile is more vertical at the north, 
with a strong batter at the south, moving the dome from the 
centre to the north. According to the profile of the cairn, 
the cover should therefore measure between four to five 
meters in height. The three different profiles for the cover 
are: firstly, the lightly pointed circular profile, as drawn 
at Moustoir-Carnac; secondly, a circular more arched, so 
that it is higher; and third, a profile with a ruptured slope 
and a more conical roof. The dry stone huts of vernacular 
architecture present plans and elevations which are similar 
to those of the rotundas. Furthermore, the techniques 
used for both types of architecture are very similar, despite 
the difference in age between them. The dry stone huts 
demonstrate wide diversity in the forms of cover, and those 
discussed are visible.

Conclusion 
“Building archaeology” allows us to comprehend the phases 
and sequences of construction, and the techniques used by 
the builders of cairn III. Through these elements, we can see 
their interests, their technical skills, and their organisational 
abilities. The construction of the circular cairn was achieved 
through a succession of stages: the first marks the plan on the 
ground; the second and the third provide, via construction 
in quarters, two means of access to the chamber during the 
work. The fifth used corbelling in building the upper part of 
the passage, and techniques like squinches for the chamber: 
both give good support to the capstones. Some actions are 
more complex and show the builders possessed the knowledge 
to make the cairn more durable. These include the layers of 
earth and stone in the first and seventh stages. The earth 

provided a cushion to offset the movements of the building 
after construction, and the slope of section E3 evacuates water. 

The builders of cairn III had different intentions to those 
who built the long tumulus. The latter highlighted the north 
façade, giving it a vertical profile and locating from the 
covering of the cairn off-centre towards the north. We can 
suppose that primary direction of approach to cairn III was 
from the north. The passage to the chamber was narrowed, 
making it similar to a cave. The builders of the long tumulus 
wanted to hide cairn III, incorporating it in the general 
morphology of tumulus C. The projects were different, and 
the infill discovered argues for a lengthy time interval between 
the end of the first project and the beginning of the second. 
In spite of the very small number of monuments preserved 
to their full height, we can propose a reconstruction of the 
general morphology of cairn III before its integration into 
the long tumulus. This is based on the drawings of the well 
preserved rotunda of Moustoir-Carnac, and is supported by 
the batter of cairn III, the presence of the basal soil layer, 

Fig. 4.10: Hypothetical reconstructions for cairn III. (Drawing of Le 
Moustoir from Galles 1864, and Tumulus de St Michel from Le Rouzic 
1932; 3D modelling: Yann Bernard-CNPAO; photos: C. Lassure and 
D. Reperant 2007)
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and the scree deposit. The covering may have had an arched, 
semi-spherical or conical form, and its height would have 
been between four and five metres. The dating of the rotunda 
is unknown: only new excavations could provide this. Given 
the time elapsed between the two constructions, cairn III 
predates the long tumulus. The latter is dated to the third 
quarter of the 5th millennium. The rotunda could therefore 
be dated at the first part of the 5th millennium. The circular 
plan is also present in early Neolithic settlements in south-
west France, including les Ouchettes which is dated to the 
second and third quarter of the 5th millennium (Laporte et al. 
2002b). A possible affiliation between these domestic plans 
and the circular cairns has been discussed elsewhere (Laporte 
and Marchand 2004; Laporte this volume). Could we also 
suppose that the elevations of both were constructed in the 
same pattern? The application of “building archaeology” must 
be extended to other monuments which contain or could 
contain rotunda, even if they have already been studied, to 
provide new data about their form and sequence.*
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A monumental task: building the dolmens of Britain and Ireland
Vicki Cummings and Colin Richards

Abstract
The dolmens of Britain and Ireland are a distinctive “type” 
of early Neolithic monument which are characterised by 
the presence of substantial capstones supported by uprights. 
In this paper we discuss the different stages of construction 
involved in building a dolmen. We suggest that many 
dolmens were built by quarrying and raising a single large 
stone in situ. The capstones of dolmens were then deliberately 
shaped before being displayed in particular ways. We provide 
detailed information on the proposed six-stage construction 
process from our recent excavations at Garn Turne in south-
west Wales and discuss the wider social implications of this 
form of building. 

Keywords: Dolmens, megaliths, construction, quarrying, 
shaping capstones, display

Introducing dolmens
The beginning of the Neolithic in Britain and Ireland is 
accompanied by the appearance of monumental architecture. 
In the past such architecture has been ordered and segregated 
by the identification of different “types”, predicated on the 
presence and absence of specific architectural characteristics. 
Such typological ordering was especially prevalent within 
the field of megalithic monuments (Daniel 1950; Piggott 
1954; Henshall 1963; 1972). However, the potency of past 
typologies is often underestimated and still lurks behind 
various interpretations of the Neolithic (e.g. Sheridan 2003; 
Whittle et al. 2011). Of course, there is a requirement 
to distinguish between monumental constructions, but 
typological labelling, despite its minute attention on 
architectural features, somehow fails to capture the divergent 
intentions and essence of expression embodied in different 
monumental forms.

A case in point is the “dolmen” monument, which arguably 
is the most spectacular monument of the early Neolithic 
period. Dolmens can be characterised by the presence of a 
large capstone supported by a number of uprights. These 
monuments are known by a variety of names in the literature: 
“portal dolmens” in Britain, “portal tombs” in Ireland, and 
in a few cases, small passage graves (Cummings and Richards 
2015). There are slight differences between these different 

classifications, including the presence of a short passage at 
some sites, but the overall architectural form and effect is the 
same: “The standard ‘Portal Tomb’ is based on a tripod design 
with tall portals and lower backstone supporting a massive 
roofstone poised with its heavier end above the entrance” (Ó 
Nualláin 1983, 88). This description is worth considering 
for a moment. The name “portal tomb” instantly identifies 
function, and once such function is attributed, further 
scrutiny becomes subordinate. Yet, in the case of the portal 
tomb as described by Ó Nualláin, there is an architectural 
feature which is overwhelming in terms of appearance and 
construction; the massive capstone. It is the enormous 
capstone which is the definitional characteristic of the portal 
tomb, not the presence of “portals” or the ephemeral skeletal 
remains. How has such imagery and effort of construction 
been overlooked for this distinctive architectural form? One 
answer may lie in a tyranny of typology which homogenises 
the very monuments it seeks to define.

Here it is suggested that the intentionality of these 
monuments is not the creation of a burial chamber per se, 
but the elevation and display of a large capstone. The builders 
seem to have wished to produce an architectural representation 
through raising an enormous stone and supporting it on the 
slenderest of stone uprights. The produced imagery is often 
emphasised and enhanced through the smallest possible 
contact points between the uprights and the capstone. The 
elevated stone really does appear to float in the air (Whittle 
2004). We would argue that this is the dominant imagery 
of the so-called portal tombs, and consequently no cairn was 
added onto dolmens in their initial phase of construction. 
However, in some cases, cairns may have been added later on 
as monuments were adapted for other purposes, most notably 
deposition (as can be postulated, for example, at Pentre Ifan: 
Barker 1992, 24, and see Cummings and Whittle 2004, 
74). Dolmens contrast with other forms of early Neolithic 
megalithic monuments, such as Cotswold-Severn, Clyde and 
court cairns, where architecture created both chambers for the 
deposition of bodies and material culture, as well as space for 
people to congregate (also see Whittle 2004). It is also worth 
noting that dolmen monuments are not found ubiquitously 
throughout Britain and Ireland, but are erected in discrete 
clusters (see Fig. 5.1). 
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There have been surprisingly few recent excavations of dolmen 
monuments, and the focus of investigation has consistently 
been on the role of these sites as burial monuments. Thus 
it has primarily been the chamber and its contents which 
have been highlighted and explored in the past (Kytmannow 
2008). Curiously, this is despite the striking imagery of the 
presence of an enormous capstone.

Both Pentre Ifan (Grimes 1948) and Dyffryn Ardudwy 
(Powell 1973) in Wales were excavated to a high standard 
for the time but neither produced large numbers of finds. 
Two sites have produced more material. A surprisingly large 
number of skeletal remains, as well as animal bones, stone 
artefacts, bone objects, and pottery, were found at Poulnabrone 
in County Clare, Ireland (Lynch 2014). Carreg Coetan in 
south-west Wales also produced many finds, including a large 
number of lithics and pot sherds (Rees 2012). It is clear that 
those monuments that have been excavated have produced 

evidence for the use of the chamber in the early Neolithic, 
and this has been employed to suggest that these sites were 
also constructed at this time. However, these monuments 
continued to receive depositions for many thousands of years 
demonstrating that they retained their significance over a 
long period of time. There has also been detailed work on the 
distribution of dolmens (Ó Nualláin 1983) as well as their 
broader landscape setting (Bradley 1998; Cummings 2009; 
Cummings and Whittle 2004; Kytmannow 2008; Tilley 
1994; 1996). It has been suggested that these monuments 
were specifically located in relation to particular landscape 
features which may have been significant in local cosmologies 
(Whittle 2004). The focus of our project takes into account 
both their use and location but is primarily concerned with 
the imagery of dolmen architecture and how it was achieved 
through practices surrounding construction and it is to this 
issue which we now turn. 

Fig. 5.1: The distribution of dolmen 
monuments in Britain and Ireland 
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Construction processes

When we are concerned with distributions and sequences of 
tomb plans and with objects of dateable type buried with the 
dead in these tombs, it is easy to forget the implications in human 
terms of these great monuments – the man hours of navvying and 
quarrying and dragging involved, and the ideas and ideals that 
prompted and inspired this hard work. (Daniel 1963, 22)

In recent years there has been a growing interest in the 
construction processes employed at various types of 
monuments throughout Europe (e.g., papers in Cooney 
2011b; Richards 2013). There has also been an increased focus 
on both the quarrying of stone for megaliths (e.g. Richards 
2004a, 2009; Cooney 2011a) as well as their subsequent 
deployment in monuments (Pollard and Gillings 2009; Scarre 
2009a; 2009b). Quarries more generally have seen considerable 
interest over the last few decades, primarily in relation to stone 
axes. Previous studies have looked at both sourcing the specific 
stone types used to make axes (Clough and Cummins 1988; 
Davis and Edmonds 2011) and the broader context of stone 

axe production (Bradley and Edmonds 1993). However, in 
recent years it has also been possible to locate the quarries for 
megaliths. For instance, a project examining the construction 
of stone circles has identified a number of monolith quarries 
in Orkney, and at Calanais (Callanish) in the Outer Hebrides 
(Richards 2013). Likewise, a number of projects have 
attempted to identify the source of the Stonehenge bluestones 
in south-west Wales (Darvill and Wainwright 2011; Parker 
Pearson et al. 2011; Thorpe et al. 1991). In some cases it 
has been possible to reconstruct quite complex sequences of 
quarrying stones for megaliths, as in the case of Carnac in 
north-west France (Mens 2008). 

It has also been suggested that instead of thinking that 
people built monuments because they were aiming for a 
finished structure that could then be used to fulfil a particular 
function, it was the act of construction itself that was 
important (Barrett 1994). Labouring and building brought 
people together. McFadyen (2006) in particular has talked in 
detail about the importance of the construction of Neolithic 
architecture as a social process, bringing together not only 

Fig. 5.2: An outcrop near Pentre Ifan, Wales. This is the 
type of stone dolmen builders would have selected as a 
capstone. (Photo by Vicki Cummings) 

Fig. 5.3: Arthur’s Stone, Gower, Wales. The dolmen sits 
within a large pit. (Photo by Colin Richards)
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people, but also substances, memories and bits of other 
places, and interweaving them into an architectural form 
(also see McFadyen 2007, 348–354). It is therefore important 
to consider the social implications of building a monument, 
particularly the necessary accumulation and deployment of 

resources necessary to produce the conditions under which 
construction could commence. For example, the builders 
would need to arrange for a large group of people to gather 
at a particular point. They would need rope, rollers, grease, 
and traction, and they would require large quantities of food 

Fig. 5.4: Post-excavation plan of the forecourt area at Garn Turne. [007] is the cut of the large pit and [102] and [107] are the slots at the base of 
this pit. The large stone (052) and associated contexts are an earlier phase at the site. Stones 2, 3, and 9 are those of the forecourt 

Fig. 5.5: Section through the large pit in the 
forecourt at Garn Turne. [007] is the cut 
of the capstone extraction pit and [102] is 
the slot at the base of this pit. Stone 4 is one 
of the collapsed uprights which originally 
supported the capstone. The large stone 
(052) and associated contexts are an earlier 
phase at the site
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to feed those involved in construction (Joussaume 1985, 
102–103; Richards 2004b). This may have involved years of 
negotiations between different social groups, the accumulation 
of food, and the gathering together of resources. In addition, 
amongst contemporary groups who still construct megalithic 
architecture, the act of construction embodies different levels 
of significance. Large numbers of participants can provide 
an index of status as much as ensuring successful building 
projects (Hoskins 1986). Moreover, much social risk is 
embodied in such elaborate strategies of enhancing social 
position (Richards et al. 2013). The point of building may 
not be how quickly or efficiently it can be achieved, but 
how many people can be brought together to be involved in 
a significant social event. Following this line of research we 
will detail the stages in the construction process of a dolmen 
monument. This will enable us to characterise the quantity of 

investment of both labour and time, but also to think through 
the social consequences of construction. 

Building a dolmen

Stage 1: choose an outcrop/erratic
The first stage in the construction process would be to decide 
precisely where to build a monument. A central question 
concerns what requirements influenced situation. Tilley 
(1994), and subsequently Cummings and Whittle (2004), 
argue that the situation of some Welsh dolmen was based 
upon topography and landscape reference. Yet, this scheme 
could be potentially compromised if we were to follow 

Fig. 5.6: Photo of the location of the large pit found 
in the forecourt at Garn Turne, which we have 
interpreted as the quarry site for the capstone. The solid 
white line indicates the definite location of the pit, 
and the dashed white line the probable location. While 
we were able to explore much of the pit, the façade 
standing stones in the forecourt obscure its full extent. 
(Photo by Adam Stanford)

Fig. 5.7: A stone on Carn Alw. This stone is lying on its side 
surrounded by a small platform, which would be an easy way of 
gaining access to the base of a capstone for shaping and dressing. (Photo 
by Peter Style).
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Lynch’s (1975) suggestion concerning the capstone for Carreg 
Samson in south-west Wales. She proposed that the capstone 
was originally visible as an outcrop/erratic which was quarried 
in situ, and then elevated to form the monument. This scheme 
indicates that the position of the monument is predicated on 
the location of a suitable stone (and see Fleming 2005). When 
considering this issue, however, it is worth bearing in mind 
that in the Neolithic, landscapes that have been cleared for 
agriculture over millennia and are now devoid of stone would 
then have contained masses of stones that would be suitable for 
monumental construction (Scarre 2009b, 9–11). Conversely, 
stone outcrops are often still visible around many sites today, 
including the dolmen of Pentre Ifan, Pembrokeshire, Wales, 
even though the fields have seen extensive clearance (Fig. 5.2). 
Therefore, back in the Neolithic, the builders would have 
had a huge range of stones to choose from when considering 
which to use in construction. This means that the choice of 
stone cannot have been predicated purely by stone availability. 

Thus, the use of one outcrop/erratic over another is likely 
to have taken into account other factors, including overall 
landscape setting. 

Stage 2: dig a big pit
Once a particular stone had been selected for dolmen 
architecture, labour for extraction was required. Many stones 
and boulders, while partly visible on the surface, would have 
been deposited in natural soil since the retreat of the ice sheets 
7000 years earlier. Consequently, the digging of a substantial 
pit would be required around the selected stone in order to 
gain access. Significantly, older excavations have produced 
tentative evidence for this process. At Carreg Samson (Lynch 
1975) there was evidence of a pit directly underneath the 
monument, although the excavator was unable to explore it 
in any detail due to the presence of the monument within 
it. Likewise, at Pentre Ifan (Grimes 1948) the excavator 
suggested the remains of a large pit in which the monument 
stood was the source of the capstone. Moreover, some dolmens 
are present within massive pits, such as Arthur’s Stone on the 
Gower, Wales (Fig. 5.3). The excavations of the monument 
of Garn Turne in south-west Wales in 2011 and 2012 were 
designed to discover if a similar situation existed there. The 
intention was to explore the extraction pit of the capstone in 
more detail: this was possible because the standing monument 
had collapsed backwards. 

After initial exploration in 2011, a very large pit which 
had once contained the massive capstone was confirmed. The 
offset position of the collapsed dolmen allowed us to excavate 
a considerable portion of the pit, although some areas were 
inaccessible due to the presence of a façade of standing stones 
in the forecourt which obscured its full extent. The pit at 
Garn Turne was substantial, roughly seven metres wide and 
over a metre deep (Figs 5.4–5.6). At the very base of the pit 
we found two long, narrow slots projecting in from either 
side which were cut prior to the stone’s extraction. These 
slots would have enabled large timbers to have been inserted 
beneath the stone. 

Stage 3: extract the capstone
However, not all dolmens are built over pits. In some 
cases, the capstone was clearly detached from an adjacent 
outcrop. Nonetheless, it seems that in several cases, dolmen 
monuments were constructed within the extraction pits of 
their capstone. Raising a stone of this magnitude must have 
constituted a dangerous act of great practical and ontological 
consequence. In practical terms, once a trench had been 
dug around a suitably shaped stone for a dolmen capstone, 
the stone needed to be elevated in situ. At this point in the 
construction process, ropes, levers (presumably large tree 
trunks), and manpower would have been required. Levering 
stones is an efficient technique of manoeuvre (Joussaume 
1985, 103), as demonstrated via experimental archaeology 

Fig. 5.8: Hammerstones found at Garn Turne. (Photo by Vicki 
Cummings) 

Fig. 5.9: Rhyolite flakes found in the pit at Garn Turne, produced by 
shaping the capstone. (Photo by Vicki Cummings)
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and confirmed by the two opposed slots discovered at the base 
of the Garn Turne pit. Once one end of the capstone had been 
lifted, support could be placed under the stone and the other 
end levered up (see below). Slowly the large stone would have 
emerged.

Stage 4: shape the underside of the capstone
Dolmen capstones ubiquitously have flat undersides. Indeed, 
the tortoise shell profile of the dolmen capstone is almost 
an archetypal image. It has been assumed that this shape is 
a product of the fault line or fissure which allows a capstone 
to be extracted from a rounded outcrop. In some case this is 
true, but when a stone is quarried from a pit, such as Pentre 
Ifan, the stone is rounded in shape. In these cases, it requires 
splitting; a dangerous enterprise as the overall trajectory of 
fissures and bedding planes can be notoriously difficult to 
predict. However, it is clear from the visual inspection of some 
dolmens that such splitting could be extremely successful. 
Wooden wedges swollen with water could effectively detach 
a section with a flat and level fracture plane. In other cases, 
things did not work out so well, and then a degree of shaping 
was required. It would be extremely difficult to shape the 
underside of a capstone while it was being elevated from its 
extraction pit. One solution for both splitting and shaping a 
stone would be to manoeuvre the capstone so that it lay on its 
side. The base of the capstone could then be flaked or pecked 
with greater ease (see Fig. 5.7). 

We have excellent evidence for the shaping of the capstone 
at Garn Turne. The base of the capstone was clearly flaked: 
in addition, 93 hammerstones were found in the large pit, 
most with abraded ends, and some were also fragmented and 
broken. These hefty hammerstones would have been suitable 
for shaping the stones employed in the dolmen monument 
(Fig. 5.8). In addition, we uncovered a mass of large flakes of 
rhyolite, the stone from which Garn Turne was constructed 
(Fig. 5.9). The vast majority of the flakes were cortical, 
suggesting that they were created during the minimal, rough 
trimming of the capstone and orthostats (Olaf Bayer pers. 

comm.). This assemblage had a combined weight of over 
123kg. At other dolmen monuments, it is also possible to see 
evidence for the shaping and dressing of the underside of the 
capstone, which could have been achieved through flaking, as 
at Garn Turne, and/or pecking (Fig. 5.10). 

Stage 5: elevate the capstone into position
Once the capstone was partially elevated and its base shaped, 
it could then be manoeuvred into position. Levers were most 
likely used to gradually lift up the stone, with large stones and 
wooden props placed underneath to provide support as it was 
raised. This method was employed in an experiment on a 32 
tonne capstone replica at Bougon, France. Here, three 10m 
oak levers raised the block 50cm at a time, and chocks were 
placed beneath the stone (Joussaume 1985, 103). At Garn 
Turne, a mass of very large stones were present in the base of 
the pit (many of which required two or more people to lift 
them): we propose these were used as chocks. Large stones 
would be sufficient to support a capstone as it was raised using 
levers. Ropes tied around the stone and tensioned would have 
been useful for stabilisation as it was levered up. As the stone 
was raised higher, timbers could also be employed to provide 
support. At Garn Turne no postholes were found that could 
have held supports for the elevated capstone: however, a mass 
of burnt mature oak was deposited in the pit which may have 
been the remains of such timbers. Monuments elsewhere 
have evidence of postholes which may well have served this 
purpose (see Bakker 2009, 30). 

A possible alternative to elevating the capstone into 
position would be to drag the stone out of its quarry pit, erect 
the supporting orthostats nearby, and then drag the capstone 
up a ramp in order to carefully lower it onto the supporting 
uprights. This idea of dragging a stone up a ramp is frequently 
cited as the way in which horizontal stones were placed in 
position during megalithic construction (Bakker 2009, 31), 
and it is possible that some dolmen were also constructed 
in this way. However, one of the issues with this method of 
construction is how to gently lower the capstone without 

Fig. 5.10: The capstone at Brennanstown, Ireland, the 
underneath of which has clearly been shaped. (Photo by 
Vicki Cummings)
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damaging either the supporting uprights or the capstone. In 
the case of Stonehenge, the lintel was placed on top of the 
wide, thick trilithons, so this was far less of an issue. It is also 
not a problem if the uprights are surrounded and supported 
by a cairn. In the case of dolmen monuments, however, we 
argue that there was no surrounding cairn (see above) and 
that the builders aimed to have the capstone touching the 
smallest possible area of the uprights. This would be more 
reliably achieved by adding uprights to an elevated and 
supported capstone, as detailed below. 

Stage 6: add supporting uprights
If the capstone has been quarried and elevated in situ, and is 
supported by chocks and/or wooden supports, it is relatively 
easy to insert the supporting upright stones one by one. Small 
sections of the underlying support can be removed and an 
upright inserted in their place. This would allow the builders 
to achieve the desired effect – the smallest possible surface 
of the upright touching the capstone – as there was scope 
for trial and error in the placement of the support. It also 
allows the uprights to be inserted straight into the base of 
the pit without the need for sockets. Indeed, the absence of 
sockets was documented at the excavation of Carreg Samson, 
where the excavator was both surprised, and rather horrified, 
that the uprights were essentially held in place only by the 
weight of the capstone: a “house of cards” effect (Frances 
Lynch pers. comm.). Stability was enhanced by infilling of the 
pit. At Garn Turne, pottery fragments were deposited on the 
bottom of the pit, and radiocarbon dates on charcoal came 
back as early Neolithic (3787–3656 cal BC (SUERC 43883) 
and 3761–3643 cal BC (SUERC 43884) at 2σ; calibration 
OxCal). This also suggests a range of associated activities 
surrounded the elevation of a stone.

This method of adding in the uprights would be an 
effective way of constructing a dolmen, but would not negate 
all problems. In some cases dolmen monuments would still 
be prone to collapse when the final chocks and supports were 
removed. Indeed, this seems to have happened at Garn Turne: 
the monument collapsed backwards after the underlying 

support had been removed but before all the uprights were 
in place. 

At some monuments, a cairn may have been added around 
the monument once the uprights were in position. This could 
have happened straight away, many years later, or even many 
centuries later. It may also have varied from site to site: some 
sites may have seen the addition of large and high cairns, while 
others may have seen only low-level platform cairns. The 
debate surrounding the presence of a cairn will be difficult to 
resolve conclusively due to the subsequent remodelling and 
robbing of these sites. Nevertheless, the presence or absence of 
a cairn at these sites does not alter the suggested construction 
process outlined above, apart from to note that stone used 
during construction may have been subsequently redeployed 
as cairn material. 

Discussion and conclusion
We have outlined a six-stage process for the construction 
of a dolmen monument which seems to be consistent 
with the archaeological evidence we have observed. If our 
suggestion is correct, one of the key components of dolmens 
was lifting and displaying a stone in situ. This supports 
two suggestions. Firstly, that the stones used as capstones 
may have been important in their own right, potentially 
including their precise location in relation to other landscape 
features (Cummings and Whittle 2004; Scarre 2009b, 4–5; 
Whittle 2004). Second, the presentation of the stones lifted 
up and supported on uprights was also of great significance. 
A corollary of this interpretation would be that these 
monuments were made from natural formations that were 
already known and which were important places in the 
landscape before they were transformed into monuments 
(see Bradley 1998; Tilley 1994; Whittle 2004). However, 
contrary to most accounts, we have provided substantial 
evidence that the capstones in dolmen monuments in Britain 
and Ireland were carefully shaped and dressed. All have a flat 
underside, created either by splitting the stone along a fault 
line, or – if this process was unsuccessful – by careful shaping 
through flaking or pecking. The capstones of dolmens, then, 

Fig. 5.11: The dolmen at Achnacliffe, Ireland. (Photo by 
Colin Richards)
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were transformed, and through their dramatic display such 
alterations would have been readily recognisable. This means 
that while dolmens may well have been partly inspired by 
natural rock formations, in their altered state they possessed 
a duality – the upper morphology natural and untouched 
while the basal surface was flat and dressed. The manner of 
presentation, elevated in the air, emphasised and exaggerated 
this duality to a wide audience. 

We have also noted above that pit digging was an important 
part of the construction process. This was the second stage in 
construction – releasing the stone from the ground. Pit digging 
has been discussed more widely in relation to the Neolithic, 
particularly in relation to deposition (Anderson-Whymark 
and Thomas 2012). However, pit digging can be seen as part of 
a broader intensification of digging in the Neolithic, marked 
also by flint mining and the broader phenomenon of digging 
into, and altering, the earth (Bradley 1993; Whittle 1995). 
Certainly while under construction, but also for a considerable 
period afterwards, the landscape around a monument would 
have resembled a building site – clearances, timbers, spoil-
heaps, fulcrum points, flakes of megalithic debris and so on. 
This would further enhance the fact that these sites were not 
natural formations (cf. Tilley 1996; Bradley 1998; Tilley and 
Bennett 2001). At Garn Turne, it is clear that the large pit 
was never completely filled in. Late Neolithic and Iron Age 
deposits were found in the upper levels of the silts infilling the 
pit, which is still visible today as a hollow. This is echoed at 
other sites such as Arthur’s Stone, illustrated above. This could 
suggest that the builders did not seek to conceal the leftovers 
of construction. Indeed, at some dolmen monuments, these 
sites saw subsequent constructional events. At Garn Turne the 
façade was clearly added on subsequently (we would suggest in 
the late Neolithic), and this has been hypothesised for Pentre 
Ifan, which also has a façade (Barker 1992, 24–26). Garn 
Turne saw further elaboration with the addition of multiple 
standing stones both around the main monument as well as 
in the immediate vicinity. Remnants of construction, then, 
may well have been left once a monument was standing. In 
some cases, construction was on-going, as sites were further 
added to or altered. In this respect it is necessary to reconsider 
construction as a process of facilitation. Building may therefore 
be conceived as one of the main purposes of monumentality. 
Rather than leading to completion, construction may be 
redefined as the deployment of strategic practices leading 
to the reconstitution of the social world. A corollary of this 
perspective is the imagery of monuments surrounded by the 
materials of their construction, monuments left unattended 
for long periods of time until they were re-appropriated by 
later generations.

It is also worth noting the speed at which the six-stage 
construction process outlined above could be achieved. Even 
taking into account the fact that many items would need to be 
acquired and accumulated before construction could begin, 

dolmen construction could have been achieved relatively 
rapidly. This could mean that instead of people repeatedly 
coming together year after year in order to build a site, as has 
been envisaged for other “monuments”, such as causewayed 
enclosures (e.g. Edmonds 1999), dolmens could have been 
built as a single event, albeit one spread out over multiple 
days. In this sense we could understand the construction 
process as an arena for social negotiations, interactions and 
display. The raising up of an enormous stone would have been 
an incredible visual spectacle. At Garn Turne, the capstone 
weighed around 85 tonnes: this was the largest stone ever 
to have been quarried and lifted in Britain. To successfully 
remove this stone from the earth and then raise it up would 
undoubtedly be recognised as a significant feat. Such a feat 
was situated in a Neolithic social mosaic whereby status and 
reputation may well have been negotiable, and we suggest 
partly articulated through monumental construction (also see 
Richards 2013). Unfortunately, such projects are not without 
social, symbolic and practical categories of risk, and in the 
case of Garn Turne this risk was brought dramatically into 
focus when the monument collapsed. Such an event was not 
merely inauspicious, but to the sponsoring or organising 
group, likely disastrous.

It should be clear that there was no need to use an 85 
tonne capstone in order to create a functional chamber for 
the deposition of human skeletal remains. This observation 
provides a hint that initially, dolmen construction potentially 
had nothing to do with creating a burial space, but was a way 
of displaying stones that had been quarried and transformed. 
While Garn Turne certainly fulfils this criterion, the most 
extreme example of raising stones for purposes other than 
providing a roof for a burial chamber comes from Ireland. 
For example, the site of Achnacliffe, County Longford (Fig. 
5.11), has an enormous capstone perched on top of a smaller 
“chamber” and single upright. Such imagery is not about 
creating a burial chamber; instead it is concerned with the 
display and celebration of an enormous stone, the labour 
necessary for the re-presentation, and the social conditions 
necessary for such a feat to be undertaken.
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The megalithic construction process and the  
building of passage graves in Denmark

Torben Dehn

Abstract
On the basis of observations made since the 1980s during 
investigations of scheduled megalithic monuments in 
Denmark in connection with restoration work, an attempt 
is made to illustrate the process of building a passage grave. 
It is demonstrated that decisions relating to aspects such 
as the drainage system, the intermediary layer and the 
construction where the passage meets the chamber must be 
taken at a relatively early stage. It was therefore necessary, 
already at the planning phase, to take account of the final 
design, form and size of the finished monument. It is also 
concluded that the most difficult part of the construction 
process was the placement of the capstones. This step has left 
traces in the surrounding mound in the form of a horizontal 
platform at the level of the top of the orthostats or alongside 
the intermediary layers. It is concluded that the remains of 
the building site and traces of the process involved in the 
construction of individual passage graves suggest a planned, 
well-considered and continuous operation. However, once 
constructed, the monuments were subsequently maintained, 
and altered as desired, both by the original builders and by 
their descendants. Further to these were the alterations and 
additions of later prehistoric periods.

Keywords: Megalithic construction, architecture, building 
site, passage grave

Introduction
A large number of megalithic graves were excavated in 
Denmark in the decades around 1900. Some were also 
restored to assist preservation and to enable public access. 
However, public access brought with it an obligation to 
maintain them in good condition. In the 1980s, a systematic 
appraisal of the c. 500 scheduled passage graves revealed that 
a dangerous process of decay was in progress, resulting from 
variable quality of the restoration work. In an attempt to 
reverse this decline, an intensive effort was initiated to restore 
and investigate the most threatened, and the most visited 
monuments. 

This paper builds upon observations made during 
restoration work on about 70 megalithic monuments to 
illustrate the processes involved in building a Danish passage 
grave. These interventions were of varying extent and were 

located in different places in the monuments, as required. 
Some of the details observed are seen at one or only at few 
monuments, whilst others are more general features. The 
construction could be ambitious as tombs can be large and 
complex, or relatively simple. However, common to them 
all is their building material – moraine boulders, i.e., glacial 
erratics from the Ice Age, because bedrock is not accessible in 
the Danish landscape (Dehn et al. 2013).

Phases of building

Planning
The nature of the planning process preceding construction of 
a megalithic monument is unknown, but it is obvious that 
the type and design of the structure were determined from 
the outset. Certain monument types are, to some degree, 
also the result of local traditions. However, generally it must 
have been decided at the start whether the monument was 
to be a twin passage grave, with two chambers each with its 
own passage, or a structure with only a single chamber and 
passage, in order to obtain the required building materials. 
Calculation for the passage grave of Maglehøj shows that 
it took 990 tons of building materials, including 832 tons 
for the covering mound, to build a medium-sized, single-
chambered monument (Holten 2009, fig. 2). The dimensions 
and form of the capstones, and several of the orthostats, 
were exploited to the utmost, and complemented each other 
in a way that must have been worked out in advance. As an 
example, close fitting to leave minimal space between the 
capstones is only achievable if the capstones have been chosen 
according to their length and shape, and their individual 
and relative positions have been determined in advance. 
This is clearly illustrated by the Rævehøj passage grave (Fig. 
6.1). Only when the exact form and size of the roof – i.e., 
the capstones – are known, is it possible to design a more 
detailed ground-plan for the chamber. The precise width of 
the chamber and the inclination of the orthostats will then be 
adjusted to fit the chosen capstones. It was also necessary to 
know in advance whether there were any specific architectural 
requirements, such as stones needing to be put in a particular 
place in the construction (Dehn 2009, 21–23). This is the 
case, for example, in the passage grave of Ørnhøj, where a pair 
of twin stones – two pieces of the same moraine boulder – 
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apparently had to be used as corner stones, even though they 
are too tall relative to the rest of the construction (Dehn and 
Hansen 2000, 220). The passage grave of Kong Svends Høj 
includes five pairs of twin stones – one pair in the passage 
and the remainder arranged together at one end of the 
chamber. As twin stones are always arranged symmetrically 
relative to each other, the positioning of a large number of 
twin stones must have been arranged in advance (Dehn et 
al. 1995, fig. 57).

The place where the capstones of the chamber and passage 
meet constitutes a weak point. The transition from passage 
to chamber can be constructed with or without a keystone. 
The keystone is the innermost capstone of the passage, on 
which one or two of the chamber capstones rest. It is therefore 
part of the passage roof, but also forms part of the chamber 
wall. The style without a keystone is characteristic of a small 
geographical region: solutions involving a keystone are much 
more common (Hansen 1993, 46–50; Westphal 2015). The 
ground-plan needs to take account of the chosen solution, 
as the height and form of the cornerstones are crucial with 
respect to the keystone.

It was probably decided at an early stage whether there 
would be a closing stone, because this is important relative 
to the ground-plan and to the entire construction process. 
The closing stone is a commonly-observed phenomenon. It 
stands in the chamber wall, but is not part of the load-bearing 
construction. It is smaller than the other stones making up 
the wall, and was put in place from outside the chamber at the 
end of the construction process. This was possible because of 
a channel running through the partially-built mound: it led 
into the chamber, providing alternative access to the passage, 
and was useful for transporting materials in and out of the 
chamber. It may also have had a ritual significance (see Fig. 
1.6; Dehn et al. 2004, 165–167).

When establishing the building site, it can be presumed 
that the most important building materials, such as capstones, 

twin stones, and other significant stones in the construction 
were transported to the site. Setting out the most important 
elements of the ground-plan would have been done at a very 
early stage. On the mound base in the twin passage grave at 
Østrup there was a row at least 3m long of 10–15cm diameter 
stones running towards a point in the middle of the wall line 
that separates the two chambers (unpublished investigation 
2007). In Kong Svends Høj, just above the base of the mound 
next to an orthostat, there was a row of fist-sized stones. This was 
aligned to a passage wall and is therefore interpreted as a sighting 
line used during the early building phases (Dehn et al. 1995, 
28–30). It was presumably important that the orientation and 
direction of the passage could be marked out precisely by eye. 
This is apparent from the fact that, in the majority of passage 
graves, a line continuing from one – or both – of the sides of 
the passage generally strikes a space between two orthostats in 
the rear wall of the chamber (Dehn and Hansen 2006b, 53–
54). An investigation into the orientation of passages in 105 
Danish passage graves proposes three hypotheses relative to the 
determining factor: the rising sun, the rising full moon and the 
rising full moon before an eclipse. The conclusion reached in 
this study is that orientation relative to the moon is most likely 
(Clausen et al. 2008, 227).

The initial phases of construction
Early work on the construction site involved preparation of 
the chamber area. Sometimes, as seen in Jordehøj, the topsoil 
was removed and laid over the intact soil surface directly 
behind the planned position of the chamber walls, in order 
to form the base of the mound (Dehn et al. 2000, fig. 3.19). 
The orthostats were generally erected in individually tailored 
sockets, such that their final height in the structure must have 
been fixed at this stage. This shows that key architectural 
components, for example, stones with special characteristics 
in terms of form, colour, symmetry or other significant 
features, were also worked out at this point. In addition, the 

Fig. 6.1: Cross-section of the passage grave at Rævehøj with elevation plan of the passage. The chamber is 2.3m high and the capstones lie on three 
intermediary layers above the orthostats. They slope inwards so the walls form a kind of vault. The capstones overlap only a few centimetres with the 
uppermost intermediary layers, and their length is considerably less than the width of the chamber at floor level. (Drawing: T. Dehn)
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architectural and technical requirements necessary for the 
capstones would have been considered, although they were 
not placed into position until much later.

Once the orthostats were erected, the decision was made 
as to whether the drainage system should include a flint-
filled ditch behind the orthostats, as seen in Jordehøj (Dehn 
et al. 2000, 86–88) and Maglehøj (Figs 6.2 and 6.3; Dehn 
and Hansen 2007, 18–20). This ditch formed the base for 
the flint packing that was gradually raised in height, together 
with the dry-walling and the core of the mound. The upper 
part of the flint packing was in contact with the flint in the 
roof construction, and acted to divert water percolating down 
through the mound.

Dry-walling
The walls and ceiling of the chamber had to be completely 
watertight so that penetrating water did not wash the mound 
fill into the chamber, destabilising the construction. The 
often irregular gaps between the orthostats were therefore 
sealed with shaped, flat flagstones – usually of sandstone – 
laid horizontally on top of each other. This is referred to as 
dry-walling, as today these flagstones appear to have been laid 
without a binding agent. However, originally clay, chalk mass, 
or birch bark were all used (Dehn and Hansen 2006a).

As the dry-walling was built, its rear face was secured with 
a packing of crushed flint that, in turn, was held in position 
by the mound fill, comprised of stones, soil, or a combination 
of the two. This progressed in alternating stages: courses of 
dry-walling, then crushed flint and mound fill, followed 
by further courses of dry-walling and so on. Dry-walling 
construction would have required access to both sides. Waste 

Fig. 6.2: Cross-section through the lower part of the mound 
construction at the gable of the Maglehøj passage grave. The chamber 
lies to the right of the edge of the drawing, and the original soil layer is 
labelled “9”. The edge of the capstone can be seen over the intermediary 
layer comprising four slabs, lying on the orthostat. A continuous 
packing of crushed flint runs from the orthostat foundation ditch, 
stepwise up through the mound construction to the sloping flagstones of 
the capstone roof. The construction is not preserved above this level due 
to an intrusion later in prehistory. (Drawing L. Holten and M. Nissen)

Fig. 6.3: Close-up of the excavation section in Fig. 6.2. The packing of 
crushed flint can be followed from the trench in which the orthostats 
stand, up behind them and then behind the intermediary layer. (Photo 
T. Dehn)
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stone chips from shaping of the flagstones, and splinters from 
crushing of the flint, were seen in the rear of the dry-walling 
at Maglehøj passage grave (Figs 6.2 and 6.3).

Once the orthostats were in place, the dry-walling was 
built up level with their top, and the core of the covering 
mound was raised to hold the flint packing in place. Then the 
seating for the capstones had to be adjusted. In some areas, the 
capstones lie at a level corresponding to the top of the tallest 
orthostat: in others the wall height is increased by adding one 
to three layers of intermediary stones. The orthostats lean 
slightly inwards and the stones of the intermediary layer also 
lie slightly displaced inwards relative to one another, so that a 
kind of vault is created. The intermediary layer is also secured 
at the rear with flint packing, and chalk mass or bark fills the 
horizontal spaces.

Capstones
Details of the chamber ground-plan must have been adjusted 
around the capstones, and these must hence have been 
selected and brought to the building site at a very early stage 
in construction. Observations suggest a number of ways in 
which these capstones, weighing 10–15 tons, could have 
been placed on top of the orthostats and the intermediary 
layer at a height of up to 2.5m above ground level. However, 
just as there are regional differences in construction, so there 
may also have been regional differences in building methods. 
Evidence relating to the handling of capstones is rare but 
includes traces of temporary platforms, level with the top of 
the orthostats or the intermediary layer. Flat-topped platforms 
were formed by the uppermost part of the core of the mound, 
constructed in parallel with the wall, the dry-walling and the 
possible intermediary layer in order to hold these elements in 
place, and were 1.5–2.5m wide. In Jordehøj, it was apparent 
simply as a thin wash layer in the homogeneous clay fill 
(Dehn et al. 2000, 90–92), whereas the platform in Birkehøj 
was consolidated with a very even, cobbled surface made of 
small stones laid in sand. In the latter case, the platform had 
been established along parts of both longitudinal sides of the 
chamber. It is not clear whether the actual capstones lay on 
this platform during the operation or whether it was just used 
by the builders during their handling of the stones (Fig. 6.4).

In addition to the two above-mentioned platforms, 
four more examples are known across Denmark. The first 
observation of the remains of a platform was at the passage 
grave at Tustrup (Kjærum 1955, 30) where, at a level matching 
the tops of the orthostats: “it was possible to follow a pale-
coloured stripe of fine sand that was covered with a very thin 
dark layer, presumably an old humus layer”. At Lundehøj, 5km 
from Jordehøj, at a corresponding level, there was a 15–20cm 
thick horizontal layer of hard, chalk-rich clay, (Fig. 6.5; Ørsnes 
1957, 229–230, fig. 3). The passage grave at Kragnæs contained 
“a 3–5 cm thick, greyish-black stripe which sloped upwards 
towards a point just beneath the top of the orthostats. This 

stripe consisting of slightly sandy loam can hardly be anything 
other than the remains of a vegetation layer formed during a 
first phase of the mound’s construction” (Skaarup 1985, 251). 
As it appeared to have been trampled by activity, a c. 10cm 
thick horizontal layer in Kong Svends Høj is also interpreted as 
the traces of a platform (Dehn et al. 1995, 30, fig. 30).

These observations suggest that once the chamber had 
been erected and stabilised by the mound core, laying the 
capstones was the next step. The surface of the mound core 
bears evidence of this, either as a trampled activity layer, or as 
a layer reinforced with stones or clay/chalk. Some of the layers 
are horizontal, others appear to be slightly sloping: two have 
traces of an associated vegetation horizon.

Fig. 6.4: The passage grave of Birkehøj. Behind the surface of the 
chamber’s intermediary layer a cobbled platform can be seen which 
presumably was established in conjunction with laying the capstones in 
place. The orthostats in the lower part of the picture have partly toppled 
into the chamber. (Photo T. Dehn)

Fig. 6.5: Cross-section of the chamber in the passage grave of Lundehøj, 
excavated in 1955 due to its poor state of preservation. The layer 
labelled “3” is the reinforced platform of clay/chalk, which was 
established in connection with laying of the capstones. The cross-
hatching denotes crushed flint, which is seen, for example, in the ditch 
behind one of the orthostats. (After Ørsnes 1957)
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These differences could reflect both different methods of 
laying on the capstones and the fact that the surface of the 
mound core was not prepared in the same way all the way 
round the upper edge of the chamber. This could depend 
on where the capstones had been transported from and how 
they were to be raised. A ramp and platform need only be 
constructed on part of the mound core and the chamber. All 
the above-mentioned observations were made in one section 
of a ditch within individual structures. It is therefore not 
possible to conclude more than that ramps are evident in those 
constructions in those sections. The fact that a ramp cannot 
be demonstrated in a particular section does not necessarily 
mean that one was not present in the monument.

In four cases, traces of posts have been demonstrated in 
the mound structure. The posts must have been removed or 
sealed by the continuing building process. Three extended 
down into the ground beneath the mound core, all located 

very close to the rear of an orthostat (Dehn and Hansen 2007, 
25), while the fourth was located in the intermediary layer 
(Dehn et al. 2004, 166–168). Two of these posts had been 
rocked back and forth in line with the longitudinal axis of the 
chamber, (Fig. 6.6), perhaps in connection with post removal. 
All the postholes were carefully sealed before the building 
work continued.

Laying the capstones must have been the most complicated 
part of the building process. Moraine boulders weighing 
10–15 tons had to be moved and positioned very precisely 
at a height of 2.5m above ground level, with limited room 
for manoeuvre and a relatively loose working surface. 
Examining the underlay of the capstones, either from inside 
the chamber or, more rarely, from outside, suggests the 
surface was adjusted with flat or wedge-shaped stones before 
the capstones were finally placed in position. Adjustments 
achieved the correct fall of the flat roof surface in relation to 

Fig. 6.6: A suggestion as to how the task of laying the capstones on Birkehøj may have been accomplished. The drawing shows a situation where the 
capstones have been raised and stabilised by the core of the surrounding mound. To the lower left, a channel can be seen running through the mound 
where the closing stone has not yet been put in position. (Drawing T. Bredsdorff)
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the capstones’ contact points with the orthostats and the dry-
walling, and compensated for the natural irregularity of the 
moraine boulders.

In two cases it appears that control of a capstone was lost 
as it was being manoeuvred into position: it slipped too far 
down into the chamber and became lodged. One accident led 
to the major fracturing of a capstone and a partially destroyed 
dry-wall: it was then roughly rebuilt from inside the chamber 
(Dehn 2009, 24). Considering how skilfully capstones were 
generally handled, it is remarkable that the stones were not 
brought up into the correct position. However, a capstone 
positioned lower than the others could have been an 
intentional architectural feature that, like a lintel, separated 
one end of the chamber from the rest (Hansen 1993, fig. 
75). Only exposure of its upper surface can reveal the reason 
behind a capstone that hangs further down into the chamber.

Once all the capstones were placed and the gaps sealed, the 
floor was established by levelling. Clay or stone pavements 
of flagstones or cobbles could also be added. Birkehøj had a 
sunken floor covered with a layer of clay, under which was a 
capillary layer of gravel (Dehn et al. 2004, 164).

The passage-grave mound
When the chamber and the inner part of the passage were 
secured by the mound core, construction of the outer 
mound had to be completed. A few chambers are located in 
rectangular long barrows, but the majority lie encapsulated 
within round barrows. A round mound could be made of 
stone, clay, sand, or a combination of these. Various means 
were applied to keep the chamber and passage sealed and dry. 
For example, in the mound fill covering both the chamber 
and the passage, layers of overlapping flagstones or sloping 
layers of clay were intended to divert water. These layers may 
be in contact with the flint packing behind the walls and in 
the drainage ditch.

The question has been asked whether the capstones always 
were covered by mound fill. It is argued that some of the 
more simple dolmens were established as “open dolmens” 
with exposed chambers (Andersen et al. 2014). However, my 
own investigations found that two of the proposed “open” 
dolmens were actually covered by a mound (Dehn 2013).

Rows of single closely spaced stones are often seen forming 
concentric circles around the chamber within the mound. 
These circles have been observed at the base of the mound 
or at different levels within it, often behind the walls of the 
chamber in mounds built of stones and those with a sand 
fill, but they were not found in Jordehøj, which was built of 
clay/chalk. However, that monument was found to have two 
cavities in its mound fill. A plaster cast revealed that a post, 
almost 10cm in diameter and 64cm in length, stood vertically 
in the Neolithic topsoil (Fig. 6.7). Excavation suggested that 
posts such as this extended up to about 1.2m, reaching a level 
directly below the horizontal platform (Dehn et al. 2000, 

88–90). A wooden structure was also found in the ploughed-
out passage grave of Vroue Hede III: there were the remains 
of two concentric rings of burnt wood between the traces of 
missing kerbstones and the chamber (Jørgensen 1977, 107).

These concentric stone rows may mark the various stages 
of mound construction, and could have stabilised materials 
during building work. They could also have controlled the 
form of the mound during construction, like the Bronze 
Age wooden wattle structures seen in Lusehøj (Thrane 1984, 
93–98). Pottery deposits associated with these stone rows 
in the Neolithic mounds suggest that different stages in the 
construction process were marked by particular activities. 
This was seen at the passage-grave site of Damsbo Mark A1, 
where there was apparently a spiral rather than concentric 
circles (Andersen 2011, 152, fig. 5). At Klekkendehøj, a 
hearth was seen in the stone-built lower part of the mound 

Fig. 6.7: Vertical cavity at Jordehøj. In the clay-rich mound fill of the 
passage grave, vertical cavities were apparent in the area beneath the 
platform. On being filled with plaster of Paris, one of them proved to be 
the impression of a post 10cm diameter and 64cm long. The post had 
stood in the topsoil at the base of the mound and observations during 
the excavation suggest that it reached 1.2m in height. (Photo T. Dehn)
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(Dehn unpublished investigation 2011), and a dolmen at 
Tårup also had traces of fire in the initial phase of the mound 
construction (Holst 2006, 12). Were such activities and 
deposits connected with longer pauses in the building work, 
or did they represent ritual events during construction?

Kerbstones
Kerbstones were erected in one of the final building phases, 
often with dry-walling. Kong Svends Høj has a long barrow 
covering a 12.5m long chamber: the dry-walling between the 
kerbstones was so high that a channel was necessary between 
them and the mound core in order to provide rear access 
during construction (Dehn et al. 1995, 32). At c. 1.5m, 
the kerbstones in Kong Svends Høj are some of the tallest 
recorded, and the gable stones are almost 4m high. A similar 
approach was observed at a 90m long mound at Ibjerg where 
the kerbstones were erected and stabilised with stones and 
crushed flint, forming a 1m wide band associated with the 
actual earthen fill of the mound (Juel et al. in press).

Kerbstone constructions can also be considerably more 
modest. For example, those around Maglehøj are less than 0.5m 
in height, with dry-walling between them. Some monuments 
appear to have only small, widely-spaced kerbstones, with 
such large gaps between them that dry-walling was apparently 
not needed. However, bearing the variable preservation in 
mind, it is not normally possible to understand the method of 
kerbstone construction without some form of study, usually 
sectioning the mound in order to clarify the monument’s 
history before verifying the construction method. Mounds 
may have been plundered for their kerbstones in recent times, 
but passage graves were also often expanded and altered in 
later prehistoric periods, typically in the late Neolithic and 
Bronze Age, such as at the passage grave at Bigum, which 
was rebuilt and altered several times. A new lower kerbstone 
construction was laid outside the original structure from the 
passage grave mound, and the latter was raised with a layer of 
horizontal stones (Dehn et al. 2000, fig. 14, 17).

The stone pavements seen in front of the passage entrance 
or around the entire mound also constitute elements of the 

kerbstone construction. For example, the passage grave at 
Sarup Gamle Skole II (Andersen 1997, fig. 127) had traces 
of a c. 4m wide stone pavement running around the mound 
at the foot of the kerbstones. At Nissehøj, a semicircular 
stone pavement sealed an Early Neolithic grave in front of 
the entrance with an offering area (Holten 2000, 290–291). 
However, it is not certain that these elements were part of the 
monument’s construction phase: they could represent later 
changes.

The latter is not the case for another, rarely-occurring 
element – terracing. All around Klekkendehøj, there is a 
1–1.5m flat horizontal platform at the foot of the mound 
and c. 1m above ground level. The floors and entrances to 
the passages are at the same level as this platform entrance. 
In 1987, a section trench in the south side of the mound 
revealed it to be an original feature (Dehn et al. 2000, 39–44). 
A section trench through the west side of the mound in 2001 
confirmed that the terracing was the final step in the building 
process and that there was potentially an additional terrace. 
The outermost part of the terrace feature lay stratigraphically 
over the edge of a pit, on the bottom of which were small 
stones and fragments of larger stones. These, together with 
other material, are interpreted as waste from the construction 
of the chamber/passage and the core of the mound (Dehn and 
Hansen 2007, 30). Within the trench, the pit reached 1.8m 
in depth and extended 7m in one direction, but its actual 
size remains unknown. It is interpreted as a source of mound 
fill material, and was backfilled in connection with extensive 
levelling-out of the terrain after construction was completed 
(Figs 6.8 and 6.9).

The sophisticated construction of passage graves lead us 
to conclude that construction was largely carried out by 
specialists, perhaps even travelling master craftsmen. One 
calculation demonstrates that, in the islands of Bogø and Møn 
(an area of 231 km2), an average of one megalithic monument 
a year was constructed, and a similar calculation for the Sarup 
area suggests an average of one newly-constructed megalithic 
monument every two years (Andersen 1997, 40). According 
to yet another calculation, on average two passage graves a 

Fig. 6.8: Cross-section of the twin passage grave at Klekkendehøj from 2001, with elevation plan of the northern passage and the wall stones 
between the northern and southern chambers, a section through the eastern part of the mound, and the section trench in the terrain at the foot of 
the mound. The pit at the foot of the mound contained a layer of small detached stone fragments, presumably waste from the construction of the 
chambers and passages. The edge of the pit is overlain by the lowermost of two presumed terrace steps. In a profile section from 1987, only one terrace 
step could be recognised. (Drawing P. E. Skovgård and J. Westphal)



66 Torben Dehn

week were built across the area that is now Denmark (Ebbesen 
2011, 239). Regardless of the uncertainty associated with 
such calculations, these monuments represent the investment 
of unprecedented efforts by a relatively modest population 
over the course of a few generations. This must, in turn, have 
resulted in a great accumulation of knowledge and experience 
among the people who took part in the building work. The 
planning and leadership was presumably in the hands of a 
few individuals, but gathering and transport of the materials, 
as well as the actual construction work, must have involved 
a considerable number of people with extensive associated 
logistical support. As a consequence, in the generations 
during which this building work influenced daily life, there 
must (to some extent) have been widespread knowledge 
and experience of megalithic construction. In addition to 
building new monuments, it would also have been necessary 
to carry out regular maintenance, alteration, and adaptation 
of existing monuments.

Passage graves as architecture
The megalithic construction work described above represents 
only the technical and tangible part of the process. It is 
beyond doubt that the building of a structure able to stand 
for 5,000 years constituted a significant engineering and 
logistical achievement (Westphal 2015). However, Neolithic 
monument builders had motives beyond just raising a 
structure. To a great extent, the driving force was the social, 
religious, political, and strategic dimensions inherent in both 
the construction process and the actual end product – a 
monument that stood as confirmation of agreed alliances. The 
commitment of resources to build even a single monument 
suggests that each involved more people than there was a 
space for in the area around the individual structure. During 
the construction process, participants became part of the 
fellowship associated with this, and would later have been able 
to swap stories about special events that took place during the 
work, and about details of the construction known only to 
those who took part.

An interrupted or a continual construction process?
The structure of large megalithic monuments can reveal 
details of the organisation that lay behind the undertaking. 
Were there multiple discrete construction periods over several 
years, or did the work involve a continual sequence, ending 
with a completed structure? In the investigations described 
here, no indications of stagnation or breaks in the work have 
been found. The various components of the monuments 
combine to form a complex whole. In only two cases are there 
indications of a vegetation horizon associated with a platform 
established in connection with the placement of the capstones. 
Other traces, in the form of wash layers, subsidence or other 
forms of deterioration within the structure, have not been 
observed. A break of longer duration would, for example, 

have left traces in the very homogeneous flint packing behind 
the orthostats and the dry-walling. On the other hand, 
activity layers have been observed that reflect trampling 
during the building work and transport of materials. There 
are also traces of presumably ritual-based activities such as 
fires and the deposition of pottery. The vegetation horizons 
could represent a pause in the building work, but they relate 
to the placement of the capstone, a particularly crucial part 
of the process, so the platform may have stood unused while 
activities proceeded elsewhere. There is nothing to suggest any 
extended interruptions to the process.

It is stated above that the building process illustrated 
here led to the production of a finished monument. This 
product is not, however, identical with the final form of the 
monument as we see it during an archaeological investigation. 
In addition to the alterations and additions during later periods 
of prehistory, especially in the late Neolithic and Bronze 
Age, the builders and their immediate Funnel Beaker culture 
descendants probably carried out regular maintenance and 
modifications. Anthropological sources demonstrate that, 
with time, houses develop in form according to the people 
who use them and the circumstances surrounding them: they 
are changed by alterations and additions. “Building, then, is 
a process that is continually going on, for as long as people 
dwell in an environment” (Ingold 2000, 188). It seems likely 
that the same was also true after a megalithic monument had 
been constructed. The passage grave of Birkehøj demonstrates 
that both maintenance and alterations were carried out. The 
unusual architecture in one end of its chamber suggests that 

Fig. 6.9. Detail from the section drawing Fig. 6.7 with a presumed 
material pit which was back-filled during extensive levelling of the 
terrain. The stones lay c. 0.5m above the base of the pit and at the 
side closest to the chamber. They presumably represent waste from the 
building work. (Photo T. Dehn)
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an orthostat toppled over after the capstones had been put in 
place, requiring it to be re-erected and secured as best as possible 
– although the only access was from inside the chamber. This 
incident presumably occurred as the toppled orthostat stands 
at the end of the chamber formed by an earlier small dolmen 
chamber that was later altered and extended to produce the 
11m long passage-grave chamber (Dehn et al. 2004, 169–171).

Conclusion
This attempt to illustrate megalithic building processes 
is based exclusively upon the author’s own archaeological 
investigations and observations of the architecture in about 
70 Danish megalithic monuments, especially passage graves, 
supplemented by examples taken from the literature. It is not 
certain that the same conditions and situations prevailed in all 
areas with megalithic monuments, or with respect to earlier 
monuments such as long barrows and long dolmens. In one 
of the two, now ploughed-out, parallel long dolmens at Ibjerg, 
there were suggestions in the mound construction of a cell-like 
structure that can be interpreted as either a step-like building 
process or the involvement of several construction teams (Fig. 

6.10; Juel et al. in press). A similar phenomenon, seen in the 
English long barrow chamber at Ascott-under-Wychwood, 
Oxforshire, where the phases have different dates, is interpreted 
as follows: “... the dead were incorporated into a construction 
site and not a finished tomb” (Bailey et al. 2010, 565). The 
Danish record on which this description of the building process 
is based gives no grounds for arriving at a similar conclusion. 
However, the idea of continual construction and rebuilding 
could be the reason why megalithic monuments most often 
lie in clusters comprising long barrows, round dolmens and 
passage graves, as seen for example at Lønt (Gebauer 2015). In 
the individual monuments, the traces left by the construction 
site and work on the passage graves reflect a planned, well-
considered and continual effort.
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Fig. 6.10: Plan of the two ploughed-down long dolmens at Ibjerg, excavated between 2007 and 2009. A structure associated with the construction 
became apparent at the base of the southern mound, in the form of a longitudinal central axis with several sections at each side. (After Juel et al. in 
press)
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Accident or design? Chambers, cairns and funerary  
practices in Neolithic western Europe

Chris Scarre

Abstract
The classic image of the Neolithic chambered tomb is of a 
stone-built – often megalithic – burial chamber covered by 
a mound or cairn. Many such chambers appear today in a 
denuded condition, usually as a consequence of natural or 
human destruction. Controversy has raged since the 19th 
century as to whether some megalithic chambers may never 
have had a covering mound, and evidence from sites from 
Scandinavia to Spain indicates that this may occasionally have 
been the case. Even where remains of a mound or cairn are 
present, however, the chamber was often the first structure 
to have been built, and would for a period have been free 
standing. At some sites, the deposition of human bodies 
began at this stage. It is not impossible that the addition of a 
covering mound was in some cases an act of closure, marking 
the cessation of burial activity.

Keywords: dolmen, megalithic tomb, burial mound, passage 
tomb, portal tomb, cairn

In 1865, a dramatic engraving of the megalithic monument 
of Pentre Ifan in south-west Wales appeared in the periodical 
Archaeologia Cambrensis (Longueville-Jones 1865) (Fig. 7.1). 
It showed a couple on horseback resting under the massive 
capstone, profiled against the distant backdrop of hazy 
mountains. The artist had carefully emphasised the delicately 
propped nature of the stone, resting on the pointed tops 

of three tapering orthostats that barely seemed capable of 
supporting its weight.

Seven years later, a similar image was reproduced in Rude 
Stone Monuments in All Countries, written by the architect 
James Fergusson (1872). Fergusson’s book provided one of 
the first general surveys of megalithic monuments, covering 
not only western and northern Europe, but also Asia and 
the Americas. One of his key objectives was to explain why 
early societies had chosen to construct megalithic monuments 
using massive blocks of stone. In that context, his comments 
on Pentre Ifan were especially salient, and bear directly upon 
the question examined here of chambers and mounds. For, 
he observed:

men do not raise such masses and poise them on their points 
for the sake of hiding them again … The mode of architectural 
expression which these Stone men best understood was the power 
of mass. At Stonehenge, at Avebury, and everywhere, as here, 
they sought to give dignity and expression by using the largest 
blocks they could transport or raise – and they were right; for in 
spite of their rudeness, they impress us now; but had they buried 
them in mounds, they neither would have impressed us nor their 
contemporaries. (Fergusson 1872, 169)

These engravings of Pentre Ifan are typical of the large 
numbers of paintings and drawings of the late 18th and 
19th centuries that portrayed Neolithic chambered tombs 
as megalithic skeletons, devoid of any covering of earth or 
stones. They include paintings by Romantic artists such as 
Johan Christian Dahl (Hünengrab nahe Vordingborg im Winter 
1825) and the famous Caspar David Friedrich (for example 
Spaziergang in der Abenddämmerung c. 1837/40). The power 
of the stones takes centre-stage, set against a dramatic natural 
background of stormy sky or brooding twilight. This focus on 
the stones, however, masks an important issue. How many of 
these structures were ever intended to be visible in that way? 
Were all of the many chambered tombs – including Dahl and 
Friedrich’s hünengräber – originally covered by mounds or 
cairns?

In Britain, it was the publication of the first English 
edition of Worsaae’s Primeval Antiquities of Denmark in 1849 
that appears to have sparked the debate. Worsaae divided the 
monuments into two categories: “Cromlechs” (Steendysser) 
and “Giant’s Chambers” (Jaettestuer). The former he described 

Fig. 7.1: The portal dolmen of Pentre Ifan in south-west Wales: 
engraving from Archaeologia Cambrensis (1865)
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as “slightly elevated mounds surrounded by a number of 
upright stones, on the top of which are erected chambers 
formed of large stones placed one upon the other” (Worsaae 
1849, 78, my emphasis). The jaettestuer, by contrast, were 
“tombs, covered by earth” (Worsaae 1849, 86). The notion 
that megalithic tombs had been built on top of their mounds 
most likely arose from the antiquarian belief that they were 
altars, and the fact that, in their eroded state, many megalithic 
structures were seen protruding from their mounds. An 
engraving in Øle Worm’s Danicorum Monumentorum Libri 
Sex of 1643, showed a rectangular monument defined by a 
kerb with three mounds within it, a free-standing dolmen 
perched on top of the middle one (Dehn 2009). A version of 
the same illustration appeared in Den Danske Atlas by Erich 
Pontoppidan a century later. It was not until more careful 
inspection in the 19th century that it was recognised that 
chambers such as this had been built at ground level, and 
that they were indeed enclosed by their mounds, rather than 
supported upon them (Dehn 2009, 34).

The debate took a similar course in France. In one of the 
earliest descriptions of the prehistoric monuments of the 
Morbihan region of southern Brittany, the Abbé Mahé drew 
a distinction between “dolmens” (megalithic chambers), and 
“barrows” and “galgals” (earthen mounds and stone cairns) 
(Mahé 1825, 17–37). That distinction was followed by 
subsequent writers, such as the Chevalier de Fréminville who 
distinguished the cairn-covered “tombelle” of Mont Héleu (Er 
Grah) at Locmariaquer from the exposed “dolmen” of La Table 
de César (Table des Marchands) (de Fréminville 1834, 23ff). 
It lived on in the Baron de Bonstetten’s Essai sur les dolmens 
of 1865. He divided “dolmens” into two principal categories: 
“dolmens apparents” (visible dolmens) and “dolmens couverts 
d’un tumulus en terre ou en cailloux” (dolmens covered by a 
mound of earth or stones). Bonstetten argued that “dolmens 
apparents” were not megalithic structures that had lost their 
mounds. Furthermore, he held that no process can reasonably 
be envisaged that would have led to the removal of those 
mounds if they had originally existed (Bonstetten 1865, 8).

Yet not all French or francophone writers saw matters in 
these terms. In the 1850s, Alfred Fouquet argued that the 
exposed or free-standing “dolmens” of the Morbihan were 
in fact merely the denuded remnants of formerly covered 
monuments. Take the Gavrinis passage tomb and remove its 
covering cairn, he suggested, and one would be left with a 
“dolmen” like the Table des Marchands: “more complete and 
more decorated; but, within several centuries, the weather 
and human action will assuredly turn it into a simple 
dolmen” (Fouquet 1853, 6). By the 1870s, this had become 
the prevailing view and, by 1889, Cartailhac was writing as 
if the debate were settled, affirming that these monuments 
were originally “furnished with a covering of pebbles, stones 
or earth and buried beneath a mound of greater or lesser 
height.” He contrasted this original design with the condition 

to which many megalithic chambered tombs had ultimately 
been reduced: “Over time the monument has become 
degraded and the covering has disappeared. The blocks have 
been exposed and the chamber, which has been emptied, is 
itself often ruinous” (Cartailhac 1889, 162).

In Britain, too, the advocates of universal covering mounds 
eventually won out. William Collings Lukis, for example, 
took particular exception to Worsaae’s contention that the 
Danish tombs consist of a “stone chamber … perched upon 
the top of the mound”, with the stones exposed. He noted in 
contrast that the British “cromlech” is “enclosed in a mound, 
and is either planted upon the level of the surrounding earth, 
or raised a little above it” (Lukis 1864, 146). Lukis attributed 
the absence of a surviving mound (where that was the case) to 
processes of natural erosion: 

the superincumbent earth will be carried by rain through the 
interstices of the cap stones and their supports, and in process 
of time fill up the chamber of the tumulus. The action of the 
elements will also tend, in course of ages, to carry the earth down 
the sides of the mound. This will account partly for two facts 
which are apparent to us now, viz. – the denudation and exposure 
of many cromlechs, and their being, in some cases, more or less 
filled with earth or silt. (Lukis 1864, 150)

Lukis concluded “that all cromlechs, of whatever form, 
were originally enclosed in mounds of earth or stone” (Lukis 
1864, 150).

Scandinavian prehistorians were unconvinced. Cartailhac 
drew criticism from no less an authority than Oscar 
Montelius, who – like Bonstetten – preferred to distinguish a 
category of free-standing dolmens (freistehende Dolmen) from 
buried or below-ground chambers with entrance passages or 
entry via a vertical shaft (Montelius 1899, 9). In contrast, in 
Britain, by the early years of the 20th century, the arguments 
advanced by Lukis and others had won general acceptance. 
Thus in the last (seventh) edition of Prehistoric Times (1913), 
John Lubbock observed: 

We may regard a perfect megalithic interment as having consisted 
of a stone chamber, communicating with the outside by a passage, 
covered with a mound of earth, surrounded and supported at the 
circumference by a circle of stones, and in some cases surmounted 
by a stone pillar or “menhir”. (Lubbock 1913, 113)

Allowance was made for occasional exceptions, but the 
concept of the “normal” megalithic tomb encased within its 
mound was firmly established. It remained so through the 
middle decades of the century. Gordon Childe, in the last 
edition of the Dawn of European Civilization, puts the matter 
straightforwardly: “Built chamber tombs, when not erected in 
an artificial excavation, were probably always put underground 
artificially by burial in a mound or cairn” (Childe 1957, 218).

Within recent decades, however, such a standardised 
view of the “classic” chambered tomb has been increasingly 
questioned. The basis for this re-evaluation is twofold: first, 
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a new and greater emphasis on the uniqueness and diversity 
of individual monuments; and secondly, new excavations 
leading to a heightened awareness that Neolithic monuments 
are often multi-phase structures that reached their final form 
only through successive stages of addition and modification. 
Thus it is a combination of theory and field observation that 
has reopened the question of chambered tombs and their 
mounds.

There are essentially two questions to consider. 1) Were all 
megalithic tombs covered by mounds? 2) Was there a single 
architectural concept that was carried through to completion 
by the construction of the chamber and the addition of the 
mound?

Moundless chambers
Let us begin by returning to Pentre Ifan, the megalithic 
chamber at the heart of the 19th century debates. James 
Fergusson remarked on the complete absence of side-walls. 
The chamber is open on both sides: supported only by 
megalithic orthostats at each end. Some archaeologists believe 
that originally there would have been dry stone side walls, 
to complete and close-in the chamber. Yet, if dry stone side 
walls had originally existed, no trace of them remained by 
the 19th century, and the remoteness of the location made 
it unlikely that local farmers had removed the cairn to take 
material for buildings or field walls (Fergusson 1872, 169–
170). It was not until the 1930s that unequivocal evidence for 
an enclosing cairn or platform was discovered. Excavations 
in 1936–37 revealed the outline of an elongated structure 
extending back over 30m from the chamber (Fig. 7.2). The 
edges of this cairn had been marked out by smaller upright 
stones, represented mainly by their empty sockets, though 
these extended for only 17m along the eastern and western 
sides of the cairn, and did not appear to enclose the whole of 
the structure (Grimes 1948, 15). 

These discoveries established the original presence of a 
structure surrounding the Pentre Ifan chamber but fell short 
of determining its height and profile. In the 1970s, the idea 
was revived that portal dolmens (such as Pentre Ifan) had 
been essentially free-standing (Kinnes 1975, 25). The multi-
phase nature of Neolithic monuments was gaining wider 
recognition: it was suggested that Pentre Ifan had initially been 
set within a low cairn, and that the tall orthostatic façade and 
lengthening of the cairn were later additions (Lynch 1972). 
An alternative view considered the megalithic chamber and 
façade to be the primary elements, with the whole of the cairn 
a later addition, and argued that the latter was of relatively 
low height (Barker 1992, 23–26). The idea that the cairn may 
have been merely a platform around the base of the chamber 
is seductive, but hard to substantiate. Other reconstructions 
adhere to the concept of a more substantial structure, 
enclosing the chamber although not necessarily concealing 
the capstone (Turner 1992, fig. 8).

Despite the continuing uncertainty, recent interpretations 
have largely accepted the proposal that Pentre Ifan and similar 
sites were not masked by mounds. The massive capstones 
raised on conspicuously slender pillars have conjured the 
evocative image of “stones that float to the sky”, which led to 
the suggestion that the purpose of these structures was not to 
create a closed funerary chamber but to venerate and display 
the capstones themselves (Whittle 2004). These capstones, at 
Pentre Ifan and at the neighbouring site of Carreg Samson, 
may have been earth-fast boulders dug from the very spot 
on which the chambers were later constructed (Lynch 1975; 
Richards 2004). Hence the massive capstones that are typical 
of portal dolmens may have been symbolically powerful in 
themselves, and the surviving structures might be more than 
merely their megalithic skeletons exposed by the removal or 

Fig. 7.2: Pentre Ifan: plan of the monument showing the cairn footings 
revealed in 1936–1937. (After Grimes 1948)
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erosion of cairns. In this class of tomb, such cairns may never 
have existed.

It must be emphasised, however, that in this respect portal 
dolmens may have been exceptional among the Neolithic 
chambered tombs of western Britain. Most megalithic burial 
chambers of this region were covered by mounds or cairns, 
and some remain so to this day. The Cotswold-Severn long 
mounds of south-western England and south Wales, for 
example, enclosed megalithic chambers. Excavations at Belas 
Knap in 1929–1930 revealed that the stone-built cairn had 
had a covering of overlapping slabs laid like roof tiles, and a 
ridged configuration can be envisaged (Berry 1929; 1930). A 
central ridge was also observed at West Tump, Cow Common 
Long, and Lamborough Banks, and most (if not all) may 
have been finished with a roof-like structure with central 
ridge and sloping sides (Corcoran 1969, 78; Darvill 2004, 
123). What should be remarked in all these cases, however, 
is that construction of the chambers preceded the building 
of the cairn, and the chambers must therefore, for a short 
period at least, have been free-standing. This is confirmed by 
the sequence of constructional phases at Hazleton North and 
Ascott-under-Wychwood (Saville 1990; Benson and Whittle 
2007). There is nothing to preclude the possibility that the 
chambers at these sites were used for burial from the very 
outset. Thus interment in a free-standing megalithic chamber 
could have been much more common than we now believe, 
even though in most cases those chambers were subsequently 
covered by a mound or cairn.

The absence of an original covering mound has been 
argued for a number of sites in Britain and Ireland. In 

Ireland, the Carrowmore tombs are a case in point, surviving 
as small megalithic chambers surrounded by circular boulder 
kerbs. There is little evidence that the space between kerb 
and chamber was ever occupied by a substantial cairn. This 
argument is particularly clear in the case of more recently 
excavated tombs such as Carrowmore 27 (Fig. 7.3). The 
excavator concluded there could never have been a covering 
mound (Burenhult 1980, 55; 1984, 61). The chamber uprights 
had been supported by a packing of stones around their base, 
but there was no evidence that this material had slipped or 
spread either within or beyond the limits of the boulder ring. 
The packing stones could have supported at most only a low 
platform. Earlier references to “cairns” at Carrowmore are 
either inaccurate, or relate to recent stone clearance from the 
fields surrounding the sites (Bergh 1995, 79–81).

Of the 180 or so portal tombs in Ireland, 86 have traces 
of a cairn, and the greater scarcity of cairn remains in areas of 
fertile soil suggests that, where they are missing, their absence 
is due to human clearance (Kytmannow 2008, 42–43). In less 
intensively exploited regions, such as the Burren, the outlines 
of kerbless cairns have been revealed by excavation and are 
visible today (Fig. 7.4). In no cases do the surviving remains of 
the cairn approach the height of the chamber, and it has been 
argued that they were most likely low bench-like structures, 
above which the capstone would always have been visible 
(Kytmannow 2010, 212; Lynch 2014, 181). It is possible 
that the placing of the capstone required the construction of a 
full-height mound or ramp, up which the massive slabs could 
be dragged; in which case the low bench-like cairn could be 
either the reduced remains of that structure, or an entirely 
separate construction. The postulated absence of a mound is 
far from universal, however, even on the Burren, where later 
megalithic wedge tombs still retain remains of the covering 
mound resting upon the capstone (Fig. 7.5).

The passage tombs of Ireland, western Britain and north-
west France provide a more complex picture. Most of these 
appear to have had covering mounds or cairns that entirely 
enclosed the chamber. In northwest France, many famous 
megalithic tombs have ample evidence for the existence or 
former existence of a covering mound. These are not mere 
dumps of earth and stone. It is now more than a century 
since Zacharie Le Rouzic noted the presence of concentric 
internal walls within the cairn that covered the passage tomb 
of Ile Longue (Le Rouzic 1914), and the internal structure of 
the Breton passage tomb cairns achieved greater prominence 
following Pierre-Roland Giot’s excavations at Barnenez 
in the 1950s. When Giot began work at Barnenez, he was 
struck by the fact that the inner walls were visible high up 
the mound, standing to a greater height than the outer 
kerb of the monument. As he explained: “Such structural 
features had hitherto been considered part of the internal 
arrangements hidden within the cairns, evidence of phases and 
techniques of construction, and playing the role of retaining 

Fig. 7.3: Photo mosaic of excavations at Carrowmore tomb 27. (From 
Burenhult 1980)
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or supporting walls.” It was this that led him to propose a 
stepped mound, and thus was the monument of Barnenez 
physically reconstructed at the end of his excavations. The 
published detail does not allow us to go further than this 
(Giot 1987, 31–32). Reconstruction at several north French 
passage tombs has subsequently adopted the stepped concept, 
giving these monuments a very different appearance to that 
envisaged for most British and Irish sites.

A number of passage tombs are of primarily dry-stone 
construction and are roofed by corbelled vaults. Their stability 
depends on the presence of the enclosing cairn, and in these 
cases the two structures – cairn and chamber – must have 
been built synchronously (Cavanagh and Laxton 1990; 
Eogan 1986, 44; O’Kelly 1982, 119–120). Where chambers 
are megalithic in construction, however, and roofed by 
capstones, the same imperative does not apply. It is possible 
that, in at least some of these cases, the passage and chamber 
were built as free-standing structures, before the mound or 
cairn was added.

The well-known passage tomb of Bryn Celli Ddu on 
Anglesey has a particular place in this debate by virtue of 
the diversity of interpretations that have been placed on its 
constructional sequence. Excavations in 1925–1929 revealed 
that the passage and chamber, together with its oval mound 
and orthostatic kerb, concealed a series of earlier structures 
(Hemp 1930). The most significant of these was an annular 
ditch with an arc or circle of stones on its inner edge. At 
its centre, immediately behind the chamber, was a pit and, 
lying flat beside that (though originally upright), was a single 
decorated block known as the “pattern stone”. The multi-
phase character of the sequence at this site was demonstrated 
by the fact that the pattern stone and stone circle had been 
entirely hidden by the mound. Additionally, it was clear that 
the orthostatic kerb had been built directly on the infill of 
the annular ditch. O’Kelly argued that a henge (represented 
by the ditch and stone circle) preceded the passage tomb 
(O’Kelly 1969). Against this is the absence of a bank outside 

the ditch, and the likelihood that the digging of the ditch 
furnished the material for the mound. Hence alternative 
reconstructions propose a small initial mound enclosing 
the burial chamber, followed by enlargement to give an oval 
mound with an orthostatic kerb overlapping the top of the 
earlier ditch (Eogan 1983; Bradley 1998; Burrow 2010).

Documentary evidence confirms that the cairn, at least 
in its final form, enclosed the passage and chamber. This is 
shown by a schematic 1723 engraving that appears to show 
the mound intact (Rowlands 1723, pl. vii), although from 
a later illustration it can be seen that by 1847 the mound 
was already badly degraded (Fig. 7.5). Some of the original 
mound material still survived on top of the capstone when 
excavations began in 1925 (Hemp 1930, 221), but it was 
removed and later replaced by the modern replica mound that 
covers the chamber today. Recent proposals for a two-phase 
mound leave open the possibility, however, that the original 
smaller mound may only have lapped around the base of 
passage and chamber. Even the initial mound probably buried 
the “pattern stone”, suggesting an initial mound-free stage 
that may only have been of short duration. Cremated human 
remains were found in association with several of the stones in 
the stone circle: radiocarbon dates suggest that these deposits 
pre-date the deposits from the passage and chamber by a short 
interval (Burrow 2010) though the two may be effectively 
contemporary. The overall impression is of a relatively rapid 
transformation from virgin site to stone structures (with 
human remains) and to mounded tomb. Passage and chamber 
may have appeared at a fairly early stage in this sequence. They 
may have remained visible at first, only partially enclosed by 
the small initial mound, even if some measure of support was 
essential from the outset to stabilise the shallowly bedded 
orthostats. Alternatively, the initial mound may have covered 
the chamber from the outset, and the expanded mound filled 
the remainder of the space within the orthostatic kerb later, 
forming a lower platform (Burrow 2010, 261).

Bryn Celli Ddu provides an excellent example of the 

Fig. 7.4: Irish portal tomb of Poulnabrone on the Burren (Co. Clare). 
Excavations in the 1980s revealed traces of a small oval kerbless cairn, 
but it is unlikely that this would ever have covered the capstone (Lynch 
2014. 181). (Photo: Chris Scarre)

Fig. 7.5: Irish wedge tomb of Parknabinnia on the Burren (Co. Clare). 
Note the capstone still carries remains of the original covering mound. 
(Photo: Chris Scarre)
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complexity underlying “finished” monuments. It also 
illustrates the difficulty of deciphering constructional 
sequences even when excavation evidence is available. Above 
all, however, it draws attention to the changing appearance 
of the monument through time, and demonstrates that the 
addition or enlargement of the covering mound was often one 
of the final acts in a lengthy drama. Indeed, in some cases, 
it may have been a mark of closure. We shall return to that 
concept shortly.

An even clearer demonstration of this phenomenon is 
provided by the tomb of Mound of the Hostages at Tara 
(O’Sullivan 2005; Scarre 2013). Here the passage tomb is 
covered by a two-tier structure: an inner cairn of stones, and 
an outer mound of earth (Fig. 7.6). The chamber remained 
accessible and continued to receive new inhumations into the 
early Bronze Age, at which time individual burials were also 
inserted into the earthen mound. It is possible that the earthen 
mound was added only at this period (Fig. 7.7). The “great 
mound” at Newgrange may have been added in the late third 
or early 2nd millennium BC, enclosing and concealing the 
famous passage tomb and its decorated kerb (Eriksen 2008). It 
is the beginning of the sequence at Mound of the Hostages that 
is particularly interesting, however, since behind the orthostats 
three small stone-slab cists were constructed. These contained 
cremated human remains that must have been deposited after 
the erection of the chamber but before the construction of the 
inner cairn. Radiocarbon dates and the presence of Carrowkeel 
bowls suggest that the deposits in the cists were contemporary 
with the initial burials within the chamber. This implies that 
the chamber at Mound of the Hostages was receiving human 
burials as a free-standing structure for an indeterminate, but 
possibly extended, period before the cairn was added. The 
potential parallels and contrasts with the sequence at Bryn Celli 
Ddu are striking.

The decoupling of chamber and cairn suggested by the 
evidence of these British and Irish examples is more than a 
mere constructional detail: it goes to the very heart of what 
we consider a megalithic tomb to be. Further examples 
could be given, not only from Britain and Ireland, but from 
Iberia, France and Scandinavia, where evidence occasionally 
demonstrates what may have been the case much more 
generally: that megalithic mounds were not only built but 
also used before the addition of a mound.

Mounds as closure
In some instances, indeed, the mound may have been added 
as an act of closure. At Tårup in East Jutland, Denmark, 
excavation was unable to provide definitive evidence that the 
megalithic chamber had initially been free-standing (Holst 
2006, 9). It can nonetheless be suggested that the original 
structure was only later covered by a turf mound, before being 
enclosed in the early Bronze Age in a much larger mound (Figs 
7.8 and 7.9). A similar sequence may apply to Carrowmore 
tomb 51, which stands apart from the rest of the Carrowmore 
tombs, both in its position at the centre of the cemetery, and 
in its morphology. It was the only Carrowmore tomb with 
remains of a cairn, but a significant interval may have elapsed 
between the completion of the tomb and the addition of the 
cairn (Burenhult 2003, 67–68).

Fig. 7.6: Bryn Celli Ddu, passage tomb on the island of Anglesey 
(North Wales): 19th century engraving showing remains of the cairn 
still surviving on top of the capstone: engraving from Archaeologia 
Cambrensis (1847)

Fig. 7.7: Mound of the Hostages at Tara (Co. Meath, Ireland). (After 
O’Sullivan 2005)
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A clearer sequence is provided by Tomb 5 in the Forno dos 
Mouros complex in Galicia (Mañana Borrazás 2005; see also 
Fábregas & Vilaseco, this volume). This is a relatively large 
multi-phase monument that has suffered extensive damage: 
excavation revealed the earliest structure to have been a free-
standing megalithic chamber of the seven-stone morphology 
typical of western Iberia. The chamber had been preceded 
by a short passage comprised of only two slabs flanking the 
entrance. Due to the acidity of the soil, nothing survived 
of the interments that were presumably placed within the 
chamber, and at the end of its use the passage was carefully 
blocked by three stone slabs. A ring of medium-sized blocks 
was then piled against the outside of the chamber, sufficiently 
heavy to have caused the latter’s collapse. It was only after 
this that a mound of earth and gravel was added, completely 
covering the chamber and the blocking material. The 
excavator was in no doubt that the chamber had been a free-
standing structure and was only covered by a mound after 
it was blocked and taken out of use: “Although in principle 
the hypothesis can be entertained that this tumulus and 
chamber constituted a single monumental ensemble, the 
fact is that the stratigraphic evidence show with complete 
clarity … that the chamber preceded this first mound 
construction and that it functioned free standing and open” 
(Mañana Borrazás 2005, 52). A larger mound was added 
later, probably associated with a second, larger megalithic 
chamber (Fig. 7.10).

It is entirely possible that many of the seven-stone tombs 
of western Iberia experienced a similar sequence, and that the 
addition of a mound or cairn was essentially an act of closure. 
For most of the monuments discussed above, however, 
the presence of a cairn or mound did not in itself obstruct 
access to the funerary space. Yet, it may still have marked the 
memorialisation of a previous burial space, albeit not one that 
was actively receiving new deposits.

Conclusions
Studies of megalithic tombs frequently consider the burial 
chamber and its covering mound or cairn to be the product 
of a single unified design. This is challenged by evidence from 
recent excavations demonstrating that many, if not most, of 
these monuments were multi-phase constructions, the result 
of successive modifications and additions. 

There is hence an inherent tension between the tomb 
as finished product, and the multiple stages by which that 
product was achieved. To regard these structures as the 
intended culmination of a constructional sequence fails 
to account adequately for the dynamic character of their 
creation. Since the nineteenth century, the contention that 
all such tombs were once covered by mounds has been 
opposed by the view that some were built as free-standing 
monuments. 

For certain categories of tomb, the simultaneous 
construction of chamber and cairn would have been essential 
for their structural integrity. The remainder, however, will 
inevitably have passed through an initial mound-free stage 
during the process of construction. Furthermore, chambers 

Fig.7.8: Constructional sequence at Mound of the Hostages, Tara: the 
earthen mound covering the stone cairn contained a number of early 
Bronze Age burials and may only have been added at that stage

Fig. 7.9: Plan of the megalithic tomb at Tårup in East Jutland. The 
initial dolmen was probably built in the later 4th millennium. The 
chamber may initially have been free standing within a boulder circle 
enclosing a paved ceremonial area. A cairn was subsequently added, 
then a turf mound 15m in diameter, and finally a 57m mound with 
encircling ditch in the 2nd millennium BC. (After Holst 2006)
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did not always wait for mounds to be added before being used 
for burial deposition. 

This interpretation has been proposed for a number of 
Scandinavian megalithic tombs, such as Trollasten in Scania, 
Kjallesten on Lolland, Gunderslevholm on Zealand, and 
Tustrup in Jutland (Eriksen and Andersen 2015). At Lønt, 
in Jutland, it has been argued that the megalithic chambers 
must have remained as free-standing monuments for some 
appreciable time before the mounds were constructed (Gebauer 
2015). This view has not gone uncontested, however, and the 
alternative view – that apparently free-standing or “open” 
dolmens are merely the weathered and denuded remains of 
once mound-covered structures – has been closely argued for 
some of these sites (Dehn 2013). What is important here, 
above all, is that the issue be considered carefully on a site 
by site basis, free from prior assumptions that mounds were 
(or were not) a consistent feature of megalithic chambered 
tombs.

Rather than marking the structure as ready for use, the 

addition of the mound might sometimes have essentially 
been an act of closure. At a number of sites, funerary activity 
can be shown to have begun before the chamber was erected. 
In these cases, the erection of the megalithic chamber may 
mark only the formalisation of pre-existing mortuary activity 
at that location. This analysis underlines the importance of 
disentangling construction, funerary activity, and final form 
as separate (if interwoven) elements, rather than parts of a 
single project design.

Two key conclusions arise from this brief review. The 
first is the importance of sequence: that in monuments 
where a chamber is covered by a mound, the chamber may 
have operated for a significant period before the mound 
or cairn was added. It is generally difficult to determine 
the length of that period, but free-standing chambers may 
have been much more common than conventional wisdom 
suggests. There will have been exceptions, notably in the 
case of corbel-vaulted burial chambers where parallel 
construction of the chamber and cairn would have been 
essential to ensure the stability of the covering. In other 
cases, however, the building of a mound or cairn may 
have been the final stage in a multi-phase sequence of 
construction, use and abandonment. 

In second place we must recognise how difficult it is 
to reconstruct the original three-dimensionality of these 
monuments. Nineteenth century antiquarians were sometimes 
misled by the appearance of the surviving megalithic 
structures, and overlooked issues of natural degradation and 
human interference. Absence of a visible mound does not 
necessarily indicate that one never existed. Furthermore, at 
many well-known sites the covering mound still survives, 
such as West Kennet in Wiltshire, Gavrinis in Brittany, and 
Newgrange in Ireland. In the majority of cases, however, 
excavation may discover the base of a cairn-like structure, 
but that discovery does not resolve the question of its original 
character. Was it merely a bench or platform, or did it rise 
above the capstones? Careful observation can sometimes 
determine the issue, but not in all cases. What emerges is 
the diversity of forms encountered amongst the Neolithic 
monuments of northwest Europe, and the realisation that 
structures that look very similar in their current denuded 
state, or from the published plan, could have been strikingly 
different in concept and appearance.
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Fig. 7.10: Constructional sequence at Forno dos Mouros (Galicia). The 
initial hexagonal chamber was initially free-standing, and closed with 
blocking slabs across the entrance, before a covering mound was built. A 
larger mound with a possible second chamber was later added. (From 
Mañana Borrazás 2005, 52)
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Dolmens without mounds in Denmark
Palle Eriksen and Niels H. Andersen

Abstract 
The earliest monumental structures in Denmark appear at 
about 3700 BC, a couple of centuries after the first traces of 
a Neolithic economy in Denmark. The structures consist of 
elongated fenced areas, usually with or without timber built 
cists, but occasionally with stone built cists, such as in Barkær. 
These cists are the forerunners for the real dolmen-chambers, 
the latter built from erratic boulders and dating back to 
c.  3500 BC. This article uses examples from investigations 
of scheduled dolmens to show that originally the dolmen 
chambers were exposed, regardless of whether the chamber 
was free-standing, enclosed by a circle of stones (round 
dolmen), or had a rectangular setting of stones (long dolmen). 
Some dolmens were altered – often in multiple stages – in very 
dynamic ways, including the addition of extensive mound fill. 
Generally speaking however, many dolmens – especially later 
ones like Poskær Stenhus and the round dolmen at Tustrup 
– largely kept their original appearance. After around three 
centuries, at 3200 BC, the building of dolmens ceased, and 
instead a totally new type of monument – the mound-covered 
passage tomb – took over. 

Keywords: dolmen, Denmark, free-standing chamber, multi-
period monuments, stone cist, barkærfeature 

Poskær Stenhus – a key site
Since the middle of the first half of the 19th century, Danish 
dolmens have been national icons, depicted by painters in 
monumental and dramatic ways showing raised capstones 
against a blue sky. The earliest legal protection of selected 
dolmens dates back to the same time. One example is the 
famous round dolmen, Poskær Stenhus (Stenhus meaning 
stone house) in Eastern Jutland. It measures 15.5m in 
diameter and has one polygonal chamber; it was scheduled in 
1860 (Eriksen 1999) (Fig. 8.1). Poskær Stenhus is a key site 
in the discussion of whether dolmens had mounds. Poskær 
Stenhus, like many of our dolmens, is an open structure with 
no sign of ever having had a mound cover. The visibility 
of its big stones was even more striking and monumental 
before 1943, when the bottom section of the façade of the 
kerbstones was covered up with earth to protect them from 
falling. In spite of its present appearance, Poskær Stenhus is 
believed by some archaeologists to be a ruined and skeletal 
megalithic structure, whose mound has disappeared through 
a combination of human action and natural erosion. A similar 
opinion is expressed on the 20-year-old information board 
at the site (removed in 2003) which, beneath a drawing of 
a mound hiding the chamber of Poskær Stenhus (Fig. 8.2), 
states the following (our translation): 

Fig. 8.1: The round dolmen Poskær Stenhus, Mols, in Eastern Jutland. (Photo: P. Eriksen)
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Reconstruction of the round dolmen’s original appearance before 
the destruction of the dry walls between the kerbstones and the 
removal of the soil of the mound, which perhaps concealed the 
chamber totally. The chamber was not – as it is today – open and 
accessible, but must have been opened up in connection with 
new burials and offerings to the dead and the gods.

A survey of Poskær Stenhus, in 1995, demonstrated that 
this interpretation could not explain a number of construction 
details of the monument. Since then, the authors have 
conducted a study of dolmens with and without mounds 
(Eriksen and Andersen 2014). In this article we only deal with 
scheduled dolmens, but the book also includes information 
from the excavations of destroyed dolmens in the Sarup area, 
with many examples of dolmens originally without mounds.

Simple typology, definition and dating
In Denmark, all dolmens and the later passage tombs were 
built of stones left on the surface after the withdrawal of the 
ice. The main difference in morphology between dolmens 
and passage tombs is that the latter always have a passage 
connecting the interior of the chamber with the exterior of 
the mound, while dolmens never have a passage leading to the 
kerbstones or mound exterior. 

Broadly speaking, the dolmens consist of two groups: an 
older group with small, mainly rectangular chambers, and a 
younger group with polygonal chambers which are generally 
bigger and higher than the chambers in the older group (see 
Figs 8.12 and 8.13). Usually dolmens have only one capstone, 
while passage tombs have more. Some passage tombs with 
a rounded floor plan are, in a misleading way, called great-
dolmens (stordysser in Danish, Ebbesen 1979; Grossdolmen 
in German, Schuldt 1972). About 2400 protected megaliths 
(1800 dolmens and 600 passage tombs) are found in Denmark.

The mounds are built of earth, sometimes with intermittent 
layers of stones. They are not just mounds in the traditional 

sense, as the prehistoric layers comprising them can be divided 
into four principal classes: packing, cultic, natural, and real 
mound fill, the latter in the traditional sense of increasing the 
mound and sealing the structures inside it. The mound can be 
extremely low, or no traces of mound fill are found at all: the 
mound can also be extremely high. The shapes of the mounds 
vary from long rectangular, sometimes vaguely trapezoidal 
(long dolmens) to round (round dolmens). Finally, in the case 
of the free-standing dolmens, no mound is found at all. 

The Neolithic period in Denmark begins around 3950 
BC. The first monuments built there, at around 3700 BC, 
were elongated structures, frequently with imposing wooden 
constructions in one of the gables. We have called the whole 
structure a barkærfeature. After this monumental beginning, 
stone built cists and/or long barrows – which sometime cover 
the above-mentioned elongated structures with timber – were 
succeeded by dolmens at around 3500 BC, and by passage 
tombs at around 3200 BC. 

Literature about Danish dolmens in foreign languages is 
sparse, but two books with summaries in English have been 
published recently (Ebbesen 2007; 2011). 

Looking different – why? 
The 1800 protected dolmens have very different appearances, 
spanning ruins with a few stones, free-standing chambers, 
and chambers in long or round mounds. These have levels 
of mound fill that vary from none to a complete cover of the 
chamber. Many of the monuments have been plundered for 
stones: the capstones are often missing, or several, if not all, 
of the kerbstones have been removed. Some of the remaining 
stones might have been broken or blown up into smaller 
pieces.

Until 1984, most Danish archaeologists believed that the 
dolmens, especially the later dolmens, were open structures 
in the Neolithic just like they appear today, but that year the 
erosion theory was put forward (Thorsen 1984). The idea – 
that man had a destructive, altering impact on the megaliths, 
combined with natural erosion – was not unknown, but with 
this theory every monument could fit into one and the same 
scheme in a very convincing way (Fig. 8.3).

The erosion theory operates at four stages, each illustrated 
by a section through the chamber in a long dolmen. Stage 
1 is the newly built monument just as it was finished in the 
Neolithic. The mound completely covers the chamber in a 
gable roof shape, leaving only the upper top of the capstone 
visible. The long dolmen for the dead was meant to imitate 
a Neolithic house for the living. Some hundred years later 
in the Neolithic – in stage 2 – natural erosion has eroded 
the top of the mound, resulting in an exposed capstone but 
with kerbstones still almost completely hidden by the eroding 
mound fill. Stage 3 represents modern times (20th century) 
with more extensive farming activities: the eroded soil along 
the kerbstones is ploughed away or removed so the dolmen 

Fig. 8.2: Reconstruction drawing from the old information board at 
Poskær Stenhus, illustrating the original appearance of the site proposed 
by some archaeologists



818. Dolmens without mounds in Denmark

now looks like a dolmen without a mound. By stage 4 – in 
1984 – the rest of the mound has disappeared together with 
the kerbstones; only the chamber survives, now as a free-
standing structure. If this trend continued, the next stage 
would have been the removal of the capstone and later the 
orthostats of the chamber. However, in 1937, between stages 
3 and 4, such monuments became protected by law.

The erosion theory convinced many Danish archaeologists 
that, originally, megalithic monuments in general were 
covered by a mound. The reconstruction in 1994 of the 
round dolmen at Tustrup in Eastern Jutland is an example 
of a monument that has been restored according to how a 
dolmen probably looked in the Stone Age, and this opinion 
is still maintained by the archaeologist who carried out the 
restoration (Dehn 2013; Hansen 2009a; 2009b; 2010). This 
theory is based upon the assumption that monuments such 
as the dolmens are single-period monuments. Of course, 

its supporters acknowledge that some dolmens have a more 
complicated building history; for example, that long dolmens 
grew longer as a result of additions (Kaul 2012).

In contrast to the erosion theory, we offer another 
explanation for the different appearance of the dolmens. 
Almost all dolmens are multi-period structures that evolved and 
changed their appearance in often very dynamic sequences – 
except the free-standing chamber, which marks the beginning 
of a possible sequence. The long barrow Bygholm Nørremark, 
in Eastern Jutland, serves as a good example (Rønne 1979; 
Mohen 1989, 97). The investigation of this monument 
was carried out in 1976–77 by Preben Rønne. It showed a 
monument built in four or five main phases, beginning with a 
60m long timber enclosure that was covered by a long barrow, 
which was later elongated and surrounded by kerbstones. In 
the final stage, a passage tomb was inserted in the barrow, now 
75m long, and an outer row of free-standing orthostats was 
added. Together, the phases span over 500-600 years; if we 
were to freeze the monument in each phase, we would have 
five different monuments. Dolmens could have developed in 
a similar multistage fashion (Holst 2006). 

Some dolmens without mounds 
The free-standing chambers make up a quarter of protected 
dolmens in Denmark. We know from older descriptions that 
many of them originally belonged to round or long dolmens 
with a higher or lower mound surrounded by kerbstones. 
Some of the free-standing chambers we see today, where no 
knowledge exists about their surrounding mounds, could also 
have appeared in this manner in the Neolithic. The only way 
to find out is by investigation. The first example of such an 
investigation is from Sweden, all the others are from Denmark.

The dolmen of Trollasten, situated in Scania, is a polygonal 

Fig. 8.3: The Erosion Theory. (From S. Thorsen 1984)

Fig. 8.4: Free-standing chamber at Trollasten, Scania, surrounded 
by pavements, as revealed by the excavation in 1965. (Photo from 
Strömberg 1968)
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chamber, which was investigated in 1965 by Märta Strömberg 
(1968). The free-standing chamber was surrounded by 
pavings of smaller stones (Fig. 8.4). When we use the terms 
“pavement” or “paving” we do not mean carefully placed 
stones in the modern sense of the words. The stones are often 
placed quite arbitrarily and seem to reflect different activities 
and episodes, and appear to have accumulated over time in 
relation to different activities. One of the pavements – which 
Strömberg called the tablet – was very carefully executed. On 
the pavement in front of the dolmen lay potsherds and small 
clusters of burnt human bone, indicating that this surface was 
an activity area in the Neolithic. No traces of a mound or 
kerbstones were found. 

In Denmark, there are only two examples of scheduled 
free-standing dolmen chambers where the surroundings have 
also been investigated: Lunden on the island of Langeland 
with a chamber of earlier or “older” type; and Ormslev in 
Eastern Jutland with a chamber of later or “younger” type. The 

Fig. 8.5: (above) 1879 plan of the round dolmen at Kjallesten, 
Lolland, with two circles of stones, the outer one being kerbstones; 
(below) 1999 section drawing: note animal activity is responsible for 
the mound to the right of the chamber. (Plan by Magnus Petersen, 
Nationalmuseet, section by N. H. Andersen and P. Eriksen)

Fig. 8.6: Engraving of the long dolmen at Gunderslevholm Skov, Zealand, with surface of low inner mound covered by a scatter of stones. (From 
Madsen 1868)
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excavations, by Jørgen Skaarup in 1974 and Torsten Madsen 
in 1975 respectively, showed similar pavements and that 
these chambers also had never been covered with mounds or 
surrounded by kerbstones (Skaarup 1985, 212–214; Nielsen 
2003). Another example is the free-standing dolmen chamber 
at Tustrup, excavated by Poul Kjærum in 1955–56. This 
dolmen, a different monument from the round dolmen at the 
same site, has a chamber of ‘younger’ type that was a chamber 
without a mound in the Neolithic, just as it appears today. 
At that time, the chamber was surrounded by a pavement 
and a circular setting of small kerbstones, as well as an outer 
concentric circle of free-standing orthostats with a diameter 
of 11m (Eriksen and Andersen 2014, 194–203). The outer 
circle may be a later addition, perhaps in response to Beaker 
influence in the late Neolithic.

Kjallesten, on the island of Lolland, is a polygonal 
chamber in a round dolmen with small kerbstones. When it 
was recorded in 1879, another circle of smaller stones was 
visible at the surface between the chamber and the kerbstones, 
and it was noted that “only very little mound fill is seen in 
relation to the surrounding surface”. In 1999 we recorded 
a section through the monument to demonstrate the low 
surface of the mound in relation to the chamber (Fig. 8.5). 
Poskær Stenhus also had an inner circle of smaller stones 
but they were removed, possibly in 1859, the year before 
the monument was protected. Other chambers of ‘older’ 
types include Hydeskov Fredskov and Syllinge Skov (skov 
means forest), situated in Lolland and Southern Zealand 
respectively. These have inner stone circles, surrounded by 
smaller rectangular, nearly quadratic, settings of kerbstones, 
and are situated on completely flat terrain. They are good 

examples of spaces between kerbstones and chambers that, in 
prehistory, were sealed by smaller stone circles. These circles 
must not be confused with those of the kerbstones. A relevant 
parallel to these four dolmens with inner stone circles are the 
Irish dolmens at Carrowmore, where excavations in 1977–79 
by Göran Burenhult revealed that they also lacked mounds 
(Burenhult 1980; Bergh 1995). 

At Gunderslevholm Skov, in Zealand, we have a well 
preserved, 55m long dolmen with a chamber of ‘older’ type 
(Fig. 8.6). The monument is unique in Denmark because a 
scattering of 40–90cm big stones covers the interior surface 
inside the kerb without any intervening soil. The tops of the 
stones, which are some distance from the chamber, are quite 
low at around 1m when compared to the height of intact 
kerbstones and the top of the orthostats of the chamber. 
Similar to the inner stone circles just mentioned, this cover 
of scattered stones at the dolmen of Gunderslevholm Skov 
marks the last visible activity, irrespective of whether the 
stones were placed in the Neolithic or later. If a mound had 
covered the stones and it was later removed, traces should 
have been left, such as soil between the stones, or cleaved 
stones in the interior. That is not the case. 

The normal settings of Danish dolmens and passage tombs 
in the landscape are on low-lying terrain or terraces. Settings 
on hilltops are unusual but do occur. The Stenhus dolmen – 
only 6km from Poskær Stenhus – is one such exception (Fig. 
8.7). The first description of Stenhus, in 1878, mentions a 
mound, about 12m in diameter and 1m high, surrounding 
the chamber. No kerbstones could be detected. In a later 
description from 1925, 14 small kerbstones, 75cm in size, 
were recorded. The monument was protected in 1925, and 

Fig. 8.7. Polygonal chamber at Stenhus, Eastern Jutland, situated on top of a small hill. (Photo: P. Eriksen)
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no alterations have taken place since the first description, 
except that the grass is higher nowadays. Unfortunately the 
vegetation hides the smaller stones that helped determine 
the diameter of the mound. These stones probably edged a 
pavement around the chamber. The fact that the chamber 
is placed on top of a small hill surrounded by the pavement 
– an original surface of the monument – makes it very 
unlikely that a covering mound ever hid the chamber. Just 
to cover the lower edge of the capstone, the mound inside 
the kerbstones should have been 1m higher at the chamber. 

The distance from the kerbstones to the outer edge of the 
chamber is only 3.5m.

In 1956, Poul Kjærum excavated the previously mentioned 
round dolmen at Tustrup. The kerbstones formed a circle 
nearly 9m in diameter around the polygonal chamber. 
The mound fill consisted of two different layers of stones 
separated by a layer of eolian sand (Figs 8.8–8.10). According 
to Kjærum, the Neolithic surface of the area between the 
chamber and the kerbstones appears to be the lower stone 
layer. The totally level surface surrounding the monument 

Fig. 8.8: Round dolmen at Tustrup, Eastern Jutland, showing the lower 
layer of stones. Excavation demonstrated that the low mound consisted 
of two layers of stones separated by a layer of eolian sand. The capstone 
is missing. (Photo: P. Kjærum)

Fig. 8.9: Excavated section at the round dolmen at Tustrup, Eastern 
Jutland, between chamber to the right and kerbstone to the left. Note the 
two layers of stones separated by a layer of eolian sand. (Photo: P. Kjærum)

Fig. 8.10: Excavated section at the round dolmen at Tustrup, Eastern 
Jutland, with fallen kerbstones. Note the two layers of stones separated 
by a layer of eolian sand; the capstone is missing. (Photo: P. Kjærum)

Fig. 8.11: Polygonal dolmen chamber on hill of Rungeløsebjerg, 
Zealand, with impressive capstone. (Photo: P. Eriksen)
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lay in heath before the monument was scheduled in 1887, 
and remains there still. The absence of a thick layer of eroded 
mound fill on this surface also argues against a mound. 

One of the main objections to the interpretation of the 
Tustrup round dolmen as a monument without a mound is 
the presence of large amounts of flagstones from collapsed dry 
walls between the kerbstones. So many flagstones are present 
that the top of the erected dry walls may have been on a level 
with the top of the kerbstones. We agree that the dry walls 
might have achieved this height, but we do not agree with 
the conclusion that such high dry walls demanded a mound 
of similar height to support them (Dehn 2013). Instead we 
– like the excavator Poul Kjærum – understand the dry walls 
and the kerbstones as forming a circular enclosure around 
the free-standing chamber. This enclosure was not built for 
eternity: some parts might have collapsed already in the 
Neolithic. Deliberate destruction and natural collapse were 
integrated and not unusual phenomena related to Neolithic 
monuments. They should be seen as similar to the burning 
down of timber cult houses, the filling of the long ditches of 
the Sarup enclosures with soil, and the smashing of ceramics 
and burning of flint artefacts in front of passage tombs.

An additional argument supporting the idea that some 
dolmens lacked mounds is the fact that many exposed 

capstones at Danish dolmens are of such grandeur, and 
made of such spectacular material, that it must have been 
the intention of the dolmen builders that these magnificent 
stones should be visible, eye-catching and monumental 
(Fig. 8.11). This appearance is quite similar to that of 
portal dolmens in Britain and Ireland, where “the capstones 
float to the sky” (Whittle 2004). The capstones of Danish 
dolmens are often much thicker and heavier than those 
of British and Irish portal dolmens, but the same concept 
may apply to them too.

A final argument for dolmens without mounds is the 
rudimentary character of their passage. The passage is built 
from one, or occasionally two, pairs of smaller stones: these are 
often quite low compared with the orthostats of the chambers 
(Figs 8.12 and 8.13). Capstones over these symbolic passages 
are missing, and there is no evidence that they ever existed. 
The length of dolmen passages is always too short to reach 
the exterior of a possible mound. Taken together with the low 
height of the passage, this would make it impossible to enter 
the chamber through the passage if a mound covered the 
chamber. This assumes there is a passage at all: at the Tustrup 
round dolmen there is none in front of the opening to the 
chamber.

Fig. 8.12: The “older” or earlier type of dolmen chamber: access would 
have been impossible had they been covered by mounds. Passages 
orthostats are low and small and constitute only symbolic expressions of 
a passage. (From A.P. Madsen 1868)

Fig. 8.13: The later or “younger” type of dolmen chamber: access would 
have been impossible had they been covered by mounds. The passage 
orthostats are small, and effectively present only a symbolic passage. 
(From Madsen 1868)
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Dolmens with mounds – a lot of mounds!
Many long dolmens with dolmen chambers of the ‘older’ 
type have considerable mound fill. The height of the mounds 
might reach to the lower edge of the capstones, but there can 
also be so much mound fill that the capstones cannot be seen. 
How is this to be explained?

Let us first look at the chambers that, including the 
capstone, are completely enclosed by a mound. A good 
example is the only chamber in the 125m long, 7.5m broad, 
and 1.5m high dolmen at Kellerød at Zealand, which is 
surrounded by kerbstones (Fig. 8.14). The longitudinal 
chamber is situated near one of the ends of the long dolmen. 
It was discovered and excavated in 1933 (Nielsen 1984; 
Ebbesen 2008, 358–360). The chamber measured 2.5m x 
0.6–0.75m and was only 60cm high. It was constructed of 
equally high stones, two at each long side and one at each 
gable, and covered by one capstone 3m long, 1.6m broad, and 
0.35–0.5m thick. Like the capstone, the six side stones were 
all very thin, around 10–40cm, and with parallel sides. The 
stones were more like slabs than ordinary boulders, and the 
chamber was more like a cist than a normal dolmen chamber.

A similar stone cist, built of slabs in the same manner as 
the one at Kellerød, was found in one of the two long barrows 
at Barkær in Eastern Jutland, investigated by P. V. Glob in 
1946–49 (Liversage 1992). The chamber measured 2.0m x 
0.6m, and was 60–70cm high: it was covered by a thin slab-
like capstone, which again had been sealed by half a meter 
of mound fill. In the same long barrow, traces were found 
of a cist made of wooden planks. At the other long barrow 
at Barkær, two similar timber cists were discovered. The two 
long barrows, which are around 90m long and 6.5–7.5m 
wide, are placed 10m apart and parallel to each other. In fact 
these barrows with no kerbstones should be classified as long 
barrows, predating the long dolmens with ordinary dolmen 
chambers of the ‘older’ type. The stone cist and the three 

timber graves at Barkær are regarded as contemporary, and 
the stone cist is just a wooden chamber translated into stone 
(Liversage 1992).

These two examples – Barkær and Kellerød – of stone cists 
made of slabs including their capstones, might be termed 
dolmen cists. They should not be confused with the ‘younger’ 
ordinary dolmens with chambers of ‘older’ types, built of 
much thicker erratic boulders with plain surfaces turned 
towards the interior of the chamber. The long barrows with 
the dolmen cists should be considered part of the tradition 
of early Neolithic long barrows. Many of these were perhaps 
closed by mounds and turned into memorials in the same 
manner as Neolithic long barrows in Brittany about one 
thousand years before (Scarre 2014, 2016).

Dolmens and passage tombs are like day and night
Although we are aware that some passage tombs might 
originally have been free-standing, like the Irish Mound of 
the Hostages at Tara (O’Sullivan 2005), we assume that – in 
general – they were covered by mounds. Standing outside the 
mound of a passage tomb, only the entrance to the passage 
would be visible, as opposed to dolmens, where all the stones 
can easily be seen. In lectures, the Danish archaeologist 
Professor Peter Vilhelm Glob has expressed the difference in 
this way: a dolmen had to be seen from the outside, a passage 
tomb from the inside (pers. comm.). 

The same difference prevailed in the Neolithic. At the 
dolmens, the rituals could be followed by a number of people, 
while only a few people could observe and participate in the 
rituals inside the passage tombs. Dolmens and passage tombs 
represent two different cases, both cultic and architectural, 
where the architecture was dictated by the cult. Alongside the 
construction of the passage tombs, it is most likely that older 
monuments were refashioned according to the new customs 
by adding more soil to their mounds.

Both dolmens and passage tombs must not be understood 

Fig. 8.14: Long barrow at Kellerød, Zealand, showing the unusually 
tall mound. With a height of 1.5m, the mound exceeds the height of 
the kerbstones and also covered the capstone of the single stone-built 
chamber (a dolmen cist). (Photo: P. Eriksen)

Fig. 8.15: Artificial dolmen erected as a war memorial in Haderslev in 
1927 in honour of the Danish citizens of the town killed in the First 
World War in German service. (Photo: P. Eriksen)
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as burial chambers in the traditional sense. In some dolmen 
cists, old investigations have produced perhaps a single 
skeleton, such as the one at Kellerød (Nielsen 1984; Ebbesen 
2008, 358–360). However, no evidence of complete skeletons 
contemporary with the first use of these megaliths has yet 
been found from the real dolmens and the passage tombs. 
The fragmented skeletons found at the megalithic tombs 
form part of complicated rituals that also took place at other 
structures, such as the ceremonial enclosures and natural sites, 
where complete or partial skeletons were deposited (Andersen 
2000).

In summary, the forerunners for the real dolmens were 
the dolmen cists in the long barrows, the barkærfeatures. At 
the beginning the cists were exposed, but later – perhaps very 
soon after – they were covered with large amounts of mound 
fill. The oldest real dolmens followed this tradition in part, 
but the capstones were visible in the round or long mounds. 
At the same time, free-standing chambers, with or without 
kerbstones, appeared and – with the arrival of the ‘younger’ 
dolmen chamber – became the dominant type of monument. 

All in all, there is no reason to doubt or alter the common and 
popular understanding of how dolmens, particularly the more 
recent ones, looked in the past and still look today (Fig. 8.15).

Note: This broad outline is further explained and documented 
elsewhere (Eriksen and Andersen 2014).
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In the eye of the beholder: key architectural elements in  
25 years of visual analysis of Danish megalithic tombs

Jørgen Westphal

Abstract
A number of construction features in passage graves appear to 
be repeated at multiple sites in Denmark. These constructional 
choices are likely to be reflections of certain functional and/
or symbolic demands, and are thus considered architectural. 
Passage graves should be experienced as three-dimensional 
spaces and their physical impact should be felt on the body. The 
passage itself has several remarkable features: the antechamber, 
thresholds and doorframes, and an intriguing use of white 
burnt flint. A principle of duality may be reflected both in 
double chambered and twin chambered passage graves as well 
as in the use of twin stones and the layout of the individual 
chambers. In some areas, passage grave chambers are extended 
upwards by means of a so-called intermediate layer, virtually 
forming a corbelled roof. The aspiration to create chambers 
much taller than actually needed for the burials as such can be 
seen as the pinnacle of megalithic architecture in this region. 

Keywords: passage grave, keystone, capstone, twin stone, 
crushed white flint, dualism

Introduction
A number of constructional features in passage graves 
appear to be anything but coincidental or opportunistic. 
On the contrary, these features are repeated at multiple sites, 
some throughout Denmark and others only within certain 
regions.1 The interpretation offered in this paper is that the 
constructional choices made by the builders are likely to 
reflect certain functional and/or symbolic demands – not the 
constraints imposed by the unworked blocks.

No matter how hard we try, we can never extract the 
same amount and quality of meaning from the megaliths as 
did the Neolithic societies who built and used them. When 
investigating and analysing data from passage graves, it is all 
too easy to understand and interpret observations within our 
own experiences from modern day life. In fact, this is all we can 
do, no matter what sophisticated theories on Neolithic society 
and religion we filter that data through. I will do my best 
to avoid that and offer only a set of categorised observations 
open to comparison with the results and interpretations of 
other researchers.

Megaliths are structures to be experienced in three 
dimensions – not by studying plans and drawings. One has to 

crawl into them, sit there for a long time, contemplate what 
one is seeing, and discuss it with colleagues. Having done that 
myself with two of my own colleagues, Svend Illum Hansen 
and Torben Dehn (Dehn et al. 2008, 274–280), many times 
throughout the last two decades, I am glad to have the 
opportunity to present some of our observations.

Architecture of the passage and the antechamber
In the Danish language, passage graves are still termed 
“jættestuer”, literally meaning “giants’ halls”. Despite the 
fact that, as early as 1744, an excavator concluded that the 
passage graves were indeed erected by normal human beings 
(Kaul 2010, 39), the Danish language has not adopted a 
term similar to the ones used in the neighbouring countries: 
“passage grave”, “gånggrift”, “ganggrab” etc. Although this 
erroneous and outdated term may appear charming, it draws 
less attention to the passage than the more accurate terms 
mentioned before. This is regrettable, because most visitors 
are already prone to crawl hastily through the passage in order 
to get into the chamber as quickly as possible. This is human 
nature: the uncomfortably low and narrow passage will, at 

Fig. 9.1: Bogø passage grave (listed monument number 4227:13) 
showing the position of thresholds within the passage (Hansen 1993, 
105) A single or double set of thresholds and doorframes are still 
preserved in most Danish passage graves



90 Jørgen Westphal

best, cause a slight physical discomfort and may even trigger 
a feeling of claustrophobia. Furthermore, the well-prepared 
visitor anticipates that the chamber will reward him or her 
with a more agreeable ceiling height and a more ample space 
to move around. However crude, this feature of the passage 
is indeed an example of a very basic property of architecture: 
the ability of a structure to impose certain feelings on a visitor. 
The builders could quite easily have made the passage higher, 
wider, or shorter, but obviously chose not to do so.

Having recognised this architectural principle of the 
passage, one begins to notice other typical features. Most 
passages have one, two, or in rare cases three sets of doorframes 

and thresholds, which are relatively easy to identify (Fig. 9.1). 
Furthermore, the typical passage is not evenly low and narrow. 
Usually it is lowest at the entrance, with a slight but significant 
increase of the ceiling height towards the chamber (Fig. 9.2). 
Subtler is a feature of the innermost one or two metres of the 
passage, immediately before the access to the chamber proper. 
Here, the walls usually bulge a little just before the passage 
meets the two cornerstones (the pair of orthostats that, together 
with the so-called keystone, form the entry to the chamber). 
This widening of the passage immediately before the transition 
to the chamber clearly constitutes an antechamber (Fig. 9.3). 
The effect may be enhanced by a slight angling of the two 
innermost pairs of orthostats and by placing the cornerstones 
close to each other. Very often, cornerstones are selected and 
placed with flat surfaces carefully angled in order to accentuate 
the relative width of the antechamber (Fig. 9.4). 

One might speculate over the purpose of this architectural 
element. Did it have a role in the ritual use of the passage 
graves? Did people, material objects, or bodies of the dead 
pause at this place in their movement in or out of the 
chamber? Or was it intended to divert the visitor’s experience 
from the otherwise monotonous feeling of constraint when 
moving through the passage?

Fig. 9.2: Hjortegårdene passage grave (listed monument number 
2826:4): elevation of the passage side wall (Dehn et al. 2000, 224). 
A uniform feature of most Danish passage graves is that the passage 
is lower and narrower at the entrance but becomes wider and higher 
towards the chamber

Fig. 9.3: Græse passage grave (listed monument number 2927:2) 
(Hansen 1993, 119): the slightly wider space between the corner 
stones and the innermost pair of orthostats in the passage constitutes an 
antechamber in most if not all passage graves

Fig. 9.4: Antechamber of the Tjæreby passage grave (listed monument 
number 3621:14). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)
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The passage-chamber transition
Harnessing the forces of gravity that work on the several 
hundreds or thousands of tons of mass in a building is a 
challenge facing any constructor, thus also the builders of 
the passage graves. A modern constructional engineer would 
apply the science of statics. Statics is the branch of mechanics 
that deals with the analysis of loads on physical systems in 
static equilibrium. An experienced engineer can calculate the 
necessary dimensions of the building components, making 
the building able to withstand any projected impact without 
excessive use of materials. The builders of the passage grave 
probably did not have such deep mathematical insight but 
had to rely on their practical experience, just as had builders 
of Medieval and Renaissance churches and castles. But how 
close did the Neolithic builders dare to go to the maximum? 
The materials they chose, various natural stones, are known 
to have very good compression strength: there is hardly any 
limit as to how many pieces of stone one can stack upon 
each other. But stone has rather poor tensile strength and it 
breaks easily when pulled. Moreover, a pull is exactly the force 
that occurs in the lower part of a capstone that, in technical 
terms, acts as a horizontal load-bearing beam (Fig. 9.5), both 
under its own weight and certainly when further materials are 
placed on top of it. The capstones of passage graves always 
seem to be of appropriate thickness. Yet there is another 
constructional element where stones used as horizontal load-
bearing beams sometimes fail. This is at the point where 
the passage joins the chamber. Here two orthostats of the 
chamber, the cornerstones, are placed at a sufficient distance 
to allow access from the passage to the chamber. Usually this 
access is relatively wide – 70cm is typical – but sometimes it 
so narrow that even a thin person has to squeeze through to 
get into the chamber. However, no matter what, there has 
to be a stone bridging the two cornerstones – the so-called 
keystone (Fig. 9.6). 

The keystone has multiple functions. As mentioned above, 
it straddles the gap between the two cornerstones, thus forming 

a roof for the access to the chamber, but also ensures that 
the two cornerstones are locked in their respective positions 
and are not pushed inwards towards each other, blocking 
the access. The keystone is also the support for the immense 
weight of the overlying capstones. It appears that particularly 
robust types of stone were selected for this purpose. Given 
that there is not always a great difference between the height 
of the antechamber and the height of the chamber, there is 
often a limit to how thick the keystone can be. As a result, 
broken keystones can be seen in some passage graves. It is not 
known whether they broke during the construction process 
or at a much later stage. A prehistoric repair of such damage 
would have been challenging: given that the keystone is 
locked under the weight of the capstones, it would be difficult 
to remove and replace. During the recent years of megalith 
restoration in Denmark, no prehistoric repair of a broken 
keystone has been observed.

The problem of a keystone that is too long and too thin 
can be overcome by making it shorter and placing less weight 
on it. Instead of having a relatively long keystone bridge 
the gap between the highest points of the cornerstones, one 
can let a much shorter keystone rest on the shoulders of the 
cornerstones. By doing so, the cornerstones are still kept from 
being pressed towards each other; the keystone still forms 

Fig. 9.5: The forces of compression and pull acting on a keystone serving 
as a load-bearing beam. (Diagram: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.6: Straight keystone in the Troldstuerne passage grave (listed 
monument number 2823:5). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)
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a roof covering the access to the chamber; and most of the 
load from the chamber capstones is conducted through the 
cornerstones instead of the keystone (Fig. 9.7). This solution 
is often seen in western Denmark, where such an arrangement 
has a pointed stone serving as both the innermost capstone of 
the passage and as a keystone, with the pointed end mounted 
between the shoulders of the cornerstones (Fig. 9.8). This 
method is very efficient and suitable when the capstones of 
the chamber are intended to lie more or less directly on top 
of the orthostats (Fig. 9.9). In such a case, a keystone lying on 
the highest points of the cornerstones would be in the way.

Double chambers, twin chambers and twin stones – dual-
ity as principle
Approximately 10% of the passage graves in Denmark have two 
chambers, isolated from each other and each with a separate 
passage (Fig. 9.10). One of the chambers might be thought 
to be a later attachment to the other, but in Denmark such 
rebuilding or extension of the mound surrounding the two 
chambers is not observed. Thus, there does not seem to be any 
considerable time span between the construction of the two 
chambers. It is, however, risky to draw conclusions from negative 
data, and since other indications of rebuilding or extension are 
sometimes observed, the building history of double-chambered 
passage graves may not yet be fully understood. Denmark has 
a subset of double-chambered passage graves, however, where 

Fig. 9.7: The principle of a pointed keystone. (Diagram: Jørgen 
Westphal)

Fig. 9.8: Approximate 
distribution of pointed 
and straight keystones 
versus straight keystones in 
Denmark. (Map: Jørgen 
Westphal)

Fig. 9.9: Pointed keystone in the Grønhøj passage grave, listed 
monument number 2912:8. (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)
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the structures of the two chambers are integrated in a manner 
that practically excludes an asynchronous building process: the 
so-called twin passage graves. In a twin passage grave, the two 
chambers actually form a single structure, only separated by 
one or two shared orthostats (Fig. 9.11). This variant, to our 
knowledge, is not found elsewhere in Europe. 

In about 50% of all passage graves and great dolmens in 
Denmark, one or more pairs of so-called twin stones can 
be seen. ‘Twin stones’ is a Danish term for two halves of a 
single stone, incorporated in a megalithic tomb with the split 
surfaces facing inwards. The two halves might be orthostats 
standing next to each other or opposite each other, always 
with some kind of recognition of their relationship (Fig. 
9.12), or they might, in rarer cases, be used as capstones. In 
Denmark, no clear tool marks have been found to indicate 
that the stones have been intentionally split by human action. 
Generally, they are assumed to have been split by natural 
forces, perhaps through direct pressure imposed by an Ice Age 
glacier or from the effects of frost action. In one case, the 

Fig. 9.11: Examples of twin passage graves: the shared orthostats are 
indicated in red (Diagram: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.12: Twin stones at the end of the Kong Svends Høj passage grave 
(listed monument number 4322:1). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.13: Two halves of a large split stone found in the mound behind 
the chamber of the Måneshøj passage grave (listed monument number 
4025:1). Combined weight 1.5 tons. (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.10: Ground plan of a typical double passage grave. (Diagram: 
Jørgen Westphal)
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Månehøj twin passage grave, two halves of a large split stone 
were found deeply buried in the mound behind the chamber 
(Fig. 9.13). Between the two halves was abundant charcoal 
and ash, indicating that fire may have been used to split the 
stone. Whether this stone was originally intended to be used 
as a pair of twin stones in the structure of the tomb is of 
course difficult to determine.

In fact, the general layout of a TRB passage grave in 
southern Scandinavia is based on a dualistic principle. 
The passage is attached at some point on the long side of 
the chamber: thus, when entering the chamber from the 
passage, there is always a right-hand side and a left-hand 
side. Capstones are always placed more or less perpendicular 
to the long axis of the chamber, no matter its length (Fig. 
9.14). Symmetry, however, which might be seen as a higher 
order of duality, does not appear to be paramount. Very 
few passage graves have strictly symmetrical layouts, and 
more often several architectural elements point towards a 
deliberate deviation from symmetry. Most chambers have 
some kind of emphasis of the left side of the chamber: it 
is often either larger, taller, or built of more suitable or 
regular stones. This preference for the left side is usually 
also present in both double and twin passage graves. In one 
twin passage grave, Rævebakken on the island of Samsø, it 
is clear that the dividing orthostats between the two tombs 
were placed leaning inward towards the left-hand chamber 
with the same inclination as the other orthostats – giving 
the left-hand chamber a more regular shape than the right 
(Fig. 9.15). 

The pinnacle of chamber architecture – intermediate 
layers and corbelled roofs
Almost all stones in Denmark are a result of glacial deposits, 
thus leaving the Neolithic constructors to work with whatever 
material past geomorphological processes brought to the area. 
As a general rule, few boulders have width-length ratios more 
than 1:2 and almost none approach ratios in the region of 1:3. 
Ratios between 1:1 and 1:1.5 are much more common. This 
phenomenon leads to a dearth of suitable building materials, 
which is further exacerbated by the fact that few stones also 
have a flat surface that can be placed inwards. Having reserved 
the longest stones for capstones, builders would only have a 
selection of relatively short stones for orthostats. One way 
to work around this problem is, of course, to add an extra 
layer of orthostats, the so-called intermediate layer, in order 
to increase ceiling height (Fig. 9.16). Simple as it sounds, 
this is an extremely difficult and dangerous constructional 
principle. Nevertheless, the method was used in a large 
number of passage graves, predominantly in western and 
northern Zealand (Fig. 9.17). In addition to creating taller 
chambers, this method also gives them the appearance 
of corbelled vaults. Since the stones of the intermediate 
layer are much smaller than the underlying orthostats, 

Fig. 9.14: Capstone arrangement in Danish passage graves. Where 
more than one capstone is present, the capstones are always placed more 
or less parallel to the passage and transversely to the horizontal axis of 
the chamber. regardless of chamber length. (Diagram: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.15: Structural and architectural emphasis on the left-hand 
chamber in the twin passage grave Rævebakken (listed monument 
number 3017:37), where the dividing orthostats deliberately lean 
inwards to this chamber. (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.16: The principle of an intermediate layer between the orthostats 
and the capstones. (Diagram: Jørgen Westphal)
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an optical illusion is created that further increases the 
visitor’s experience of space. Usually there is only a single 
intermediate layer, but in one case, Rævehøj at Dalby, 
three intermediate layers are present. The length of the 
chamber is, of course, a matter of available resources and 
how much time and effort the builders wished to invest. The 
construction of intermediate layers is, however, a genuine 
display of technical skill. Anybody with sufficient resources 
could build a passage grave with a very long chamber, but 
only those with access to the best builders and their superior 
skills and knowledge could build a chamber such as that of 
Troldstuerne (Fig. 9.18). 

The island of Samsø stands at the periphery of this area 
of megalithic brilliance. Megalithic tombs on the western 

and northern part of the island may have looked towards the 
western part of Denmark: Jutland. The eastern part of Samsø, 
on the other hand, shows architectural evidence of contact 
with western Zealand. This part of Samsø has two twin passage 
graves. The first one, the Pillemark passage grave (regrettably 
in a very ruinous state), has an intermediate layer that looks 
very similar to that at Troldstuerne on Zealand (Fig. 9.19). 
The second one, the Rævebakken passage grave (Fig. 9.20), 
has a much lower standard of construction than Pillemark. 
Shorter and thinner orthostats were used, and the remains 
show that it had a relatively low intermediate layer. Perhaps 
Rævebakken was an inferior copy of Pillemark, made by the 
locals, after the skilled craftsmen who engineered Pillemark 
had returned home to Zealand.

Fig. 9.18: One of the chambers at the Troldstuerne twin passage grave 
(listed monument number 2823:5), illustrating the very distinct 
intermediate layer. (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.19: The ruinous Pillemark twin passage grave (listed monument 
number 2917:25), with an intermediate layer of a quality resembling 
that of the Troldstuerne passage grave. (Image: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.17: Approximate 
distribution of passage 
graves with intermediate 
layers in Denmark. (Map: 
Jørgen Westphal)
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White burnt flint
White burnt flint is a common sight in passage graves 
in Denmark. It usually appears in large quantities in the 
chambers, either more or less evenly distributed, or in small 
piles (Fig. 9.21). In fact, burnt flint is often the marker that 
offers hints to field-walking archaeologists that they have 
encountered the last remains of a long vanished megalith. It is 
not straightforward to determine whether the very first users 
of the passage grave deposited this flint, or if it derives from 
rituals performed much later. White burnt flint also occurs in 
contexts more securely tied to the construction of the tombs, 
namely as a part of the drainage and sealing systems behind 
the dry walling in many passage graves and great dolmens 
in eastern and northern Jutland. Therefore, we do at least 
know that this material was not unfamiliar to or undesired by 
the builders. In two cases, Jordhøj and Svebølle, the mound 
surfaces may have been partly or even completely covered 
with white burnt flint. 

In the course of restoration projects during recent 
decades, white burnt flint has been observed in a new 
context: as a narrow band across the floor of the passage, 
usually immediately in front of one of the threshold 
stones (Fig. 9.22). When sectioned, these bands appear 
as shallow ditches, 1–5cm deep and 10–20cm wide, 
filled with finely crushed white burnt flint. The purpose 
of the brightly reflective white flint could have been as 
both a ritual and a practical marker of a boundary that 
should not be crossed. Moreover, when found in front of 
a threshold, it could also be the remains of material used 
for sealing a door stone tightly in place. A recent discovery 
supports this interpretation. At the Mogenstrup passage 
grave, two smaller stones that were tossed aside when the 
chamber was plundered in the 19th century have been 

Fig. 9.22: Typical position of a narrow band of white burnt flint in 
front of one of the thresholds within the passage. (Diagram: Jørgen 
Westphal)

Fig. 9.23: White burnt flint in front of one of the possible door stones 
in the inner part of the passage at the Mogenstrup passage grave (listed 
monument number 2017:54). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.21: Deposit of white burnt flint in the Strids Mølle passage grave 
(listed monument number 3724:18). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)

Fig. 9.20: Restored twin passage grave of Rævebakken (listed 
monument number 3017:37). (Photo: Jørgen Westphal)
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identified as door stones. They fitted remarkably well when 
mounted in the opening between the corner stones that 
gave access from the passage to the chamber. Patches of 
clay still remained on the door stones and on the sides 
of the corner stones, as well as on the floor underneath. 
Within the clay on the floor there was a large amount of 
white burnt flint – much more than seen in flint bands 
elsewhere (Fig. 9.23). Whether the clay and the white 
burnt flint indeed are sealing materials and how they relate 
to the original use of the chamber is, of course, uncertain. 
Nevertheless, ceramics from the site point to a rather short 
history of usage with no material from the Single Grave 
period (2800–2350 BC) or the Late Neolithic (2350–1700 
BC). The elaborate doorframe and threshold systems may 
indicate that chambers were actually meant to be closed 
tightly between rituals or burials, efficiently isolating the 
chamber and the antechamber from the outside world.

Conclusion
The overall layout of a passage grave is by no means 
coincidentally guided by the shapes of the unworked 
blocks. The passage itself has distinctive features, such 
as variations in height and width, an antechamber, 
thresholds, and doorframes. The solution to the technically 
challenging transition between the passage and the 
chamber shows regional differences, as does the solution to 
the desire for an increased ceiling height. This may point 
to a geographical core area of passage grave construction 
where the builders were particularly skilled in comparison 
to neighbouring areas. The construction of the chamber 
seems to revolve around a principle of duality that is 
reflected both in the overall design and in the frequent use 
of split stones. In some cases, this duality is even expressed 

as double chambered and twin chambered passage graves. 
The use of coloured materials such as white burnt flint 
complements the architectural expression of the passage 
grave structure itself. Besides the visual properties of this 
material, this flint along with clay may also have served 
the purpose of sealing doorstones in place to isolate the 
chamber and the antechamber from the outside world. 
These architectural features that have so far been noted 
may yet be joined by others, as researchers spend more 
time observing the passage graves from the inside, both 
as visitors and as participants in restoration projects. It is 
by this means, and not by studying only maps, drawings, 
and artefacts, that new ideas about the intentions of the 
Neolithic builders may be generated. 

Note
1 Further information on monuments mentioned in the text 

can be found in the “finds & monuments” database at the Danish 
Agency for Culture: www.kulturarv.dk/fundogfortidsminder/
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Building forever or just for the time being?  
A view from north-western Iberia

Ramón Fábregas Valcarce and Xosé Ignacio Vilaseco Vázquez

Abstract
The existence of a “building project” is difficult to ascertain 
in the megalithic tombs of north-western Iberia, although 
in certain cases we have some evidence of planned execution 
from a kind of blueprint. On a larger scale, we can make some 
observations about the setting of the megalithic mounds, and 
the way in which they tend to cluster in cemeteries. Focusing 
on the tombs themselves, we observe similarities in structural 
design and constructional sequences that suggest the builders 
were following a certain set of rules, particularly in the case of 
passage graves. Two main issues will be mentioned: changes 
in the construction design (and use?) at certain sites, and 
the specific outline of the chamber within a regional group 
of passage graves. At the level of construction, the range 
of variation detected is enormous. It is probably linked 
to shifts in ritual and the purpose of the mounds. Three 
distinct life-histories for these monuments can nonetheless 
be proposed: i) a relatively static model, where tombs were 
the result of a single construction episode, without further 
alterations; ii) a more dynamic life history, characteristic of 
certain monuments that started as a single-chamber mound 
but subsequently underwent an aggrandising process; iii) a 
deconstructive pattern, experienced by a number of mounds 
where stone chambers were partially or totally dismantled, to 
be replaced by other structures.

Two questions may be posed with respect to those trends, 
neither of which has a straightforward answer: how much are 
they a by-product of chronology, and how far were changes in 
design the consequence of shifts in funerary ritual?

Keywords: NW Iberia; megalith biographies; passage grave; 
monument closing; building blueprints

Intentions versus conditions
When one approaches the issue of intentionality or the 
eventual existence of a predetermined design, it is crucial to 
have access to a regular set of data on which interpretations or 
sequences may be based. It is, therefore, fundamental to have 
in mind what the conditions of the research are in a given 
area, for the characteristics of the latter can play a significant 
role in the richness and reliability of the information at our 
disposal.

With respect to the investigation of the megaliths of 

north-western Iberia we enjoy, on one hand, a deep tradition 
that goes back to the 19th century but, on the other, the 
introduction of modern research techniques took longer 
than in other European regions, severely hindering the 
quality of the available data set. A “scatter gun” approach was 
predominant in our study area and, with a few exceptions 
(the most notable being the long-term project developed 
by the University of Porto at Serra da Aboboreira, northern 
Portugal), excavations were limited to just one monument, 
studied in splendid isolation without regard for others or the 
surrounding landscape.

A second feature of most research, until very recent 
decades, was the concentration of archaeologists’ efforts on the 
stone internal structure (i.e. the tomb chamber), in this way 
disregarding not only the potentially interesting information 
that could be surmised from the mound as a whole, but also 
the material evidence lying in the areas beside the tombs.

When, in the 1980s, radiocarbon dating became standard 
for dating our megaliths, it was usually done on a single 
mound/single date basis, with only a few monuments 
dispensing more than one radiometric date. This left the 
chronology of these monuments subject to haphazard 
sampling or instrument error, and also concealed the complex 
history of the constructions. Dombate is one of the few 
examples of a multi-dated passage grave in north-western 
Iberia, and that circumstance led to interesting conclusions, 
about which we shall speak below.

The north-western region of Iberia is particularly 
unfavourable for the preservation of any kind of organic 
remains: an unfortunate combination of humidity, mild 
temperatures, and predominantly acidic soils have devastating 
effects on evidence of that kind. As a result, one of the most 
relevant data sources (human bones) for assessing the use of 
megalithic tombs is currently irretrievable.

When, in addition to the factors just mentioned, we 
add a fairly catastrophic record regarding publication 
of archaeological interventions dealing with megaliths, 
particularly in the Galician territory (Vilaseco 2001), we are 
left with an extremely biased perspective about these kinds 
of monuments. It is hardly surprising that there has been 
little reflection on the internal sequencing of the individual 
mounds, or the intentions behind the construction/utilisation 
of these tombs, since the dominant perspective was one of 
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monuments frozen in time. Still, there are some threads of 
evidence that we can explore in the search for interpretations 
regarding the setting of the dolmens in particular places, 
the changes in design (and use?) at certain sites, the types of 
chambers being built, and the specific life-histories of some 
megalithic mounds.

Taking possession of the place
The prehistoric mounds of north-western Iberia are found 
throughout the whole region, from the coastal plains to 
the eastern mountain ranges, over 1000m high. Yet, the 
densest concentrations of monuments are generally found 
on the flattened tops of eroded sierras, around or slightly 
over 500–600m. That is the case of the sierras O Bocelo and 
Santa Mariña (both in Galicia), and Aboboreira (Portugal), 
and those constituting the backbone of the peninsulas of 
Morrazo and Barbanza (Galicia). A particular situation 
can be observed in certain areas such as Sierra Plana de la 
Borbolla (Asturias) or As Pontes (Galicia), where clusters of 
monuments occur on low-lying ranges overlooking the plains 
below. Yet this apparent restriction against higher places 
should probably be reconsidered in light of recent survey 
work in regions like the Barbanza peninsula, which showed 
that a significant proportion of the mounds were located 

away from the highlands (Fábregas and Rodríguez 2012, 37). 
A similar observation can be made in the basin of As Pontes, 
where – in addition to the numerous mounds existing on the 
surrounding hills – a fairly large number were reported in 
the flat lands below, most of them quarried away in the last 
decades (Eguileta 2009, 13).

In spite of the necessary qualifications regarding the 
(pre)conception of a megalithic landscape confined to the 
highlands, there remains the obvious fact that in those zones 
a heavier density of megaliths exists. When considering the 
reasons for that clustering, the existence of lighter soils for 
agriculture has been put forward for some time (Criado 
1989). However, leaving aside the sharp environmental 
changes of the last 6000 years, we must bear in mind that an 
increasing number of early Neolithic sites are located away 
from the higher sectors of the landscape (Fábregas et al. 2007; 
Prieto 2010). It is still feasible that high places could have had 
a special significance for some Neolithic communities that 
otherwise exploited different ecological niches. This symbolic 
role was apparently retained for long periods, judging by the 
few cases in which systematic excavation and radiocarbon 
dating are available for the megalithic necropolises, as we 
shall see further on. Last but not least, the level of attrition 
sustained by the mound sample would have been arguably 

Fig. 10.1: Location of the main sites mentioned in the text: 1. Sierra Plana de la Borbolla. 2. Llaguna de Niévares. 3. Forno dos Mouros V. 
4. Illade, Ponte da Pedra and Reboredo 1 (As Pontes). 5. Forno dos Mouros. 6. Agro dos Muíños. 7. Chousa Nova 1. 8. Monte da Romea. 9. 
Cotogrande. 10. Mamoa da Cruzinha. 11. Outeiro de Gregos (Aboboreira). 12. Dombate. 13. Pedra Cuberta. 14. Pedra Moura. 15. Arca da 
Piosa. 16. Casa dos Mouros. 17. Pedra do Boi 3 and Prado do Rei 3. 18. A Mina de Parxubeira. 19. Argalo. 20. Casota do Páramo. 21. Arca do 
Barbanza. 22. Os Campiños. 23. Axeitos
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heavier in the lower areas, due to the intense human activity 
there, as is well attested in the case of As Pontes.

If we slightly change the scale of the analysis, focusing on 
particular places, we may find that certain locations seem 
to continue the construction or modification of mounds – 
sometimes for 3000 years. This suggests that, beyond more 
or less functionalist explanations, particular loci maintained 
their special character throughout vast timespans. A 
good example of this situation has been put forward in a 
persuasive way by Professor Blas (2010): near the town of 
Llanes (Asturias), a low range runs in parallel to the coastal 
plain, divided into two sectors (Sierra Plana de la Borbolla 
and Purón) by the gorge of the river Purón (Fig. 10.2). To 
the east, a huge concentration of mounds (c. 52) is known, 
while on the opposite side none have been reported. Though 
no systematic excavations have been carried out there, one 
mound with an atypical stone chamber had a radiocarbon 
date of the late 5th millennium, with a reuse dated to the 
3rd/2nd millennium transition, and it is likely that the rest 
of the mounds were built or used within that timespan. The 
sharp contrast between both sectors of the sierra cannot be 
attributed to geographical, economic or geological factors. 
There is some evidence that the Sierra Plana de la Borbolla 
could have acquired a particular meaning, perhaps even from 
Mesolithic times, due to the presence of a very conspicuous 
rock with a clear zoomorphic shape (Peña Tú) in its western 
tip, looking into the plain where mounds are located (Fig. 
10.2). That this outcrop had a particular meaning is indicated 
by its decoration with carvings and paintings, potentially 
since the Neolithic, and certainly since the Bronze Age. This 

could be an elaborate example of the significant role played 
by singular rock formations in prehistory, or the association of 
these with megaliths, a relationship already observed in other 
areas of the Iberian north-west (Criado and Vaquero 1993; 
Blas 2012, 324) and elsewhere (Bradley 2000).

At Illade (A Coruña), we have an example of the 
remarkable durability of a funerary space, much smaller in 
scale than that of Borbolla, but well attested through C-14 
dates, even if the excavations remain practically unpublished 
(Vaquero 1999). Here there was a cluster of seven mounds 
placed along the lower part of a spur leading into the basin 
of As Pontes. Four were excavated and C14 dates obtained, 
showing a timespan of around 3000 years. Unfortunately, we 
have only scant information about the characteristics of two 
monuments: Illade 0, with a wooden structure belonging to 
the late 5th millennium BC; and Illade 3, with a shallow pit 
sided by a vertical stone and a date in the second half of the 
3rd millennium BC. Given that the excavator makes only 
the slightest reference to the artefacts recovered from those 
mounds, we cannot but wonder about the ultimate reason for 
the prolonged use of that funerary space from Neolithic times 
until well into the Bronze Age.

Following de Blas’s insight, we could consider that in the 
case of Sierra Plana de la Borbolla, Neolithic groups opted to 
raise their tombs in a space already consecrated by the existence 
of a notable landmark like the Peña Tú outcrop. The seeming 
persistence of mound building into much later times could 
also relate to the conspicuous presence of the earlier mounds. 
This tendency towards creating monuments beside earlier ones 
is observed in a number of places: apart from Illade, we know 

Fig. 10.2: Megalithic necropolis of Sierra Plana de la Borbolla and location of Peña Tú. (After Blas 2010)
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of Cotogrande (Galicia) and Outeiro de Gregos (Portugal), 
with timespans of 1500 and 3000 years, respectively (Abad 
2000; Jorge 1988; Cruz 1992). Several factors could account 
for the clustering trends, like the proximity to natural paths, 
economic resources, or preferential settlement areas, but it is 
also feasible that the weight of tradition and the legitimacy 
awarded by older constructions were at play as well.

Long-time projects
Occasionally there are hints of the existence of building 
projects, carried out after varying lengths of time. A recent 
example is found at the Galician mound of Chousa Nova 
1 (Domínguez-Bella and Bóveda 2012), where initially a 
monument only 15m in diameter with a rectangular open 
tomb was built on an artificial platform, surrounded by a 
34m circular trench. Shortly afterwards, the stone chamber 
collapsed due to structural problems and – while this was 
never restored – an earthen mound was raised, occupying part 
of the original platform.

Only in 1989 was the first case of an increasingly complex 
sequence in certain megalithic burials detected: excavation at 
the passage grave of Dombate revealed the remains of a single 
chamber beneath (Fig. 10.3). An evolution from a simpler to 
a more complex building took place there along a timespan 
of maybe a millennium, judging from the available C14 
dates. First, a chamber was built within a mound of modest 
dimensions. Sometime later (we cannot determine the precise 
timespan), this dolmen was dismantled and a much larger 
passage grave raised: the earlier mound was merged into the 
new, bigger one. The passage grave remained in use from 
3800 to 2900 BC, when access to the chamber was blocked, 

although later intrusions are recorded in Beaker and Bronze 
Age times (Bello 1995).

That replacement of a single chamber by a larger passage 
grave within the same monument has been reported, albeit 
in less detail, in at least three other sites: Forno dos Mouros 5 
(Mañana 2005), Mámoa da Braña das Feallas (Lestón 1995), 
and Mamoa da Cruzinha (Silva 2003). While the last two 
are still unpublished, the first was severely disturbed and only 
the earlier dolmen showed fair preservation. Furthermore, a 
geophysical survey, carried out by ourselves (still unpublished) 
in the much-eroded mound of Axeitos (presently displaying a 
passage grave), suggests that underneath could lie the remains 
of an earlier, much smaller, stone grave.

In view of the available evidence, one may wonder if such 
a process of “internal growth” of the megalithic tombs was 
rather common, and not just an episodic feature. The reasons 
for that choice are another matter: why, in certain instances, 
did the megalith builders not follow the usual pattern of 
building new mounds beside the older ones? Was it that they 
were commemorating a particular individual or group buried 
in the earlier tomb? Or – going back to the initial question 
– is the limited number of excavations in Galician passage 
graves hiding what was perhaps a more common option than 
our present-day knowledge suggests?

A blueprint for passage graves?
A wide array of funerary chambers has been reported inside 
the north-western mounds: wooden tombs, shallow pits – 
sometimes edged by stones – and, of course, the so-called 
dolmens. When megalithic constructions are present, they 
are always roofed by capstones, as no tholoi have been found 
in the area. The building tradition is very similar at all the 
sites, and is shared throughout the rest of the western Iberian 
region. The first slab to be raised is the backstone facing the 
entrance that supports the entire structure: this is sometimes 
set in a markedly sloping position, or even, as in Dombate, 
in a socket 1.5m deeper than the floor of the tomb (Bello 
1995). Then, one slab is leaned against each side of the 
backstone, and finally new ones are placed, leaning each on 
the previous one in order to build a rectangular, circular or 
polygonal-shaped chamber. This leads to the presence of an 
odd number of uprights, ranging from five to 11, although 
seven is the usual figure, as has long been observed (Fig. 10.4; 
Barros 1875).

No matter the differences in plans and sections, passage 
graves follow the same scheme. In fact, the seven-slab pattern, 
with a chamber usually wider than it is long, seems to be the 
most common model in western Iberia, from Galicia (Hoskin 
and Rodríguez 1998) to Alentejo in southern Portugal 
(Leisner and Leisner 1951). In the western-most part of 
Galicia, we could almost speak of the existence of a blueprint, 
because of the number of monuments that share a series of 
archaeological features. They are found in the counties of 

Fig. 10.3: Evolution of the monument at Dombate: 1 – Small 
mound with a polygonal chamber and a funnel-like access; 2 
and 3 – Construction of a passage grave beside the previous 
monument; 4 – The passage grave finished: the older megalith 
has been buried by the new mound, but a bulge can be observed 
on plan as a memento of the earlier tomb. (After Bello 1992/93)
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Costa da Morte (Dombate, Pedra Cuberta, Casa dos Mouros, 
and Mina de Parxubeira, just to mention the best preserved) 
and Barbanza (Argalo, Axeitos, Arca do Barbanza, and Casota 
do Páramo). 

Despite the slight differences in the plans of the chambers, 
or in the length of their passages, the similarities go beyond the 
number of uprights. All have paintings on the inner sides of the 
slabs, mostly employing red and black pigments. Nowadays 
only small parts remain, but originally this decoration would 
have covered the entire surface inside the tomb so that the 
stone would not be visible at all (Carrera 2011). Furthermore, 
in those excavated (Dombate, Parxubeira and Argalo), a row 
of small stone anthropomorphic sculptures was reported at the 
entrance of the tomb (Fig. 10.5 and 10.6), likewise marking 
the limit of the mound, as though protecting the access to 
the funerary precinct (Bello 1992/93; Rodríguez 1988). In 
Axeitos, two pieces were collected in the altered mound, 
suggesting that a similar structure exists here too (Vilaseco 
2004). They are between 10cm and 50cm long, most of them 
just boulders with incisions or notches representing the arms 
or shoulders of a person, or even a facial tattoo, but others 
have clearly a schematic human figure. 

Chronology provides a final clue suggesting some 
forethought in the building of these seven-slab chambers. 
Excavation data (Dombate: Bello 1995) and AMS radiocarbon 

dating of charcoal identified in the black pigment of the 
paintings (Pedra Cuberta and Casota do Páramo: Carrera 
2011) confirm that the decoration is contemporary with the 
erection of these monuments, taking place within a short 
time range (3960–3600 BC). Furthermore, two other passage 
graves with seven uprights (Forno dos Mouros and Agro dos 
Muíños), east of the studied area, have a similar chronology 
for their paintings.

Although the assembled evidence is compelling, seven 
slabs was not the only design chosen for passage graves in 
the area: in Costa da Morte we have chambers of five (Arca 

Fig. 10.4: Some of the seven-slab passage graves mentioned in the text 
(1. Dombate. 2. Casa dos Mouros. 3. Casota do Páramo. 4. Axeitos. 
5. Forno dos Mouros. 6. Agro dos Muíños) and two contemporary 
monuments with fewer slabs (8. Arca da Piosa. 9. Pedra Moura). (All 
after Carrera 2011)

Fig. 10.5: Stratigraphic section of Dombate (after Bello 1995) showing 
the position of the row of anthropomorphic sculptures (circle)

Fig. 10.6: Anthropomorphic statues from A Mina de Parxubeira (1), 
Argalo (2), Dombate (3) and Axeitos (4)
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da Piosa) or six uprights (Pedra Moura), both with paintings, 
and the latter with a radiocarbon date similar to the seven-
slab designs. So there was not a single, all-purpose model for 
building passage graves, although perhaps certain blueprints 
were more popular in given areas, always subjected to 
modifications according to the shape of the extracted slabs, 
the contingencies of the building process, or other factors.

Diverging life-histories
If we pay attention to the biographies of those megaliths that 
have been subject of a controlled excavation, we find that, far 
from staying in the mainstream, our monuments often follow 
rather different paths from their first construction to their final 
abandonment. Generally speaking, we might observe three life-
histories in our study area that (very summarily) could be labelled 
as static, dynamic, or deconstructive. Of course, that biographical 
characterisation is heavily dependent on the availability of fine-
grained information about the mounds, which is not, alas, a 
very common feature. We must also mention, however, that 
no chronological factor seems to be at play, as all three patterns 
are present throughout the more than 3000 years during which 
burial mounds were built and used in the area.

Static
Under this label we could include mounds that, once built, 
do not seem to undergo significant transformations at the 
structural level, or in their subsequent use. Well-documented 
examples of this pattern are found in the necropolis of Llaguna 
de Niévares (Blas 1992; 1995) where systematic excavations 
were carried out at four mounds, two of which were C14 
dated (Fig. 10.7). Tumulus A had no proper chamber, only 
two uprights facing each other aligned on a north–south axis, 
displaying a stone paving behind the stone unaffected by a 
plunder pit. Tumulus D had a pseudo-chamber made up of 
four smallish uprights (the tallest being just 0.74m high). 

Both monuments had fairly huge earthen mounds that were 
not significantly altered by looters’ attempts at getting to 
the “treasures” within the would-be chamber. Being almost 
contemporary (A was most likely built 4000–3950 BC, 
and D between 3990 and 3800 BC), they show a similarly 
poor, material culture; a few flint trapezes, and a micro-axe 
each. The design of the tumuli is such that once erected, it 
would not allow a further use of the stone chambers. This 
possibly restricted period of use does not necessarily imply an 
individual use, only a time-constricted employment.

We have examples of similar dynamics in mounds built 
2000 years later, such as Reboredo 1, a small earthen mound 
with a shallow (barely 0.15m deep) pit, edged by a single 
upright. A few stone objects were retrieved from that feature, 
sealed with a layer of slate and quartz fragments and charcoal 
pieces, the latter providing a C14 date within the last third 
of the 3rd millennium BC, virtually identical to another 
obtained from a similar monument (Illade 3) not far away 
(Vaquero 1995 a; 1995b).

Two comments might be opportune: the fact that those 
monuments did not undergo significant modifications once 
built does not exclude activities (funerary or otherwise) being 
carried out on the site before actually raising the mounds. 
Also, beyond the fact that all the sites mentioned remained 
unaltered, their character is quite different: those in Llaguna 
de Niévares have large and structurally-complex tumuli, while 
Reboredo does not and, unlike the latter, occupied a very 
conspicuous position in the surrounding landscape.

Dynamic
The presence of dynamic constructions, where the funerary 
chamber undergoes multiple modifications over its lifetime, 
is a more common situation. To start with, there is the 
possibility, as reported in Brittany, that certain megalithic 
slabs are reused menhirs or stelae that pre-date the chambered 
tombs. Yet examples of this are not common. One is the 
presence of engraved decoration on some uprights that had to 
be carved before they were set within the tomb. The clearest 
cases are provided by a bulldozed megalithic mound at Os 
Campiños, and the dolmen of Dombate. In the first, a large 
stone was found with anthropomorphic features carved on 
both faces, thus suggesting that before being incorporated 
into the megalithic chamber, it was positioned elsewhere, 
possibly as a freestanding stela (Fuente and Fábregas 1994). 
In the latter, the motif present on some of the slabs, called The 
Thing (Shee 1981), has morphological similarities with others 
carved on Breton standing-stones, themselves sometimes 
incorporated in later megalithic chambers (Cassen and 
Vaquero 2003). The fact that in Dombate those images were 
carved before the actual erection of the uprights and probably 
covered with paint when the chamber was first built may 
endorse the possibility of those slabs being reused stelae.

Certainly the development of large monuments like 
Fig. 10.7: Axonometric view of Llaguna de Niévares mound A. 
(After Blas 1992)
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Dombate was dynamic: they underwent an aggrandising 
process from single-chamber mounds to passage graves with 
huge mounds. The latter, moreover, show a long-term use, as 
those excavated in Galicia seem to have been raised between 
3950 and 3650 BC, but were not blocked until the first half 
of the 3rd millennium (Fábregas and Vilaseco 2006). During 
this timespan they might experience modifications, such as the 
repainting of the inner decoration (Carrera 2011), or changes 
in the access through the mound to the tomb. Even after final 
closure they were sometimes reused, probably in Beaker times: 
pits were dug to access the chamber (Vaquero 1999, 185), or 
one of the passage capstones was displaced (Bello 1995).

More modest monuments also saw changes, for example the 
enlargement of the mound to increase its size and/or height. 
Unfortunately, in many cases we have no chronological clues, 
so we cannot rule out the possibility that two construction 
phases were in fact not distant in time. But there are two 
outstanding monuments where structural modification was 
clearly part of a process of closure. The first is Monte da 
Romea (Prieto 2007) where a dolmen nearly 2m in diameter 
was built c. 4000–3700 BC. It was originally surrounded 
by a small mound approximately 8m in diameter, barely 
covering the chamber uprights to a height of 0.5m. Towards 
2970–2710 BC, once the access had been closed, the mound 
was significantly raised, reaching 18m in diameter and 1m 
in height, in what it looks like a closing of the monument, 
although this did not prevent its later reuse. Even more 
striking is the case of Chousa Nova 1 (mentioned above), 
a small monument erected around 4350–4240 BC with an 
open cist-like chamber whose capstone was not covered by the 
mound (Fig. 10.8). Despite having an open access through 

Fig. 10.8: Chamber of Chousa Nova 1 under excavation. Note 
the portion of the capstone in its original position, and two 
large fragments fallen inside the chamber (Photograph Mª José 
Bóveda)

Fig. 10.9: Axonometric view of Cotogande 5. (After Abad 2000)
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the mound allowing reuse of the tomb, it seems that only 
one individual was buried there, with a necklace composed of 
35 variscite and amber beads, and three other polished tools. 
That limited use was probably a result of the collapse of the 
capstone owing to structural problems. It fractured into four 
pieces, one remaining in its original position while the rest 
fell inside the chamber. Thereafter, the mound was enlarged, 
growing nearly 40cm in height and 4m in diameter, filling 
the chamber over the fallen blocks with earth (Bóveda and 
Vilaseco forthcoming). A sealing function for the mound 
can also be mentioned in cases where a perishable structure 
is covered only at a later stage with an earthen mound, 
becoming the final stage in the history of the monument 
(Vaquero 1999).

We mentioned above that certain places preserved their 
symbolic and funerary meaning over more than 20 centuries, 
as shown by the construction of new tombs next to earlier 
ones, forming a necropolis (Jorge 1986). The distance between 
mounds may range from some tens of metres to a hundred, 
but in a few cases they are so close one to another that, as 
in Prado do Rei, we could talk of a kind of cell-like growth. 
At this site, mound 3, a Neolithic monument, is just 1.5m 
from mound 2, a small cairn possibly belonging to the Bronze 
Age. The space in between was filled with a line of plain slabs 
symbolically connecting the two monuments, very different 
in size and design, once the older was closed (Lestón 2009).

Deconstructive
This might be considered a particular version of the dynamic 
pattern, as a number of mounds in the process of modification 
have their chambers totally or partially destroyed, and 
replaced by newer structures. We have mentioned several 
times the example of Dombate, where the excavator suggests 
the possibility that some slabs from the dismantled earlier 
chamber were reused as capstones for the passage of the later 
passage grave (Bello 1992/93).

In Cotogrande 5, a three-tiered sequence of internal 
structures was proposed (Fig 10.9; Abad 2000), although 
with limited stratigraphic information supporting it. A pit –
unexcavated – covered by a large granite slab, preceded the 
construction of the mound, which probably occurred between 
3120-2900 BC. Then a cluster of thin tiny slabs, found at 
the eastern side of the mound together with some broken 
Chalcolithic material like Beaker pottery, was interpreted as 
the remains of the first real chamber. This would have been 
dismantled around 2700-2475 BC, but parts of it were set 
aside with the burial offerings as a votive deposit. Finally, a 
bigger polygonal chamber was built, poorly-preserved after 
historical plundering. An example of prehistoric looting has 
been detected at Guidoiro Areoso mound 2, whose peculiar 
chamber was emptied just before the Early Bronze Age, and 
the offerings thrown to the periphery of the monument (Rey 
and Vilaseco 2012).

Also deconstructive would be the sequence at the 
monuments of Os Consellos and Pedra do Boi 3. The first 
has a complex evolution that involves, in one of its phases, 
the presence of a small orthostatic chamber dismantled prior 
to the building of the mound (Cano et al. 2000). In the 
second case, the transformation also necessitated extending 
the diameter of the tumulus from 10 to 15m, in parallel 
to the redesign of the earlier tomb to a point that makes it 
impossible to recognize it at all (Lestón 2009). However, in 
the latter we also have a first example of possible destruction 
of the mound, as the stone covering overlying it seems to have 
been partially dismantled at a certain point to build a low wall 
that surrounds the mound.

Alterations also happened in other kind of burial 
structures, with Ponte da Pedra the best known example 
(Fig. 10.10; Vaquero 1999). In the original grave, the tomb 
was a level surface edged by uprights, placed sideways and 
slightly inclined towards the interior, under which the body 

Fig. 10.10: The two burial moments in Ponte de Pedra, with 
(right) the position of the respective structures in the mound. 
(After Vaquero 1995a)
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was laid between 3970-3660 BC. Only after this – maybe 
some centuries afterwards – was the mound built. More than 
2000 years later, by 1410-930 BC, one of the uprights was 
removed, and a new slab was placed in approximately the 
same spot, but on the surface of the mound. At the same time, 
a pit was excavated to its west, where a funerary deposit was 
placed. The occurrence of this kind of shallow pit has been 
reported in other Galician mounds belonging to the Middle 
Bronze Age (Prieto 2007).

Summing up
We have dealt here with design and biographical issues 
regarding a phenomenon that is widely spread and whose 
numbers range into the thousands. (Nearly 1600 mounds 
are reported in Pontevedra alone, one of the four Galician 
provinces with just 4495 km2 of surface; Fig. 10.11). With a 
wide variety of sizes and internal designs, these constructions 
have been dated anywhere between the late 5th millennium 
BC and the end of the 2nd. Furthermore, even if single 
dolmens appear to be slightly older than passage graves, a 
remarkable polymorphism has been reported among roughly 
contemporary burial mounds. That said, we were able to 
perceive an interesting dialectic continuity-change pervading 
the megalithic phenomenon of north-western Iberia.

As for the continuity, we have shown several examples 
(others also exist, though not so well documented) of the 
enduring importance of certain places that retained their 
funerary function across the millennia. This resilience is 
reported at the scale of the individual tomb as well: it is not 
unusual for Neolithic mounds to be reused as late as the 
Middle Bronze Age.

However, beneath the apparent continuity there is an 
undertow of change and, within a given necropolis, newly 
designed tombs were built. Even more tellingly, older mounds 
underwent significant structural modifications to better suit 
new needs or customs. The megalithic sites of Dombate or 
Cotogrande 5 offer good examples of these shifting schemes 
and complex biographies, in sharp contrast with other 
mounds that saw no modification of their original layout.

Remarkably, in north-western Iberia the shifts in size, 
design or use for nearly 3000 years are hidden beneath the 
unshakable mantle of the earthen mound with roughly 
circular plan and a hemispherical profile. This resilience of 
the circular mound throughout time is a particular feature of 
our study area, and contrasts with the pattern of variability 
reported in other European regions. We might consider this 
phenomenon the result of northwestern societies sticking 
to a time-honoured tradition with respect to the external 
appearance of the burial mound. After all, the absolute pre-
eminence of the circular plan is shared with most megalithic 
areas of the western façade of Iberia. Alternatively, we might 
wonder whether the architectural conservatism was an 
intentional attempt to assert the unchangeable character of 

the traditional burial mores, no matter how much these (and 
the internal structures linked to those ritual shifts) underwent 
significant modifications throughout the time.
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The megalithic architecture of Huelva (Spain): typology,  
construction and technical traditions in eastern Andévalo

José Antonio Linares Catela

Abstract
The province of Huelva has megalithic structures dating from 
the 5th to the 2nd millennium BC: standing stones, stone 
circles, megalithic tombs, tholoi and hypogea. This paper 
analyses the architectural features of the megalithic tombs 
in eastern Andévalo, where groups with specific systems of 
construction, materials and technical traditions were located. 
In particular, we highlight the Los Llanetes group of the El 
Pozuelo cemetery. This group is composed of monumental 
megalithic enclosures with complex structures (terraces 
with retaining walls and pavements, ramps, ditches, etc.), 
and ritual elements (stelae, altars and hearths), built during 
different construction phases.

Keywords: Megalithic tombs, eastern Andévalo, El Pozuelo 
cemetery, Los Llanetes group, megalithic enclosure, building 
phases.

Introducing the megalithic monuments of Huelva
The province of Huelva stands out in south-western Iberia 
through the large number of megalithic monuments and 
the diversity of their typologies (Fig. 11.1). Standing stones, 
stone circles, megalithic tombs, corbelled vaulted tombs 
(tholoi), and rock-cut tombs or hypogea can all be highlighted 
(García Sanjuán and Linares 2009; Linares 2011b). This area 
has architectural features and systems of construction that 
are similar to others that appeared on the Atlantic façade 
in the later prehistoric period, from the 5th to the 2nd 
millennium BC (Briard 1995; Furholt et al. 2011; García 
Sanjuán et al. 2011; Joussame 1985; Joussaume et al. 2006; 
Scarre 2002; 2007). This is a traditional area of research on 
Iberian megalithic monuments: early work on the Dolmen 
de Soto was published in 1924 by Hugo Obermaier (1924), 
and publication has increased since the 1950s with works by 
Carlos Cerdán and Georg and Vera Leisner (Cerdán et al. 
1952), continuing later with work by other researchers (for 
example, Cabrero 1985; 1986; Piñón Varela 1987; 2004; 
Balbín and Bueno 1996; Nocete 2001; Nocete et al. 2002; 
2004). 

For the last ten years I have been carrying out 
archaeological excavations and conservation work at several 
megalithic complexes in eastern Andévalo (Fig. 11.2). This 
area has megalithic funerary architecture of the 4th and 3rd 

millennia BC, characterised by the presence of compact 
groups of megalithic tombs that were built and used by 
farming communities. These may have been considered 
as sacred spaces that legitimised the physical and symbolic 
appropriation of areas within this megalithic territory. The 
pattern continued until the early Bronze Age, at the transition 
to the 2nd millennium BC, when the replacement of these 
megalithic tombs by individual cist graves was linked to 
hierarchical funerary practices and social inequality, although 
certain megalithic tombs were still re-used for burial at that 
time. 

These processes will be illustrated in this paper by reference 
to recent excavation and architectural analysis at a series of 
megalithic tombs and cemeteries: Los Gabrieles, El Gallego-
Hornueco and El Pozuelo (Linares 2006; 2010; 2011a). 

Megalithic monuments and tomb groups in eastern 
Andévalo
Eastern Andévalo is a geographical region located at the south-
western border of Sierra Morena. A distinctive megalithic 
funerary monumentality exists here, formed by groups of 
tombs that are distributed along the stream valleys feeding 
into the headwaters of the rivers Tinto and Odiel, within 
an area of approximately 40km by 30km. In particular, the 
following groups can be highlighted: El Pozuelo, El Villar, Los 
Gabrieles, El Gallego-Hornueco and Las Huecas (Fig. 11.2).

According to palaeoenvironmental data and archaeological 
research, these megalithic structures were erected and used 
by farming communities who inhabited small, scattered 
settlements (Nocete et al. 2004; Linares 2010; Stevenson 
and Harrison 1985). In this context, megalithic tombs could 
be considered as sacred spaces that legitimised the physical 
and symbolic appropriation of the different parts of this 
megalithic territory. This megalithic tradition may be the 
result of a funerary ideology based on the commemoration 
and worship of ancestors, embodied in the construction of 
megalithic tombs. They were often erected on places with 
earlier Neolithic occupation and activity, around which 
different and complex ritual practices developed. 

The oldest radiocarbon-dated megalithic tombs come from 
the second half of the 4th millennium BC – the dolmen of 
El Casullo, for instance (3263–2923 cal BC) (Table 11.1; 
Linares and García Sanjuán 2010). The beginning of the 3rd 
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millennium BC saw the rapid expansion and concentration 
of different groups, leading to the building of elongated 
passage tombs with a predominantly funerary use. As the 
millennium progressed, a gradual monumentalisation of 
these monuments occurred, resulting in megalithic tombs of 
larger dimensions and with greater architectural complexity. 
Some had several chambers (El Pozuelo, Las Huecas or Los 
Gabrieles, for example) and varied ritual apparatus: altars, 
stelae, hearths, etc. 

This tradition prevailed until the end of the Early Bronze 
Age, the transition from the 3rd to the 2nd millennium BC. 
At this time, individual graves (cists) relating to hierarchical 
and unequal burial rites were introduced, breaking with the 
megalithic tradition. At this period, we observe:

•  the reuse of megalithic tombs as burial sites and sacred 
places, demonstrated by evidence dated to this period at 
Los Gabrieles 4, El Casullo, El Pozuelo 6, etc.;

•  the destruction or closure of some of the monuments. 

Here we may highlight the group of El Gallego-Hornueco, 
and most specifically the megalithic tombs in Puerto de 
los Huertos and El Casullo, where a process of deliberate 
damage in the Early Bronze Age has been documented. 
This included the dismantling of the mound, removal of 
the capstones, and systematic destruction of the orthostats 
down to ground level. Radiocarbon dates from the 
socket of the dolmen of Puerto de los Huertos point to 
the transition from the 3rd to the 2nd millennium BC 
(2137–1979 BC) as the date of this destruction (Linares 
and García Sanjuán 2010). 

These destructive acts might have turned these megaliths 
into practically imperceptible structures in the landscapes in 
which they are located, maybe with the purpose of stripping 
away their function as physical cohesive elements of social 
groups, and thus condemning their memory as sacred places. 

A series of general aspects in the architectural features of 
these tomb groups can be emphasised (Linares 2011a): 

Table 11.1: Radiocarbon dates from megalithic tombs in Eastern Andévalo
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Fig. 11.1: (above) Location of the study area in the Iberian Peninsula: (below) megalithic monuments in the province of Huelva
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•  Specific features may reflect expressions of the cultural 
identities and building traditions of every community or 
group that inhabited this territory as each group exhibits 
specific features in their topographic location, architecture, 
systems of construction, and working techniques.

•  Megalithic landscapes are created where the spatial 
distribution of every group is expressed in organised sets of 
associated monuments, arranged hierarchically according 
to their size. Thus the largest and most complex structures 
are in the most preeminent and significant places: that 
is, in the middle. Conversely, the smallest megalithic 
tombs and those with the simplest structure are usually 
in the least prominent areas around the periphery of the 
most monumental structures. This pattern of territorial 
distribution may point to issues related to the spatial 
organisation of the social groups and, probably, to 
behaviour patterns of social inequality in the use of these 
burial structures and ritual spaces. 

•  Territorial associations may exist between chambered tombs 
and rock engravings, located on significant outcrops close to 
livestock trails and traditional paths (Linares 2011b). The 
rock engravings could be spatial markers of transit areas 
and/or essential ceremonial spaces within the megalithic 
landscapes. Important examples of rock engravings are those 
in Los Aulagares (Amo 1974) related to the group of tombs 
at El Villar, and the petroglyphs from El Riscal (Iglesias et 
al. 1992), belonging to the El Gallego-Hornueco complex. 

•  Different typologies of tomb architecture exist, with a wide 
range of formal variations in internal megalithic structures, 
mounds, kerbstones, etc., as will be described below. 

•  Materials from the local geological environment were used 
for the construction of these megaliths, with a supply 
system and the selective quarrying of the most suitable 
raw materials for each structural element. There may 
even have been a direct relationship between the choice 
of environmental setting and the availability of suitable 
rocks for the manufacture of slabs, capstones, kerbstones, 
stelae, symbolically important blocks, etc. This has been 
documented for the phyllite elements in the El Pozuelo 
group, and the volcanic-sedimentary  rocks (rhyodacitics) 
at Los Gabrieles.

•  A complex spatial articulation of open-air ritual practices 
existed (atria, access areas and vestibules), where stelae and 
altars, together with deposits of artefactual material (for 
example, pieces of pottery, knapped stone blades, axes of 
stone, and so on), could be placed as offerings. There is also 
evidence for the same phenomenon in the materials found 
associated with the individuals recovered inside the burial 
chambers. Green stone necklaces and adornments (Linares 
and Odriozola 2011), products of important symbolic 
value and votive objects such as plaque “idols”, cruciform 
“idols” and biconic figurines with breasts were removed 
from circulation by placement in the tombs. 

Architectural typologies, systems of construction and 
technical identities 
Within the tomb groups of eastern Andévalo there exist 
a number of common features and specific cases related to 
architectural typologies and systems of construction. These 
characterise the building traditions and the technical styles 
that can be identified as “working processes” (“chaînes 
operatoires”), resulting from a “know-how” (“savoir faire”) 
that defines each ensemble. The following are the generic 
architectural features of eastern Andévalo tombs. 

•  The construction of the chambered tombs demonstrates 
the implementation of preparatory work at the specific 
locations: planning, rock cutting, and levelling of outcrops 
at the site. 

•  Foundation sockets are usually continuous and deep: they 
fit the base of each individual orthostat, fixing their 
arrangement. 

•  The orthostats and the capstones are made from blocks of 
stone from the local environment (phyllite, slate, and 
volcanic-sedimentary rocks) using different procedures 
and working techniques: scraping, carving, hammering, 
polishing, etc. Orthostats with a long and flat morphology 
stand out, being narrower in the base (a V shape) in 
order to sit better in the foundation ditches. In many 
cases, they feature engravings and traces of pigments or 
red painting on their surfaces. In some cases they were 
former Neolithic stelae that were reused and integrated 
as orthostats in the tomb structure. For instance, the 
Los Gabrieles (tombs 1 and 4) and El Pozuelo (tombs 
3, 4, 6, and 13) groups had orthostats with carvings 
manifesting shapes and techniques similar to the images 
and decorative motifs that appear in Neolithic art in 
the southern Iberia Peninsula (Bueno et al. 2004; 2007; 
2009).

•  The orthostats were interlocked using internal packing 
stonees and external shoring slabs. The packing stones 
consist of pebbles, cobbles, and boulders of high hardness 
and consistency: quartz, quartzite, and volcanic rocks. 

•  The megaliths used diverse internal structures: simple 
longitudinal passages; tombs with an angled passage; 
tombs with supporting pillars and compartments; passage 
graves with multiple chambers, etc. (Fig. 11.3). These 
structures have special partitioning of the internal spaces: 
passages, antechambers, and even chambers containing 
altars within them. 

•  The mounds are made up of several rings of stones for 
internal reinforcement and/or superimposed layers of stone 
blocks and clay. They are of round or oval morphology, and 
rise prominently above the surrounding environment. 

•  The kerbs are made of blocks and integrate rock outcrops 
or slabs that are obliquely thrust into the ground. 

•  The external spaces (atria and vestibules) display a variety 
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Fig. 11.3: 
Architectural 
typologies of eastern 
Andévalo tombs

Fig. 11.2: 
Distribution of tomb 
groups in eastern 
Andévalo (Huelva)
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Fig. 11.4: Tombs of the El Gallego-Hornueco group showing architectural features and systems of construction
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of different structures including altars and stelae, placed 
in the entrance façade and associated with ritual practices. 

Three examples in particular may be analysed: the tombs of 
El Gallego-Hornueco, Los Gabrieles and El Pozuelo. 

The El Gallego-Hornueco Group
The most remarkable architectural features in the group of 
tombs at El Gallego-Hornueco (Linares 2010) (Fig. 11.4) are: 
•  The existence of elongated galleries 7.5–10m long facing 

east, with stelae at their terminals, and altars in the outer 
parts. They are formed of phyllite orthostats, anchored with 
wedges and packing stones in deep foundation sockets that 
have been dug into the slate bedrock. 

•  The access areas outside the tombs have paved ramps and 
transit vestibules. 

•  The mounds incorporate two reinforcing rings and 
an outer layer of retaining slabs. The reinforcing rings 
surrounding the orthostatic structure are made of stones 
placed vertically. The space between them is filled with 
multiple layers of stone and clay. The retaining slabs are 
placed at the external edge of the mound, serving as a 

structural element for the formation of the mound. 

The Los Gabrieles Group
In the Los Gabrieles group, seven megalithic tombs that 
form two groups with different typologies and constructional 
features: group 1 (tombs 1, 2, and 7) and group 2 (tombs 3, 
4, 5, and 6). In group 2, tombs 3 and 5 are passage tombs 
of small size (3–5m), low in height. Tombs 4 and 6 stand 
out with internal orthostatic structures curving towards 
the passage, entrance passages and chambers of similar size, 
and two slabs forming the rear wall of the chamber (Fig. 
11.5). Access is via a descending ramp with a funnel-shaped 
vestibule facing northeast. This design results from the 
evolutionary transformation of the megalithic group: it was 
monumentalised in the second half of the 3rd millennium 
BC, as documented by the excavation of tomb 4. 

According to radiocarbon dates from chamber 2 of tomb 
4, these three structures may have been constructed and used 
until the middle of the 3rd millennium BC (Table 11.1). In 
the last third of the 3rd millennium, tomb 4 was transformed 
and monumentalised. The entrance passage was built, along 
with the main chamber (much taller than the previous one), 

Fig. 11.5: Tombs of the Los Gabrieles group showing architectural features and systems of construction
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and a new mound: the pre-existing tomb remained integrated 
in the middle of the monument (chamber 2). As a result 
of its enlargement, tomb 4 became the central structure in 
the group, and was used for funerals and rituals until the 
transition to the 2nd millennium BC. Tomb 6 may have been 
erected in parallel to the transformation of tomb 4, following 

the same construction parameters (Linares 2006; 2010). 

The El Pozuelo Group
In the case of the El Pozuelo group, a number of archaeologists 
have emphasised the individuality of the different architectural 
typologies (Cerdán and Leisner 1952; Piñón Varela 1987; 

Fig. 11.6: Tombs of the El Pozuelo group showing architectural features and systems of construction
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Fig. 11.7: (above) Groupings of tombs in the El Pozuelo cemetery: (below) plan of the Los Llanetes tomb group



120 José Antonio Linares Catela

Fig. 11.8: (above) View towards the Los Llanetes group (El Pozuelo tombs 1–4); (below) the megalithic enclosure and tombs 3 and 4
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2004). Here we highlight the existence of specific systems of 
construction, architectural elements and working techniques 
in the broader group (Fig. 11.6), including:

•  Construction of passage tombs with central supporting 
pillars (tomb 4); 

•  Construction of access passages and multiple chambers, 
such as 
 Tombs with two chambers (tombs 1, 2, and 3); 
 Tombs with cruciform plans and three chambers (tomb 7); 
 Tombs with four chambers (tombs 5 and 6);

•  A number of superimposed layers of stone blocks and 
slabs bound with clay in the mounds, placed in a specific 
order and sequence. These slabs are fairly prominent and of 
similar size (15–20m in diameter); 

•  The demarcation of the mounds by an external kerb made 
of large slabs, placed obliquely and resting on supporting 
platforms to better contain the mound formation. 

The Los Llanetes group of the El Pozuelo cemetery: the 
phasing and construction of the monumental megalithic 
enclosure
The Los Llanetes group belongs to the megalithic cemetery of 
El Pozuelo at Zalamea la Real, and was partially excavated in 
1946 by Cerdán (Cerdán et al. 1952) and Nocete from 1998–
1999 (Nocete et al. 1999). Here we have recently conducted 
the first stage of archaeological excavation, conservation and 
landscape improvement in order to mitigate the damage 
caused by modern eucalyptus plantations. Information is 
currently incomplete as research and analysis continue. The 
interpretations offered here should thus be understood as 
working hypotheses to be confirmed by later archaeological 
studies and scientific analyses (such as radiocarbon dates).

The Los Llanetes group is formed of 4 tombs located at 
the eastern end of the El Pozuelo group (Fig. 11.7), under 
the shelter of the southern slope of the hilltop of El Chinflón. 
Also located there are the well-known copper trench-mines 
(Blanco and Rothemberg 1981), and several settlement 
areas dating from the Late Neolithic to the Bronze Age. The 
existence of a fortified prehistoric settlement has also been 
established, providing an impressive view over the megaliths 
and the surrounding territory. It is one of the most remarkable 
vantage points of eastern Andévalo. 

The megalithic tombs are distributed in pairs, in different 
topographic locations on the right and left sides at the head 
of the Agua Fría ravine, a tributary watercourse of the RÍo 
Tinto. Tombs 1 and 2 are located on the tops of two hills, 
and tombs 3 and 4 are on a promontory on the slope of El 
Chinflón, surrounded by foothills of greater height that hide 
them except from specific directions (Fig. 11.7). The only 
external vista faces east: on that side the tombs there have an 
open and clear view of the horizon in the direction of sunrise. 

The tombs are also located in the centre of the contact zone 

between two geological formations in the Iberian Pyrite Belt: 
the Volcanic Sedimentary Complex (CVS), with volcanic 
rocks (andesite, dolerite and gabbro), green phyllite and slate; 
and the Slate and Quartzite Group (PQ), with slate, and 
sandstone with a high density of quartz. Geoarchaeological 
study shows that raw materials from the local geology were 
used in the construction of the enclosure, and that their 
special features and symbolic value were taken into account 
when they were chosen, procured, and worked. These include 
the use of: 

•  Slate outcrops within the enclosures and tombs, sometimes 
subjected to preparatory working: cut back, carved, and 
evened out, ready for the construction of the tombs and 
external structures. 

•  Green phyllite as the main raw material, taking advantage of 
its characteristics. 1) A high proportion could be removed 
from outcrops as blocks and slabs, and used for the ring 
stones, mounds, etc. 2) In addition, the fracture properties 
of the stone allow easier extraction of large, long blocks 
for the manufacture of orthostats and capstones when 
the material is being extracted from the quarry faces. The 
source areas of the quarried stone and the outcrops were 
mainly located east of the tombs, within the watercourse 
of the Agua Fría ravine, at distances ranging from 50m to 
300m. 

•  Slate as an infill material for the mounds and paving, 
coming from quarries in the same area. 

•  Andesite in the mounds and paving, also collected from the 
Agua Fría ravine, more than 300m down the watercourse. 

•  Quartz, which was already present in the surroundings, 
for packing stones around orthostats and stelae, for 
supporting platforms for the kerbstones, and for external 
paving around the tombs. In some cases even medium 
sized blocks were used (as in the case of tomb 4).

•  Clay, from the paleosol in the area, for the construction 
of mounds, and as mortar and filling material in different 
structural elements

The archaeological excavations carried out in tombs 
3 and 4 in 2010 allowed us to identify the existence of a 
monumental megalithic enclosure containing highly complex 
structures and spaces (Figs 11.8 and 11.9), erected in 
different constructional phases (Fig. 11.10). The morphology 
and topography of the site was deliberately transformed in 
order to monumentalise this megalithic enclosure, and to 
create a spatial perception within the architectural complex 
that would define a ritual landscape or sacred scenario. The 
consequence of an “architectural project” that was built 
in different “construction phases” was that this enclosure 
became a long-term monument and saw repeated use. This 
implies the continuous transformation of the architecture 
and the external spaces, as documented in other megalithic 
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Fig. 11.9. Plan of megalithic enclosure around El Pozuelo tombs 3 and 4



12311. The megalithic architecture of Huelva (Spain)

Fig. 11.10: Construction phases of the megalithic enclosure around El Pozuelo tombs 3 and 4
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monuments of the French Atlantic façade: Prissé-la-Charrière, 
Er-Grah, Barnenez, etc. (Laporte et al. 2002).

The Los Llanetes enclosure has an irregular oval 
morphology, with its widest part at the southern end and a 
main north–south orientation. It has a total length of 65m 
on its major axis, a width that ranges between 48m and 35m, 
and a maximum height of around 6–7m. The promontory 
has been completely carved to form a stepped site, composed 
of three levels of open and discontinuous terraces, connected 
by access ramps, and converging on a ditch excavated into the 
bedrock in the northern side. The tombs occupy the central 
and highest space of this enclosure: they were built on the 
supporting platform at a higher level than the external soil 
that is built from the same knapped rock outcrop augmented 
by sandstone walls (Figs 11.8 and 11.9).

The terraces are curved, and edged by retaining walls on 
the western and southern flanks and by the knapped slate 
outcrop itself on the eastern flank. Inside are paving stones 
carved from the bedrock or made of small phyllite and quartz 
flagstones. These form transit areas along with other elements 
such as altars, stelae, hearths located in the atria, external 
spaces, and specific sites related to ritual practices and funerary 
rites. The western and southern flanks have a strongly stepped 
topography, with a ramp on the south-west corner behind 
tomb 3 that connects the terraces. The eastern flank presents 
a different topographic profile. In front of tomb 3, the slate 
outcrop has been knapped to form three terraces. The frontal 
façade of tomb 4 has a smoother contour, and here a stele altar 
and an associated hearth have been documented.

The first stage of archaeological investigation highlighted 
the following principal construction phases (Fig. 11.10): 

•  1st phase: megalithic monuments (Neolithic). 
•  2nd phase: construction of tomb 4. 
•  3rd phase: monumentalisation of the megalithic enclosure, 

including the building of tomb 3 and the external terrace-
platforms. 

•  4th phase: transformations undertaken within the 
megalithic enclosure.

•  6th phase: reuse in the Early Bronze Age.

1st phase: Megalithic monuments (beginning of 4th mil-
lennium BC)
So far, the remains of several phyllite stelae have been 
documented beneath the funerary level of tomb 3, aligned on 
a north-west to south-east axis that faces the winter solstice. 
They are of different sizes and morphologies, and have hearths 
and small pits associated with them. 

The stelae have fractured bases, since some of them 
were reused as orthostats or shoring slabs during the later 
construction of the tomb. They are small, long, and of varied 
height and width (about 1.20m and 20–40cm respectively). 
The faces are pitted, and they are anchored using quartz 

pebbles in pits and foundation ditches that are narrow and 
shallow. 

2nd phase: Construction of tomb 4 (middle or second half 
of 4th millennium BC) 
Tomb 4 contains an internal megalithic structure with three 
spatially differentiated elements: the passage, the antechamber 
and the chamber. The latter reaches 10.5m long, with a 
floor carved from the slate bedrock and access steps. It is 
distinguished by three elements in particular: 

(1) The regularity in form and typology of its phyllite 
orthostats, made through customary working: hand 
scraped edges, knapped sides and regularly hammered 
surfaces. 

(2) The use of supporting pillars as a structural solution 
to improve the spatial division and the stability of the 
capstones of the large chamber (6m long and up to 
2.60m wide in its central section). A similar solution was 
used in the dolmen of Menga at Antequera (Málaga) (see 
García Sanjuán and Lozano Rodríguez 2015). 

(3) Reused stelae, with two notable examples: a) an extremely 
large stele, possibly older than the tomb, with deeply 
carved engravings on one side; it has been broken so 
that it could be used to support the capstone; b) an 
anthropomorphic stele, with carved round eyes, of 
similar typology to certain plaque-idols found elsewhere 
in the Iberian Peninsula. 

This structure was incorporated into a medium-sized oval 
mound made of clay and stone, delimited by an outer stone 
perimeter that is supported on a platform measuring 16m 
across its widest axis.

It may have been at that time that a large ditch was dug 
to the north from the tomb. It could have had multiple 
functions: a slate quarry for the building material for tomb 4, 
or a spatial boundary, as with the great mound of Er Grah in 
Brittany (Le Roux 2006), or some other purpose.

3rd phase: Monumentalisation of the megalithic enclosure 
(beginning of 3rd millennium BC)
In this phase, construction was carried out with the aim of 
monumentalising and increasing the size of the megalithic 
enclosure. Activity included the construction of tomb 3; the 
creation of the surrounding terraces with retaining walls and 
the south-west access ramp; the opening of the slate quarry 
to extract material to build the mound of tomb 3; and the 
transformation of the entrance to tomb 4.

Tomb 3 has a peculiar internal structure. A passage facing 
south-east gives access to an antechamber leading to two 
large and spacious chambers. Orthostats, jambs, and stelae 
show engravings and remains of red paint. It is set within a 
prominent round mound delimited by a 16.5m kerb: this 
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implies the opening of a slate quarry south of the tomb. 
Surrounding the external kerb is a pavement made of three 
raw materials: phyllite, andesite, and quartz. The entrance 
area used to contain a quadrangular stepped altar, attached 
to the north-east section of the kerb. At this point in the 
kerb, the thin, long flagstones were placed in a more upright 
position, forming a type of entrance façade. 

The perimeter terraces were created in this period, and 
their retaining walls were built. This was documented in 
the western flank, where three levels of terrace were carved 
in the rock outcrop. The retaining walls are built with rough 
stone and clay with a very wide slope: they have an average 
width of 2–3m and are up to 1.10m high. The terraces are 
3m wide, and are defined by a pavement knapped from the 
rock, by paving made of small phyllite and quartz stones, 
or paving of compacted clay. The south-west corner behind 
tomb 3 contains a ramp cut into a slate outcrop to improve 
connections between the terraces. 

Two changes were also made to tomb 4: the construction 
of stone paving and a small quadrangular altar in the entrance; 
and a stele/altar placed in association with a hearth located 
a few metres away northeast in the external space, both 
delimited by stone structures. 

4th phase: Transformations in the megalithic enclosure 
(middle or second half of 3rd millennium BC) 
Repeated, continuous use led to further modifications in the 
tomb entrances and façades.

Firstly, the atrium of tomb 4 was modified: a vertical stele 
was placed on the left side in a foundation socket. A small 
quadrangular altar was attached to it, and paving made of 
compacted clay. Secondly, the altar in tomb 3 was modified: a 
stone structure was added next to the kerb and some episodes 
of burning were documented. 

5th phase: Abandonment (Early Bronze Age)
The megalithic enclosure was abandoned at some point 
during the Early Bronze Age.

6th phase: Reuse (Late Bronze Age)
The period of reuse at the end of the Bronze Age should be 
highlighted, as it coincides with a time of intense exploitation 
of the copper mines in Chinflón. This had two consequences 
for the megalithic enclosure. The megalithic tombs were 
robbed and destroyed: the capstones were removed, the 
orthostats were broken, and so on, as indicated by the presence 
of mining hammer-stones with a central groove in the levels 
corresponding to the phase of alteration and destruction. In 
addition, there was reuse of the site for funerary purposes and 
renewed veneration, indicated by the existence of a large ditch 
covered with cobbles between the megalithic tombs, which 
may have been a funerary pit from this period.

Conclusions
The province of Huelva is an area of great importance 
for research on the megalithic monuments of the Iberian 
Peninsula and their connection to the European Atlantic 
façade during later prehistory. In that context, I conclude this 
paper with three basic ideas: 

(1) Eastern Andévalo is a megalithic territory, characterised by 
the existence of tomb groups with their own architectural 
typologies, systems of construction and materials.

(2) Several communities existed in this area with very long 
established cultural identities, who built megaliths using 
very distinct traditional techniques, presumably dating 
from the Neolithic period. 

(3) Megalithic enclosures can be recorded that define 
specific megalithic landscapes. We have highlighted the 
example of the Los Llanetes group, where the complex of 
elements (the topography, the raw materials, the ravine, 
the settlement and the megalithic architecture) portray 
a ritual scenario. This must be understood as a sacred 
space, created for various purposes (as a funerary site, for 
worship, for astronomical observation, etc.). It was in use 
for millennia, although the 3rd millennium BC was the 
era when the greatest monumentalisation occurred, as 
witnessed by the construction of the megalithic enclosure 
and by tombs 3 and 4. Thus it may have acted as a cohesive 
central place for a number of settlements, a place where 
collective burial rituals related to death and belief systems 
were developed. These may have included the burials 
of certain individuals together with commemorative 
ceremonies, practices of ancestor worship and other 
rites. Construction and maintenance of this enclosure 
must have entailed community participation by the 
inhabitants of the surrounding settlements. This required 
knowledgeable individuals to transmit the construction 
traditions and techniques, as well as information 
regarding their ancestral and genealogical significance. 
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The clustering of megalithic monuments around the causewayed 
enclosures at Sarup on Funen, Denmark

Niels H. Andersen

Abstract
Studies of the settlement pattern of the Funnel Beaker culture 
in the area around Sarup in south-west Funen, Denmark, 
have been ongoing since 1971. They began with the exposure 
and partial excavation of two causewayed enclosures on a 
sandy promontory covering 9ha at Sarup. The earlier of 
the two, referred to as Sarup I, was constructed during 
the Fuchsberg phase – c. 3400 cal BC, i.e., the time when 
dolmens were built. The later structure, referred to as Sarup 
II, was constructed during the Klintebakke phase – c. 3200 
cal BC, i.e., when passage graves were built. The finds from 
the first phases of both monuments are modest, but they do 
show that specially selected items were deposited here. The 
silting lines that would have formed naturally had the ditches 
stood open for only a few days are missing in the ditches. 
This must mean that the ditch segments were dug very rapidly 
and then, shortly afterwards, backfilled just as swiftly. The 
extremely short duration of use of these monuments must 
mean that a large number of individuals, perhaps in excess 
of a thousand, gathered there in order to engage in their 
communal construction, then deposited the special items 
they apparently had brought with them.

After the excavations at the Sarup causewayed enclosures 
came to an end in 1984, studies continued within an area 
of 4 × 5km around Sarup, aimed at locating and excavating 
contemporaneous megalithic structures and settlements. 
Prior to these investigations, only a couple of megalithic 
monuments were known from the area, but this subsequent 
work demonstrated the existence of at least 125 (now 
demolished) megalithic structures, and about 80 settlements. 
Thirty-one megalithic monuments, two early Neolithic 
Barkær structures, and several settlements were investigated 
over the course of 16 excavation campaigns. As the megalithic 
structures often formed clusters, a high priority was given to 
the excavation of entire complexes. Findings are presented here 
from three of the investigated clusters. Moreover, we found 
considerable variation between the clusters, in spite of their 
close proximity to each other. A common feature of all the 
clusters was that each had its origin in the time of the earliest 
dolmens, i.e., during the Fuchsberg phase, corresponding to 
Sarup I. It was also evident that people had returned to the 
cluster at intervals of about every 50 years in order to build a 
new megalithic monument. At the most recently investigated 

megalithic cluster – Damsbo – remains of two-aisled houses 
were found beneath three of the monuments, and in two of 
these the dolmen chamber clearly lay midway between the 
roof-bearing posts of the houses.

Keywords: Causewayed enclosures, megaliths in clusters, 
houses covered by megaliths,

Introduction
In the 5th and 4th millennia BC, the European Neolithic was 
characterised by the widespread construction of monumental 
structures such as megalithic tombs and causewayed 
enclosures. Some areas had only one type of these monuments, 
whilst elsewhere both were in use simultaneously. Both types 
of structure often show clear regional variations, but the form 
and functions of each of them demonstrate that there must 
have been common ideas behind their construction and use.

Since the beginning of the 1970s, a research project has 
been in progress in the Sarup area, in southwestern Funen, 
Denmark, with the primary aim of investigating the first 
causewayed enclosure found from the Nordic Funnel Beaker 
culture. (c. 4000–2800 cal BC). Subsequently, the project was 
expanded in order to contextualise this monument relative to 
the contemporaneous remains of settlements and megalithic 
tombs in the local area (Andersen 1997; 2009; 2012; 2013a).

Sarup
Between 1971 and 1984, it proved possible to uncover and 
investigate 6ha of the 9ha sandy promontory at Sarup, which 
is bordered by a watercourse on two of its three sides. The 
excavations revealed the remains of numerous periods of 
activity, five of which were associated with the Funnel Beaker 
culture (Midgley 1992). The first two episodes were each 
linked to the clear remains of two causewayed enclosures. The 
characteristic feature of these structures is the presence of one 
or more parallel rows of system-ditches that may or may not 
be accompanied along their inner edge by traces of one or 
more palisades (Fig. 12.1).

The earlier of the two causewayed enclosures found at 
Sarup dates from the Fuchsberg phase, c. 3400 cal BC, and is 
referred to as Sarup I. This was the period when dolmens were 
built. The later structure, referred to as Sarup II, has been 
dated to the Klintebakken phase, c. 3200 cal BC. This was 
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when the passage graves, much more complicated megalithic 
structures than the simpler dolmens, were constructed.

The ditch systems – the characteristic feature of causewayed 
enclosures – were rectangular in form, usually 5m wide on the 
surface, 5–20m long, and with an average depth of c. 1m. 
Their base was always horizontal with a width of at least 1m. 
The depth could, however, vary considerably from 0.2m to 
almost 2m, even in ditches located in the same area. There 
appears to have been a requirement for an approximately 
uniform size in plan, but great flexibility with respect to how 
deep the ditches should be dug (Andersen 1997, 47, fig. 47, 
71, fig. 87).

A remarkable discovery resulting from our studies of 
sections through the ditch systems was that only one out of 
more than 80 ditches showed evidence of silting lines, i.e. fine 
layers formed by sand that had trickled down the side walls 
(Andersen 1997, 48, fig. 49). These silting lines are the result 
of the effects of wind, rain or desiccation by the sun on the 
side walls of the ditch systems, loosening the sand and causing 
it to run down and be deposited at the base. Our experience 
from archaeological excavations shows that these layers can 
be formed in the course of only a few hours. Why did we not 
find traces of these silting lines in more system-ditches? All 
the ditches did, however, show clear evidence of intentional 
backfilling, with the fills comprised of a heterogeneous mixture 
of the sand and gravel that had been dug out when they were 
cut. The layers of backfill showed no traces of natural, long-
term accumulation and no silting lines, and must therefore be 
interpreted as the result of an intentional, short-term activity.

In the author’s opinion, these observations must indicate 
that the ditch systems were cut very rapidly and, significantly, 
also quickly backfilled with the earth that was dug from them. 
The absence of silting lines shows that these activities must 
have taken place over the course of only a few days, in which 
case the work could only have been accomplished through 
the involvement of a large number of individuals. The ditch 
segments appear to have been back-filled completely as a 
single operation. Some of them were subsequently recut, 
but here too, there is no evidence of silting lines and it must 
therefore be presumed that they again only stood open for a 
very short period of time.

Only a few objects were deposited at the bottom of the 
ditch segments at Sarup. These included human and animal 
bones, both of which are poorly preserved due to the sandy 
soils, as well as fragments of pottery vessels, deliberately 
selected potsherds, axes and fragments of quern stones. In 
some places, there were also the remains of fires.

The swiftly backfilled ditch segments were subsequently 
subjected to repeated episodes of recutting, after which 
depositions also took place before the ditches were again 
quickly backfilled. These recutting episodes continued until 
the end of the Funnel Beaker culture, c. 2800 BC. Each recut 
lay within the original confines of the ditch segment and 

Fig. 12.1: Plan of the two causewayed enclosures at Sarup. Sarup 
I, which is dated to the Fuchsberg phase – c. 3400 cal BC, had an 
elongated oval form enclosing c. 8.5ha. It consisted of: a palisade 
(a); an entrance area (b) with a narrow 1.6m wide passage; and 
two rows of ditch segments (c), to which were attached a number of 
enclosures. Sarup II, which is dated to the Klintebakke phase – c. 
3200 cal BC, had a triangular form, framing the point of the sandy 
promontory. It consisted of a broad belt of posts (d) and two rows of 
ditch segments (e), the inner row of which was framed by enclosures
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none of them went deeper than any previous cuts. In some 
way or other there must have been a clear recollection of the 
history of each ditch segment that extended over centuries. 
The ditch segments were laid out initially according to a strict 
pre-determined ground plan; they were then swiftly backfilled 
and subsequently enjoyed a long afterlife involving many 
individual episodes of recutting.

The 572m long palisade associated with Sarup I also had 
a remarkable history as its many posts were left leaning in 
different directions. This shows that the earth had not been 
compacted around them when the palisade was abandoned 
and the 1290 radially-cloven posts, each weighing perhaps 
250kg, remained in the excavated trench (Andersen 1997, 
29–34). Fragments of numerous pottery vessels, lumps of 
burnt remains of fires and of heavily burnt bones, including a 
human bone, had been placed by the palisade.

During excavation, two-thirds of the internal surface of 
Sarup I was exposed and Sarup II was uncovered in its entirety. 
In both areas, pits were found containing items including 
complete vessels, intentionally fragmented pots, flint axes, 
a ceremonial axe, charred grain and burnt bones. Two large 
postholes on the surface within Sarup II contained the burnt 
bones of a young woman (Andersen 1997, 86; 1999, 250–
251). These were very fragmented and only comprised one-
tenth of the expected quantity from the skeleton. The bones 
were dry when they were burnt, indicating that the girl’s 
corpse had been defleshed many years prior to the burning of 
her skeleton, perhaps more than ten years before (Wahl 2009, 
730). Here, we see the remains of a young woman that, before 
being burnt and finally deposited at Sarup II, were buried for 
a number of years in one or more other places. Her bones 
must have been distributed between several different localities 
and they provide evidence of a complicated and protracted 
burial ritual.

The construction of Sarup I must have required long-term 
planning and the participation of hundreds of people. It has 
been calculated that 2000m3 of earth were excavated from the 
ditch segments and palisade trenches, and 3400 tree trunks 
were procured and prepared. As almost no contemporary 
flint axes were found at the site, the posts must have been 
worked elsewhere and then brought there. If we assume that 
a Neolithic person could excavate 1m3 of earth a day, then 
1500m3 alone were dug out of the ditch systems at Sarup. 
Then, over the course of a brief period (probably only a few 
days), this material was quickly thrown back into the ditches. 
At least 1000 people must have taken part in this activity. 
In addition, further work was required to obtain the many 
wooden posts for the palisade, and dig their post-pits, as 
well as clearing vegetation, tree stumps, etc., from the sandy 
promontory.

The excavations at Sarup have demonstrated that the 
periods of dolmen and passage grave construction also 
saw the building of very large and complex causewayed 

enclosures, which required the involvement, organisation, 
and coordination of numerous individuals. They also showed 
that a number of spectacular activities took place at the site. 
These must have involved long-term planning, together with 
the gathering and final deposition of a number of often 
intentionally fragmented objects that could previously have 
been part of ceremonies carried out elsewhere. The activities at 
Sarup, involving the brief gathering of a large body of people 
who were to carry out a number of special and physically 
demanding activities, must have given the participants a kind 
of “flashbulb memory”, that is: a vivid collective memory, 
common to a large number of people, of a brief but very 
striking event, which is both very clear and remains in their 
consciousness for a very long time, perhaps for generations. 
Modern-day examples are the assassination of President John 
F. Kennedy or 9/11 (Noble 2006, 70).

The Sarup area
After concluding the excavations at Sarup in 1984, it was 
decided to investigate the nature of the relationship between 
the site and the megalithic structures and possible settlements 
within the local Sarup area. Consequently, an area of 4 × 5km, 
with Sarup at the centre, was selected for a regional study. The 
watercourse Hårby Å flows through the middle of the area, in 
a river valley with flat, sandy terrain and extensive wetlands. 
To the east and west, areas of high ground delimit the area 
(Fig. 12.2).

Fig. 12.2: The study area for the Sarup project, showing the location 
of the Sarup site, the 125 damaged megalithic monuments (red dots), 
contemporary settlements (brown areas) and significant localities 
mentioned in the text
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Studies of the area began with an examination of previously 
recorded monuments reported to the national register of 
ancient monuments. For the Neolithic, this comprised a 
scheduled dolmen, two damaged megalithic structures, a stone 
cist from the Late Neolithic, and a Neolithic settlement (the 
actual Sarup site). We then began a field-walking survey of all 
accessible areas and studied aerial photographs, some taken 
by ourselves and others from public archives. Antiquarian 
collectors and farmers with collections of artefacts were visited 
and their finds from the area were recorded. Most recently, 
we have used geomagnetic survey, which appears to be well-
suited to locating megalithic structures. Samples were taken 
from a nearby lake, Sarup Sø, for pollen analysis, providing 
vegetation data for the entire area (Rasmussen et al. 2002).

In the course of this data collection, almost 10,000 artefacts 
have been recorded from the c. 20km2 area, and just under 
1000 prehistoric structures have been noted, ranging in date 
from the Late Palaeolithic to the Viking Age. Of particular 
interest is the fact that about 80 settlements belonging to the 
Funnel Beaker culture have been located. Half of these can 
be dated to the same period as Sarup I and II, and traces of 
125 ploughed-out megalithic structures have been found, 
compared to previous records of only three.

Between 1985 and 2012, 16 excavation campaigns were 
completed, some of which extended over several years. 
Traces of 31 megalithic structures were uncovered and 
examined, in addition to two early Neolithic long barrows 
– barkær structures – parts of numerous settlements, and a 
sacrificial site. This extensive body of material is now under 
investigation. Just over 410,000 Neolithic artefacts, including 
the finds from Sarup, have now been recorded from this area.

The field surveys revealed that the megalithic structures 
appeared to lie in clusters. Consequently, when selecting sites 
for excavation, it was decided to give the highest priority to 
uncovering entire complexes. The intention was to find out 
which types of megalithic structure were located together, 
how they related to one another, and also how they related 
to structures in other areas covered by the project and to 
the findings from the Sarup site. In the following section, 
preliminary results will be presented from three of the 
investigated areas.

1: Sarup Gamle Skole
Directly to the south of the Sarup causewayed enclosures 
are several clusters of megalithic structures, one of which 
we uncovered (location shown on Fig. 12.2, and detail on 
Fig. 12.3). It lies on a slope running down to Hårby Å, and 
our field-walking identified evidence of three megalithic 
structures. On excavation, however, we found remains of a 
non-megalithic grave (A 1), three dolmen chambers (A 2, A 
3, and A 34), a trapezoid post-built enclosure (A 4), ditch 
segments from a causewayed enclosure (A 33) and a couple 
of small passage-grave chambers in a long barrow (B). These 

represent very different types of structure, and they produced 
a finds assemblage contemporary with Sarup I and II.

The earliest structure in the complex is the non-megalithic 
grave (A 1); unfortunately, there are no finds associated 
with this. From the Fuchsberg phase, the time of Sarup I, c. 
3400 cal BC, there is the trapezoid enclosure (A 4) that had 
surrounded a small dolmen chamber of early type (A 3). The 
trapezoid enclosure consisted of a foundation trench with clear 
traces of posts. The enclosure was 58m long, 7.2m wide at the 
west, and 11.2m wide at the east. A 23m long foundation 
trench connected it with wetland areas along Hårby Å. In 
several places, pottery from the Fuchsberg phase was placed 
up against the enclosure. The enclosure corresponds to a type 
of structure that was widespread in parts of Northern and 
Western Europe, i.e. the Niedzwiedz type (Rzepecki 2011). 
There was no earthen mound within the enclosure, but at its 
centre was a small dolmen (A 3).

Coeval with this enclosure were the ditch segments of 
another causewayed enclosure (A 33). On the base of one 
of the ditch segments, a small stone dolmen was found with 
external dimensions of 0.68 × 1.09m and internal dimensions 

Fig. 12.3. The locality of Sarup Gamle Skole, where traces were 
uncovered of: an earthen grave (A 1); three dolmens (A 2, A 3, 
and A 34); a post-built enclosure (A 4) with a fence running to the 
watercourse Hårby Å; two passage graves in a long barrow (B); and 
ditch segments belonging to a causewayed enclosure (A 33)
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of 0.31 × 0.57m (Fig. 12.4). The capstone of the dolmen was 
missing but its base was covered, as at other dolmens, with a 
layer of burnt flint. The fill of the chamber contained three 
potsherds, and along the outer western side of the dolmen a 
further 148 sherds from the same vessel were found at various 
levels. These sherds came from one quarter of a funnel beaker 
that originally stood 23.5cm tall. They mostly measured c. 2 × 
3cm: that is, they were intentionally fragmented (Fig. 12.5). 
It is remarkable that a quarter of a pottery vessel, intentionally 
broken down into small pieces, was taken to this small dolmen 

in order to be placed along its western side while it was being 
covered with earth (Andersen 2009, 30–32, figs 7–19; 2012, 
15–16, Figs 7–8). Here, we see evidence of activities of a 
type that also took place at the Sarup causewayed site, i.e. 
rapid backfilling of ditch segments, but here the backfilling 
apparently took place around a small dolmen up against which 
small potsherds from the same vessel were placed during the 
course of the process. These finds demonstrate close contact 
between ditch segments and dolmens.

Subsequently, two dolmens, A 2 and A 34, were constructed 
at the site. Both of these stood in isolation and there was no 
mound or barrow around them. The sherds found associated 
with the dolmens show that they were reused during a later 
part of the Funnel Beaker culture. Finally, in the northern 
part, a couple of small, round passage-grave chambers were 
built that were covered by an elongated earthen mound with 
kerbstones (Fig. 12.3B).

At this location, therefore, we see that from the Fuchsberg 
phase until the Klintebakken phase, people returned 
repeatedly to construct various types of structures.

2: Strandby Skovgrave
Field-walking indicated the presence of two megalithic 
structures, but on excavation we found four megalithic 
monuments on a low sandy promontory, surrounded by 
wetlands, located a couple of kilometres southeast of Sarup 
(location see Fig. 12.2; detailed plan Fig. 12.6). To the east was 
an isolated dolmen with a short passage (D I). Eight metres 
to the west of this was a 9 × 37m long barrow with earthen 
fill, enclosing a small circular passage grave (D II), and in 
its northern part traces of a small cist (D IIN). Ten metres 
further west, and parallel with it, was another long barrow. 
This had no earthen fill, but it was bounded by kerbstones 
and at its centre had once stood a dolmen (D III); 3.8m to 
the west of this there was a large isolated polygonal dolmen 
chamber without earthen mound (D IV).

Excavations revealed that an extremely complex sequence 
that could be separated into several construction phases. 
The first building activity comprised a rectangular post-built 
enclosure, measuring 8.5 × 25m, located in D III. In the 
middle of this enclosure, there was a straight row of head-sized 
stones. On the outside of the enclosure, a couple of pottery 
vessels were found belonging to the Fuchsberg phase: these 
are probably of the same date as the construction. It seems 
that the cist (D IIN) in the north end of long barrow D II is 
contemporary with the enclosure. The cist contained a few 
sherds from a funnel-necked beaker, corresponding to those 
of the Fuchsberg phase. This construction was surrounded by 
a circle of head-sized stones.

The next activity to take place was the construction of a 
stone setting – a kerb – in D III, encompassing the area of the 
earlier post-built enclosure. At the centre with this structure, 
which was not covered by an earthen mound, a dolmen 

Fig. 12.4: Mini dolmen with an extent of c. 1m, positioned on the base 
of system-ditch A 33 at Sarup Gamle Skole. Seen from the west

Fig. 12.5: Reconstruction drawing of a quarter of a 23.5cm tall 
funnel-necked beaker found in the form of many small sherds that, lay 
particularly along the west side of the mini dolmen – see Fig. 12.4. 
(Drawing: Louise Hilmar, Moesgård)
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chamber was built. Over the course of several hundred 
years, a number of beautifully decorated pottery vessels were 
deposited on both sides of the kerb. Concurrently with this 
construction, dolmen chamber D IV was possibly built to the 
west of it.

The dolmen located towards the east, D I, which has a 
passage, is typologically later than the two aforementioned 
chambers. Similarly, the earliest pottery from the structure 
dates from the Klintebakken phase, i.e. from the time of 
Sarup II, or 3200 cal BC. Also dating from this time is the 
small passage grave that was positioned in an earthen long 
barrow framed with a kerb – D II. 

As at Sarup Gamle Skole, we see yet again that, over the 
course of a couple of hundred years, people returned to the 

same place in order to extend megalithic structures, or to 
build new ones from scratch.

3: Damsbo
This locality lies on steep westward-sloping terrain facing 
open water where, between 2003 and 2008, it proved 
possible to uncover and excavate an area of 1.5ha (for 
location see Fig. 12.2; detailed plan Fig. 12.7). Prior to 
excavation, field-walking located traces of five megalithic 
structures, but excavation revealed the presence of nine 
monuments. These comprised: three long dolmens (A 2, 
A 6, and A 121); four isolated dolmens (A 3, A 5, A 32, 
and A 38); and two passage graves (A 1 and A 4). Due to 
soil erosion and cultivation, the structures were very badly 

Fig. 12.6: The locality of Strandby Skovgrave, situated on a low islet surrounded by wetlands. To the east were the remains of a dolmen with a 
passage (D I); to the west of this a stone-set long barrow with a small passage-grave chamber (D II) and parts of a cist (D IIN). Further to the west 
was an elongated construction bounded by large stones that, in turn, enclosed an earlier post-built enclosure. In the middle of this were traces of a 
dolmen (D III), and to the west of it traces of a polygonal dolmen (D IV)
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damaged, especially on their western sides, whereas the east 
was better preserved.

During the course of extended and meticulous excavations 
it became apparent that two of the long dolmens (A 2 and 
A 121), as well as one of the passage graves (A 1), had been 
constructed on the sites of Neolithic longhouses. The house 
remains were difficult to recognise, and it is possible that 
we have overlooked these very faint post traces in other 
excavations. All three houses yielded finds from the Fuchsberg 
phase, although these were few in number, in contrast to other 
sites with, dark, cultural deposits rich in finds. It is remarkable 
that the chambers in long dolmens A 2 and A 121 were each 
positioned between a pair of roof-bearing posts. This is a 
phenomenon also seen in the non-megalithic earthen graves 
located in slightly earlier long barrows (Eriksen and Andersen 
2014, chap. 9; Andersen 2015).

Another exciting discovery during the excavation was the 
remains of passage grave A 1 (Fig. 12.8). This covered the 
traces of a house that lay immediately west of the chamber. 
It is interesting that a kind of spiral of head-sized stones had 
been laid around the chamber of the passage grave. Next to 
some of these stones lay sherds of beautifully decorated pottery 

vessels. These had been intentionally brought to the spot as 
parts of vessels that subsequently were fragmented into small 
pieces and placed here, as a rule with the vessel’s handle or lug 
positioned uppermost in the sherd heap (Andersen 2013b). 
It is also interesting that there was a circle of monoliths 
outside the kerbstones, as seen for example at the Irish site 
of Newgrange and the Scottish site of Clava (Bradley 2011).

The excavation of Damsbo, with its 47,800 finds, has not 
yet been processed and analysed. Nevertheless, developments 
seem to have occurred along virtually the same lines as at the 
two previously-mentioned localities, Sarup and Strandby, 
although Damsbo has no traces of post-built enclosures. 
There are, however, remains of three houses that are 
contemporary with post-built structures elsewhere. Damsbo 
appears to include two groups of megalithic structures, each 
of which consists of a long dolmen, two isolated chambers 
and a passage grave. The southernmost is a cluster consisting 
of structures A 6, A 5, A 38, and A 4, and to the north of these 
is a cluster comprised of structures A 2, A 3, A 32, and A 1. 
The northernmost long dolmen A 121 has been only partially 
excavated and could actually be part of a cluster of structures 
in the neighbouring field.

The megalithic structures of the Sarup area
The investigations at these three localities, Sarup Gamle 
Skole, Strandby Skovgrave, and Damsbo, show that in each 

Fig. 12.7: The investigated area at Damsbo where traces were found 
of: three long dolmens (A 2, A 6, and A 121); four isolated dolmens 
(A 3, A 5, A 32, and A 38); and two passage graves (A 1 and A 4). 
Structures A 1, A 2, and A 121 were placed on the sites of earlier 
two-aisled longhouses

Fig. 12.8: The site of passage grave A 1 at Damsbo. The chamber of 
the central passage grave was surrounded by a spiral of head-sized 
stones (grey) that, in turn, was bounded by a row of kerbstones (black). 
Outside the mound traces of a ring of monoliths were seen (black) – 
only preserved in the eastern half. The passage grave had been placed 
over the post-holes (pink) of a two-aisled longhouse (dotted line)
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case there was a cluster of megalithic structures, and that they 
lay very close together, even though there was ample room 
for them to be much more widely spaced. All the investigated 
clusters are also close to wetland areas that they either face 
towards, down-slope, or are enclosed within.

In two of the areas, the sequence of monuments begins 
with a post-built elongated enclosure, while at the third, 
Damsbo, there are several longhouses. Subsequently, 
elongated structures, marked out with large stones, were built 
around the houses at Damsbo and the post-built enclosure 
at Strandby Skovgrave: at the centre of these was placed a 
dolmen chamber. There were no earthen mounds within these 
stone settings. The next construction phase at all the localities 
appears to have comprised the building of two isolated 
dolmens, also without an earthen mound. Finally, a passage 
grave was added to each cluster. At Damsbo, this lay within an 
earthen round barrow, while at the two other localities there 
were stone-enclosed earthen long barrows. It is important 
to note that only the passage-grave structures were located 
within earthen mounds.

Even though this project was restricted to a limited area 
around Sarup, it did reveal individual differences between 
both the clusters and the individual structures. However, a 
pattern also emerged whereby people returned to the same 
place approximately every 50 years in order to engage – jointly 
– in the building of a megalithic structure. It is important to 
point out that each cluster was established during or a little 
before the time when the earliest dolmens were constructed 
and that their positions were then maintained over 200 years 
of building activity. This pattern of territorial organisation 
seems to have been very constant and consistent, and may 
have been associated with the idea(s) that lay at the very 
foundation of the centrally located causewayed enclosures.

The ditch segments at Sarup saw a corresponding pattern 
of repeated behaviour, with people returning to the same 
ditch. It is hoped that future analyses, not least of the richly 
decorated pottery, will be able to provide some hints as to how 
the structures and the relationships between them should be 
interpreted.

The investigations at Sarup demonstrate that important 
information can be obtained when large areas are stripped 
around megalithic structures that are discovered during 
fieldwalking. On the excavation of sites identified by 
field survey, we discovered several additional features and 
structures that were not initially visible, thereby obtaining a 
very different picture of these monuments and their mutual 
interrelationships.

It seems likely that the same pattern that has emerged for the 
Sarup area occurs elsewhere, but intensive studies are required 
to confirm this supposition. Fieldwalking and geophysical 
survey carried out at Snave, c. 5km west of Sarup, has shown 
the similar occurrence of a series of clusters comprised of long 
barrows, free-standing dolmens and passage graves.

In the light of the results from the Sarup area, we need 
to recognise that we are only just beginning to gain insight 
into the settlement patterns associated with megalithic 
monuments. Extensive excavation activity and detailed 
analyses are required to provide an appropriate and 
satisfactory body of evidence that can be used as a basis for 
further interpretations of the social and territorial significance 
of these monuments. The Sarup area should probably not be 
seen as anything extraordinary, but simply as a reminder of 
how much material evidence is required before we have an 
adequate basis for a description of these Neolithic monuments 
and their mutual interrelationships. 

The causewayed enclosures and megalithic structures of 
the Sarup area – conclusion
A brief account has been given above of the preliminary 
findings of the Sarup project. These reveal an area in which 
three causewayed enclosures were built between about 3400 
and 3200 cal BC, and where about 125 megalithic monuments 
were constructed. The investigations show that a number of 
activities took place at these monuments. In the case of the 
causewayed enclosures, those appear to have been of very short 
duration but also very spectacular, commanding the active 
involvement of at least a thousand individuals, as explained 
above. Subsequently, the sites lay unused for long periods. 
However, it should be noted that selected ditch segments saw 
repeated recutting, during which new material was deposited 
and then quickly covered when the ditches were backfilled. 
The finds from causewayed enclosures often appear to have 
been intentionally fragmented, and some of them were in 
circulation for a long time prior to their final deposition at 
these sites. These causewayed enclosures were places to which 
people returned, even after intervals of several centuries.

In contrast to causewayed enclosures, which were built 
of earth and wood, the megalithic monuments were built of 
more durable materials, namely large stones and earth. In the 
Sarup area, we can see that they were divided into numerous 
clusters. Each of these had a long history during which, over 
the course of a couple of hundred years, the same restricted 
area was repeatedly returned to in order to construct a new 
megalithic monument. Within and beside the megalithic 
monuments we find evidence that intentionally fragmented 
material, most often pottery, was deposited. Here people did 
not, as has been assumed elsewhere, deposit intact pottery 
vessels containing food for their dead relatives who were 
interred in the megalithic chambers.

There is also the question of the extent to which complete 
corpses were originally interred in the megalithic chambers. 
There is much evidence to suggest that only parts of the 
deceased individuals were deposited, and that these parts 
could have been in circulation for quite a while before their 
transfer to a megalithic monument (Eriksen and Andersen 
2014, chap. 21; Mischka 2011).
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Gradually, we see the emergence of conformity between 
some of the activities that took place at the causewayed 
enclosures and those that were carried out at the megalithic 
monuments. In both places, parts of corpses appear to 
have been deposited that could already have been of some 
considerable age prior to deposition, and activities involving 
intentional fragmentation of the material also appear to be 
the same. Causewayed enclosures were, not least, used by a 
large number of people gathered for one major memorable 
ceremony, whereas megalithic monuments probably saw 
repeated gatherings of more local groups drawn from a more 
restricted area.
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Two types of megaliths and an unusual dolmen  
at Lønt, Denmark
Anne Birgitte Gebauer

Abstract
This paper considers the architecture at the megalithic 
cemetery of Lønt, located on the south shore of Haderslev 
Fjord in south-eastern Jutland. First, it is argued that two levels 
of social identity may be reflected in the spatial distribution 
of the tombs, as well as in construction techniques and use of 
raw materials, occurring at both a cemetery wide level, and in 
relation to groups of tombs within the cemetery. Secondly, an 
unusual dolmen with a hut-like superstructure is presented. 
The dolmen was covered by a sand and stone pavement, but 
no mound. 

Finally, it is suggested that a more competitive social 
environment developed during the construction period of 
the cemetery. Following a period of gradual erection of the 
earlier monuments, about half of the eleven tombs at the Lønt 
cemetery were built during the Middle Neolithic A period Ib. 
At the same time, the size of the monuments and the amount 
of labour invested in them increased. In addition, the burial 
rituals changed from being public and short-term into more 

extended rituals that took place inside the chambers, hidden 
from the public, suggesting a changing relationship between 
the living and the dead.

Keywords: Neolithic, Funnel Beaker period, Denmark. Lønt, 
megalithic cemetery, construction techniques, use of raw 
materials, dolmen without a mound, social identity, social 
competition

Megaliths at Lønt
Megalithic monuments are a particular type of architecture 
that embody or materialise different aspects of a belief and 
thought system. Megalithic tombs are also ritual structures 
erected to connect the tangible world of the living with the 
intangible world of spiritual forces. This paper will consider 
the architecture at a megalithic cemetery called Lønt, located 
on the south shore of Haderslev Fjord in south-eastern 
Jutland (Fig. 13.1). Firstly, it is argued that the choices in 
design and raw materials express the social identity of the 
group using the cemetery. Secondly, we note the presence of 
an unusual dolmen at the site; and, thirdly, it is argued that 
the accessibility of the monuments and the complexity of 
rites materialised in the architecture indicate a change in the 
funerary ceremonies and in the relationship between the living 
and the dead. This change in the social dynamics towards a 
more competitive social environment is also reflected in the 
increasing investment of labour in the later monuments.

Lønt is located in an area rich in megalithic graves: 150 tombs 
are recorded in the region of Haderslev Næs (Jørgensen 1983a, 
50). Adjacent to the megalithic tombs are two causewayed 
enclosures: the Lønt enclosure situated on a promontory below 
the megaliths about 250m to the north, and the Langelandsvej 
enclosure 600m to the west (Fig. 13.2). Five of the Lønt tombs 
were investigated during the 19th century. Between the years 
1973 and 1987, Jørgensen excavated all of the tombs, as well 
as parts of the causewayed enclosure (Jørgensen 1983; 1983b; 
1988a; 1988b; 1994; 2000; 2003). The tight cluster of 11 tombs 
at Lønt forms a distinct megalithic necropolis with a maximum 
distance between any two tombs of 180m. In comparison, the 
three nearest megaliths in the area are located between 1.5km 
and 3km away. The cemetery itself is divided into four groups 
of tombs. The structures are located on gentle elevations in the 
landscape without any indication that the topography dictated Fig. 13.1: Map of Denmark showing the location of Lønt
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this spatial arrangement of the tombs (Fig. 13.3). The northern 
group (tombs 8–10, Fig. 13.4) and the middle group (tombs 
11–12, Fig. 13.5) are both made up of two round dolmens 
and a passage grave. The southern group of tombs is a long 
dolmen integrating two round dolmens, a great dolmen, and 
a small passage grave (tomb 13.1–4, Fig. 13.6) (Bradley 1998, 
65; Ebbesen 2011, 141; Jørgensen 1988; 1988b; 2000, 95; 
Midgley 1992, 345; Skaarup 1993, 109). The fourth unit at 
Lønt is a passage grave, tomb 14, placed centrally in a long 
mound and located by itself at some distance from the other 
tombs (Fig. 13.3). 

The chronology of the cemetery is based on the typology 
of the chambers and the pottery styles, although the analysis 
of the ceramic depositions at the tombs is ongoing. The first 
construction at the cemetery begins with the building of 
tombs 8 and 9 in the northern group and tomb 12 in the 
middle group, in the late early Neolithic, EN II, between 
3500 and 3300 BC. During the period of MNA Ia, 3300–
3200 BC, two more tombs are added: number 11a in the 
middle group, and the first grave in the southern group, 
number 13.1. The second round dolmen in the southern 
group, tomb 13.2, was built either in period MNA Ia or Ib. 
Finally in MNA Ib, 3200–3100 BC, five chambers with a 
passage are constructed (Fig. 13.3).

Expressions of common identity at cemetery level
The immediate visual impression of the cemetery is that of an 
entity with four subdivisions (Fig. 13.3). The most obvious 
interpretation of this spatial pattern is that the cemetery 
as a whole, and the individual units, reflect two levels of 
social organisation. This assumption is supported by micro-
traditions in the architecture (Table 13.1) (Gebauer in prep.). 
Features that characterise the entire cemetery include: a 
similar orientation of all entrances between south-south-east 
and south; the use of drywall in all chambers; the sinking of 
the floors into the ground by 0.2–0.5m; and the paving of 
all floors with burned flint, supplemented in a few chambers 
with red sandstone tiles and clay. In addition the packing 
surrounding all of the chambers includes clay, either pure clay 
or a combination of clay, stones and flint.

None of these features is unique to Lønt: they are within 
the range of building techniques and materials normally 
used for megalith construction in Denmark (Gebauer in 
prep.). However, the uniformity of these features among 11 
monuments is unusual. Similar selections of raw materials for 
the packing around the chambers occur at only 11% of Danish 
megalithic tombs (Ebbesen 2011, 268). Likewise, the same 
choice of floor materials is only found at one-third of Danish 
megaliths (Ebbesen 2011, 276). Similar local traditions in the 
choice of floor materials are also found in megalithic tombs in 
Schleswig-Holstein (Schafferer 2011).

Expressions of group identity 
A couple of architectural features relate to only one of the 
subgroups at Lønt. Probably the strongest expression of group 
identity is the integration of all four tombs in the southern 
group into one big monument (Fig. 13.6). The chambers 
in this group share a floor design involving a step down of 
0.2–0.5m at the entrance to the chambers, demarcating a 

Fig. 13.2: Map of the Lønt area showing the megalithic cemetery. Lønt 
enclosure no. I: 250m to the north. Langelandsvej enclosure no. II: 
600m west of Lønt. (Based on Jørgensen 2000, 102 fig. 56. Drawing: 
Jørgen Andersen, Museum Sønderjylland)

Fig. 13.3: The Lønt cemetery with four groups of tombs. To the 
north – tombs 8–10; in the middle – tombs 11, 11a, 12; and to the 
south – tomb 13.1–4; in addition to the eastern passage grave (tomb 
14). Tombs built in MNA Ib 3200–3100 BC are circled. (Based on 
drawing by E. Jørgensen, graphics by T. D. Price)
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sunken area for the ancestors. This special design is related to 
the interior of the tombs, invisible to the outside world and 
perhaps only known to the builders and users of the tombs 
(Sjögren 2003, 287). Only a few other Danish megaliths 
have a similar entrance to the chamber (Ebbesen 2011, 256). 
Furthermore, red sandstone tiles were only used in addition 
to burned flint as flooring material in the two dolmens in the 
middle group and at the eastern passage grave. Lastly, rare 
phenomena in the form of sidewalks of crushed flint were 
surrounding tombs 9 and 10 in the northern group (Fig. 
13.4). A stone layer around tomb 8 might represent a similar 
pavement or perhaps stones eroded from the original mound 
surface. 

Thus, interior as well as exterior design features of the 
tombs and the choice of raw materials might express identity 
at the level of the individual tomb groups, but might also 
serve as an indication of a shared cemetery-wide identity.

The unusual dolmen 
The central monument in the middle group (tomb 11a) is an 
unusual tomb combining both wood and stone constructions 
(Fig. 13.5). The large chamber, measuring 5 × 2m in size, 
was sealed: it was constructed of eight stones, two on each 
side, with a floor made of clay, red sandstone tiles, and 
white burned flint (Jørgensen 2000, 96; 2003). Grave 
goods included a polished, thin-butted flint axe, a transverse 
arrowhead, a blade knife, and a couple of amber beads, as 
well as a few non-descript potsherds: these objects date from 

EN–MNA I. The chamber was supported by a 1m thick wall 
of pure clay, and surrounded by a low mound and a stone 
circle, 8m in diameter. A timber fence was detected about 2m 
outside of the stone circle (Figs 13.7 and 13.8). In the area 
between the stone circle and the fence, about 29 pots were 
placed at regular intervals in a ring around the tomb. Some 
of the pots were pedestalled bowls in Troldebjerg style, dating 
the tomb to MNA Ia (3300–3200 BC). 

The circular pattern of the pottery deposition is unique 
to tomb 11a and tomb 13.1 at Lønt (Figs 13.6 and 13.7) 
(Jørgensen 1988a). Moreover, the combination of a sealed 
chamber and pottery offerings is beyond the norm elsewhere, 
even more so because pedestalled bowls are primarily related to 
rites at passage graves and cult houses (Andersen 1999, 142).

A circular, hut-like structure with wattle-and-daub walls 
surrounded the chamber on top of the low mound (Figs 13.7 
and 13.8) (Jørgensen 2000, 96; 2003). The wall was evidenced 
by a narrow foundation trench with traces of woodwork 
and lumps of daub and raw clay. A patch of charcoal with 
a radiating structure was interpreted as part of a straw roof, 
but could also be part of the wall structure. Three fragments 
of burned, thin-butted, flint axes were found inside. The hut-
like structure was eventually burned down and sealed with a 
pile of sand and a stone pavement, 12–14m in diameter.

Apparently the tomb was forgotten during the Neolithic: 
the northern side of the structure was disturbed by the passage 
grave, tomb 11 (Fig. 13.5). When other megaliths at Lønt 
were recorded in the nineteenth century, this tomb likewise 

Fig. 13.4: The northern group: two round dolmens, tombs 8 and 9; 
and a passage grave tomb 10. Pavements of crushed flint surround 
tombs 9 and 10. (Drawing by E. Jørgensen)

Fig. 13.5: The middle group: above – a passage grave, tomb 11; below 
– the dolmen with the circular wooden structure, tomb 11a. (Drawing 
by E. Jørgensen)
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went undetected. It was only discovered in 1987, in the 
course of excavation of tomb 11. 

The circular shape of the hut-like structure is peculiar 
and without parallels in the Southern Scandinavian Funnel 
Beaker Culture. Laporte and Trinevez (2004) have suggested 
that domestic houses and grain silos might – at certain 
times – be the model for houses for the dead. Contemporary 
domestic houses in southern Scandinavia are, however, oval 
to rectangular, and the cult houses are U-shaped or square 
(Anderson et al. 2004, 149; Becker 1996, 321; Jensen 2001, 
285ff). The grain silo model also finds no other example in 
the Danish Neolithic. At Sarup, wattle and daub structures 
are only associated with a few ovens, but not with grain silos 
(Andersen 1999, 76f, 80f, 254f ). 

The excavator interpreted all the features as part of one 
monument (Jørgensen 2000, 96; 2003). However, it is 
difficult to verify the non-lithic structures. In contrast to the 
interpretation suggested in the reconstructions (Figs 13.7 
and 13.8), the stone pavement surrounding the chamber was 
actually asymmetrical in relation to the circle of kerbstones 

(Fig. 13.5). Thus the stone pavement might represent a younger 
phase of the monument, possibly including the circular 
wattle-and-daub structure. Circular, but more substantial, 
wooden structures are found in relation to some graves from 
the Battle Axe culture (Andersen 1999, 357f, 374; Hansen 
and Rostholm 1993, 118) as well as some Late Neolithic and 
Bronze Age mounds (Asingh 1987, 141ff). Neither period is, 
however, represented among the finds from this monument. 
Most likely the dolmen and the circular structure, which is 
centred at the chamber, are part of the same monument. Such 
a date is supported by the three fragments of burned, thin-
butted, flint axes dating from EN–MNA II of the Funnel 
Beaker culture, found on top of the chamber packing but 
inside the circular structure.

The excavator has provided two different interpretations 
of the dolmen, tomb 11a. The circular structure might have 
formed the actual roof of a stone chamber without capstones 
(Fig. 13.7). In this case, the structure served as a death house 
while the deceased was prepared for the final journey to 
the other world: it may also have been a place for worship 
(Jørgensen 2000, 96). Alternatively, the megalithic chamber 

Fig. 13.7: Reconstruction of the dolmen, tomb 11a, without capstone. 
The circular wattle and daub structure serves as a roof. Note the 
circular pottery deposition and the surrounding wooden fence. 
(Jørgensen 2000, 96, fig. 49. Drawing by Jørgen Andersen, Museum 
Sønderjylland)

Fig. 13.8: Reconstruction of the dolmen, tomb 11a, with capstone. 
The circular wattle and daub structure is built around the capstone. 
(Jørgensen 2003, cover image of Skalk 2003(2). Drawing by Jørgen 
Kragelund, Skalk)

Fig. 13.6: The southern group: long 
dolmen no. 13 with four chambers, 
tomb 13.1–4. Distribution of pottery 
depositions is marked by red dots. 
Note the circular pottery deposition 
along the perimeter of tomb 13.1. 
(Jørgensen 1988a, 13. Drawing by 
Jørgen Kraglund, Skalk)
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might be covered by capstones: the circular structure was then 
built on top of the finished dolmen as a temporary cult house 
to the ancestor(s) (Fig. 13.8) (Jørgensen 2003). In both cases 
a final severance of the deceased person(s) from the world of 
the living was marked by destruction of the house by fire. 
The monument was sealed off with a sand pile and stone 
pavement, but no mound was built to cover the site similar 
to that seen at several other dolmens (Eriksen and Andersen 
2015).

Regardless of which role the circular structure played in 
the funerary rites, the construction of this hut-like enclosure 
indicates a prolonged burial ritual, including a liminal phase, 
before the final departure of the deceased to the other world. 
A similar tradition is reflected in wooden structures found at 
a number of early Neolithic long barrows (Madsen 1979). 
These wooden constructions include tent-like or box-like 
superstructures over rectangular graves (such as at Asnæs 
(Gebauer 1990, 49f ) and Skibshøj (Madsen 1979, no. 9)), 
as well as U-shaped constructions (such as Rustrup 2 (Fischer 
1975, 54) and Strynø (Skaarup 1985, 337)), and rectangular 
wooden structures (such as Storgård IV (Kristensen and Kjaer 
1989, 72) and Bygholm Nørremark (Rønne 1979, 5, 7)) that 
might relate to neighbouring graves. The primary grave at 
Bygholm was placed inside a small oval house similar to the 
domestic houses (Rønne 1979, 5, 7). These structures all have 
that they only served a temporary purpose in the funerary 
rites in common: after some time, they were destroyed and 
the site was sealed with a pavement and/or a mound. A similar 
procedure was followed at the middle Neolithic cult houses 
from MNA I–III (Becker 1996, 340). The Lønt dolmen, tomb 

11a, forms a part of this tradition, but is unusual because of 
the relatively large megalithic chamber and the circular shape 
of the wooden structure, as well as the location of the hut-like 
arrangement on top of the chamber.

Simple and complex tombs
Differences in both the accessibility of the monuments, and 
in the complexity of the architecture, suggest that the Lønt 
tombs can be divided into two groups: a group of simple 
rectangular chambers without a passage, and a group of larger 
tombs with a passage, with the unusual dolmen and perhaps 
tomb 13.2 as intermediate forms (Table 13.1).

The group of simple tombs includes four monuments 
with small rectangular chambers 1.5–2.2m2 in size (Tombs 
8, 9, 12, 13.1). The size of the floor area and lack of any 
structural divisions of the floor indicate that the entire floor 
area was intended for funerary purposes. These chambers have 
no passage: they may have been sealed or semi-open, with a 
high threshold stone at one end of the chamber. Access to the 
chamber was from above (Eriksen 1980; Ebbesen 2011, 176; 
196). Closing the chamber with capstone(s) and erecting a 
mound surrounded by a stone circle marked the conclusion 
of the burial. As the final part of the funerary rites, pottery 
was deposited along the perimeter of the mound. The regular 
pattern of a circle of pots found at two of the monuments at 
Lønt (tomb 11a and 13.1) suggests that this was a one-time 
event, possibly celebrating the integration of the dead in the 
other world.

The primary function of these modest monuments was as a 
place of burial. The sequence of monument construction and 

Table 13.1: Construction details of the 11 tombs at Lønt
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funerary ceremonies seems to have been brief and continuous. 
Only two ritual zones were used: the funerary area in the 
centre, and the ceremonial area around the perimeter of the 
mound. Activities in both of these zones were public, in the 
sense that the central zone would be visible to mourners in 
the funerary party, and later attendance at the grave would be 
visible to the public in general.

The second group of monuments is more complex, 
including six tombs with a passage, and large chambers 
covering 4.5–8m2. The greater size and the presence of 
subdivisions of the floor area indicate a differentiation of the 
funerary functions. Combined with the permanent access 
through the passage, this suggests that the chambers were 
intended not only for funerary purposes, but also for worship 
and offerings. Although access was always possible, the long 
narrow crawl through a passage marked with intermittent 
thresholds shows that the dead were, in general, supposed to 
be left in peace (Holten 2009, 171). Probably only a select 
group of people were in charge of the continued relationship 
with the dead, perhaps with the use of relics to materialise the 
memory of the dead. 

A couple of architectural features reveal multistage 
construction of some or all of these monuments (Dehn 2015). 
The perimeter of the packing around three chambers was lined 
with bigger stones (tomb 10, 13.3, and 4). These could be a 
means of stabilising the packing, but it might also provide 
a kind of embellishment. Together with the substantial size 
of the packing, the larger stones suggest that the chambers 
were left freestanding for some time before the mound was 
constructed (Eriksen and Andersen 2015; Scarre 2015). 

At two passage graves, a wall-like circle of smaller stones was 
placed around the chamber in the area that was later covered 
by a mound (tomb 11 and 14) (Fig. 13.5). Similar concentric 
stone circles have been found at several other passage graves 
at different levels in the mound. The stone circles might be a 
means of controlling the processes of different stages of mound 
construction, as well as stabilising the mound fill. At the Tårup 
dolmen, in eastern Jutland in Denmark, the chamber might 
have been freestanding for some time prior to the building of 
a small, low mound lined with a wall-like construction of up 
to four layers of stones. The outer ring of kerbstones might 
have already been in place at this stage, before the final phase 
of the mound covered the chamber and the entire area inside 
the kerbstone circle (Holst 2006). At Klekkendehøj, Møn, 
Denmark, a stepwise mound construction was kept in place 
by pavements of smaller stones and circles of larger stones 
(Dehn et al. 2000, 48). Elsewhere, interior stone and timber 
circles clearly relate to activities prior to the mound building. 
At Vroue III, in northern Jutland in Denmark, two circles of 
burned timber logs surrounded the chamber (Jørgensen 1977, 
107). At a passage grave at Damsbo Mark, in southern Funen, 
Denmark, pottery depositions were made at three concentric 
stone circles surrounding the chamber (Andersen 2010, 12 fig. 

5). Burning of timber logs and depositions of pottery suggest 
that these circular structures were features incorporated in 
ceremonies related to sanctifying the monument or to some 
transitory rites, rather than functional aspects of the mound. 
No depositions were made at the stone circles found at two 
of the Lønt tombs: most likely they represent an intermediate 
stage in the mound construction. 

Eventually the monuments were completed with the 
final phase of the mound and a circle of kerbstones. Drywall 
presumably acted as an added support for the mound fill. 
Its use in relation to the kerbstones at some of the larger 
monuments suggests that these stone circles were erected 
in connection with the final mound phase (see Eriksen and 
Andersen 2015 for a different opinion). Large pottery offerings 
were deposited at the entrance, and sometimes opposite the 
entrance and towards the east as well (Fig. 13.6). At some of 
the tombs, a pavement of crushed flint defined a ceremonial 
area along the mound perimeter, similar to the way a timber 
fence marked the area around the unusual dolmen (Figs 13.4 
and 13.7).

The multistage construction process shows that both 
the monuments, and probably the ceremonies related to 
these tombs, have become more prolonged and complex. 
The extended construction process might reflect a liminal 
period similar to the hut-like structure on top of the dolmen, 
tomb 11a. The architecture of these monuments embodies 
changes in the relationship between the living and the dead 
by creating a permanent passage from the world of the living 
to the spiritual world (Holten 2009). At the same time, the 
secluded character of the chamber created an increased spatial 
distance between ordinary people and the tombs. Deposition 
of the dead was no longer public. Most likely knowledge of 
the funerary ceremonies had become more restricted, just as 
a more select segment of the population might have been 
buried in the larger tombs.

Construction effort in each group
A similar trend towards more elitist monuments is seen in 
the work effort invested in the different monuments (Gebauer 
in prep.). Construction at the Lønt cemetery followed two 
different strategies to achieve a monumental appearance 
during the final phase of construction in MNA Ib. One 
strategy focused on increasing the size and enhancing the 
tombs through a demarcation of the outer perimeter. The 
increased size in square metres of the chamber, the packing, 
and the mound, seen in the northern and the middle group are 
examples of this strategy (Fig. 13.9). In addition to increased 
size, tombs 9 and 10 in the northern group were enhanced 
with pavements along the mound perimeter (Fig. 13.4). The 
long mound erected in relation to the eastern passage grave, 
tomb 14, exceeds all others in terms of work effort invested 
in the monument of a single tomb: no doubt this tomb is the 
most costly monument at Lønt.
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The other strategy was based on agglomerating smaller 
tombs into one large monument, as seen in the southern 
group, tomb 13.1-4 (Fig. 13.6). Aside from the similar 
floor designs mentioned earlier, this low-cost strategy of 
achieving monumentality is another example of the shared 
values among the builders of the southern tomb group. Both 
strategies indicate that an impressive external appearance of 
the monument had become paramount at the time when the 
passage graves were built. In contrast, the primary concern 
at the start of the cemetery was to be buried in a megalithic 
chamber, however modest, at this specific location. The 
changing perspective suggests a situation of increased social 
rivalry in society during the final period of construction at 
the cemetery. 

Cemetery expansion
The sequence of expansion of the cemetery is still tentative, 
as no C14 dates are available and the pottery analyses are 
ongoing. However, the final construction period at Lønt 
seems to represent a short-term burst of activity in MNA Ib 
following the earlier, more gradual growth of the cemetery 
(Fig. 13.3). Scarre (2010) has suggested that the building of 
megaliths could be a sequence of short-term events, rather 

than a continuous process. Construction at Lønt might fit this 
description, certainly in the final period of tomb construction 
during MNA Ib from 3200 to 3100 BC. This is a period of 
intense celebration of the ancestors: in addition to funerals in 
newly built monuments, burials are still taking place at almost 
all of the old tombs as well. 

Conclusion
The megalithic architecture at Lønt embodies a number of 
different aspects of social dynamics of Neolithic society, as 
well as beliefs about relations with the dead and the other 
world. The spatial distribution of the tombs is maintained in 
distinct groups, reflecting a remarkably stable and long-term 
structure for the social groups involved with the cemetery. This 
is also supported by the architectural traditions used: both the 
construction techniques and the choice of raw materials are 
related to the cemetery as a whole and to individual groups 
of tombs. Also, the three groups of tombs are uniformly built 
of two round dolmens and a passage grave. One group has an 
extra, later chamber. A similar lasting burial tradition is found 
at Damsbo Mark near Sarup, where every cluster of megaliths 
had a typological and chronological range of monuments, 
from simple dolmens to developed passage graves (Eriksen 
and Andersen 2015). At the Lønt cemetery, only the eastern 
passage grave, tomb 14, represents a dramatic change in the 
stable tripartite structure. Either, a new group, a splinter 
group, or perhaps a final unification of the three groups, was 
behind the most impressive monument in the cemetery.

A gradual build-up of the cemetery appears to have been 
succeeded by a burst of construction within the relatively 
short period in MNA Ib, suggesting that monument building 
became increasingly competitive and an arena of social rivalry. 
The increased labour investment involved in the passage 
graves from period MNA Ib reflects a similar competitive 
trend towards more impressive monumentality. At the same 
time, changes in the architecture implied that the funerary 
rites became less visible and less public, as well as more 
complex, perhaps involving a liminal period. Such change 
indicates a different relationship between the living and the 
dead, but also that the use of megalithic tombs had become 
more selective.

Interestingly, at both Sarup and at Lønt, the construction 
period of the passage graves coincided with a second construction 
phase at the adjacent causewayed enclosure. However, at least 
at Sarup, the investment of resources in the second enclosure 
was heavily reduced. Only a fifth of the workforce required 
to build the first enclosure at Sarup was necessary to build 
the second one (Andersen 1999, 275, 284). Construction of 
megaliths and celebration of the ancestors might have become 
the prime means of legitimising power in this increasingly 
stratified society. Apparently, the architecture of the megaliths 
had become the sublime expression of power and permanence 
in both the world of the living and the other world.

Fig. 13.9: Construction effort for each group, measured in terms 
of square metres of: red – the area of the chamber floor; green – the 
chamber packing; and blue – mound area. Only the area of the 
chamber floor and the mound is available for the eastern passage grave 
(Graphics by T. D. Price)
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Common motivation, different intentions? A multiscalar approach to 
the megalithic architecture of the Funnel Beaker North Group

Franziska Hage, Georg Schafferer and Martin Hinz

Abstract
In this paper we try to identify two levels of intention that 
were responsible for the variations that can be observed in 
the construction of megalithic burials, at least in northern 
Germany. On the one hand, there may have been shared 
or divergent ideas about the function of megalithic tombs 
within a social or ritual landscape. On the other hand, at a 
local scale this idea may have been implemented in various 
forms, probably in response to very different individual 
situations under which the actual practice of construction 
took place. This suggestion is demonstrated through the 
example of a single group of monuments (Borgstedt) and 
through the investigation of differences in the construction 
of such monuments in the area of present-day Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern and Schleswig-Holstein.

Keywords: megalithic architecture, Funnel Beaker societies, 
ritual landscapes, site distributions, architectural features, 
intentions, practices

Attitude vs practice
If we want to understand why individuals or groups in the 
Neolithic built the monumental structures that we denote 
as megalithic tombs, we have to distinguish between basic 
attitudes and practices. A common basic attitude in a society 
towards certain forms of practices or behaviour results 
from commonly experienced conditions, and the resulting 
common and shared needs and attitudes. In contrast, the 
actual process of decision-making, i.e. the realisation of a 
motive or an intention, depends on the individual conditions 
and circumstances (Ajzen 1991). A shared basic attitude in 
the sense of an ideal type (Max Weber’s Gedankenbild: Weber 
1904) describes a form that is never fully realised in the real 
world: rather it controls the actual practices. Certain activities 
become more preferred, while they have an aim that is fairly 
unspecific and abstract. Because of this, basic attitudes only 
become comprehensible through overarching analysis, or 
even clearer in the combination of different scales of research. 
Intentionality, on the other hand, is an ability of the mind, 
and is therefore linked to an individual. It represents a 
specific purpose in performing a particular action. Thus, 
the intentions themselves can only be reconstructed via 
very detailed investigations of single monuments, if at all. 

However, structural differences demonstrating the realisation 
of intentions can be evaluated by comparing different sites 
and different scales.

The paper presented here is derived from the current research 
of the Priority Program 1400 “Early Monumentality and Social 
Differentiation” of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, 
and considers the intentions and constructions of megalithic 
architecture. There are at least two levels to the term 
“intentions”. On the one hand, we would like to reflect on 
the question whether there was a basic attitude in the societies 
with Funnel Beaker ceramics that induced the construction of 
these specific monuments at that precise moment in history. 
On the other hand, we would like to show that different 
intentions can be deduced by comparing local and regional 
phenomena. This can only be accomplished by the integration 
of various scales of inquiry.

In the first part of this paper, we will present a case study 
from the site of Büdelsdorf-Borgstedt, where the burial area 
contains a remarkable diversity of monumental forms. This 
site is therefore of major importance for understanding 
the architectural planning process, not only due to its 
heterogeneous architecture and the varying size of the tombs, 
but particularly from their connection to the associated 
ditched enclosure and its long history of use. We will 
then widen our view and concentrate, from a macro-scale 
perspective, on the results from our investigation, looking 
at the connection between possible settlement areas, areas 
of availability of building material, and the placement of 
megalithic burials in Schleswig-Holstein and Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern. By doing so, we will also shed light on the fact 
that the less obvious elements of architectural tomb design, 
such as chamber flooring, probably had a specific meaning 
and importance for the builders.

Monumentality in Büdelsdorf and Borgstedt: an 
enclosure and a burial ground
The region around Büdelsdorf was already subject to intensive 
land use during the time of the Funnel Beaker Complex (4100–
2800 cal BC) examined here. Some smaller settlements, the 
numerous megalithic tombs, and the enclosure Büdelsdorf 
LA 1 prove this. The enclosure itself (several phases spanning 
c. 3900–2900 cal BC) is favourably located on a naturally 
protected area on the northern spur of the steep bank of the 
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Eider River in the municipality of Büdelsdorf (Fig. 14.1). 
This position is also advantageous due to its location at an 
important junction between the main east-west connection 
within Schleswig-Holstein along the Eider, and the main 
north-south route from Scandinavia to the far south. In 
addition, Büdelsdorf is one of the only three enclosures known 

so far, and Borgstedt represents one of the largest concentrations 
of monumental burial sites in Schleswig-Holstein. This 
underlines the importance of the site from the perspective of 
infrastructure. Some 20% of the approximately 4.5ha enclosure 
was excavated in several rescue campaigns between 1968 and 
1974. These excavations unearthed an impressive multi-row 

Fig. 14.1: LiDAR scan showing the enclosure Büdelsdorf LA 1 and the Borgstedt burial complex. (Image copyright: LVermGeo sh)
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ditch system, with accompanying palisades, internal structures, 
and a huge amount of archaeological material. But where is the 
associated burial ground? That question was posed repeatedly 
during the excavations. Just under 800m to the north, a group 
of 11 tombs was discovered, consisting of nine long and two 
round mounds (Hage 2011). Their orientation towards the 
enclosure gives the impression of a possible connection with 
Büdelsdorf LA 1.

The first excavation at the cemetery began in 1973 in 
the centre of a circular mound. It revealed that the mound 

contained the remains of an enlarged dolmen. The chamber 
floor was still intact, except for disturbance by a subsequent 
burial of the Single Grave Culture. Even in the early 1970s, the 
mounds were hardly visible above ground due to farming and 
stone robbing, and could only be located by aerial photography. 
In the mid-1980s, further utilisation of the area was planned, so 
rescue excavations were conducted at nine other monuments, 
uncovering a hitherto unknown tomb (LA 69).

The different grave structures, including the tombs in the 
long mounds, are very heterogeneous in their architecture (Fig. 

Fig. 14.2: Borgstedt tombs: a: LA31; b: LA22; c: LA26; d: LA29; e: LA28; f: miniature dolmens south of LA27. The six examples show the 
diversity of the tombs in size and architecture
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14.2). The sheer size of the long mounds varies considerably: 
long mound LA 27 is about 200m long and 22m wide, and by 
far the largest tomb of the group. Conversely, the remaining 
long mounds vary in length from 40m to 180m and in width 
from 7m to 22m. Only in the case of the round mound LA 
28 could the diameter (12.5m) be determined. Besides the 
mound dimensions, specific architectural elements also vary. 
Only in two cases, again LA 28 and LA 26, are the typical 
TRB surrounding kerb stones present. Four long barrows (LA 
27, 29, 31, 32) are surrounded by a series of pits around their 
circumference. These pits were only open for a short time: 
several ceramic deposits were discovered in them. It is striking 
that those tombs with this kind of surround were located in 
the south and – with the exception of LA 29 – also represent 
the largest of the group. By contrast, the tombs in the north 
(LA 22 and LA 30) had a series of posts as boundary markers, 
in the case of LA 22 even double posts. These tombs also seem 
to have lacked mounds.

All 11 tombs showed intensive disturbance. No chamber 
had all the orthostats still in place, and in most cases they were 
completely absent. Nevertheless, their former appearance 
could usually be reconstructed from the traces left by the 
stones. When this was not possible, the position of the 
chambers could at least be determined from the pavement 
and certain find patterns. Where the burial chambers could 
be reconstructed, they appeared to be extended dolmens dug 
into the ground. There was also a passage tomb, located on 
the eastern periphery, roughly in the middle of long barrow 
LA 26. The dimensions of the chambers range between 1.4m 
and 1.8m in width, and 3m in length. In all chambers, it 
appears that there was a cobble pavement: in some cases this 
was covered by a layer of burned flint. As far as could be 
determined, the entrances of the tombs lay to the northeast. 
In all long barrows, the chambers were not placed in the 
centre. In five cases, only one chamber could be detected, 
whereas for the long barrows LA 26, LA 25 and LA 30, two 
chambers have been confirmed.

Between the long barrows and the round mounds, as well 
as in long barrows LA 26 and LA 29, several simple flat graves 
were found. Since no typologically or chronologically relevant 
material was recovered, their dating is difficult. In the north-
east part of long barrow LA 29, two miniature dolmens were 
discovered. The cists of granite and flint measured 0.25–0.4m 
in width and had a length of 0.6m and 1m. They were dug 
about 0.3m into the ground, and had a flint gravel pavement. 
No burial goods or other items were recovered: the same is 
true for most of the other flat graves.

The find material is generally heavily fragmented. Almost 
70% of the finds were recovered from long barrow LA 30. 
Most of the objects were found in fan-shaped zones at the 
chamber entrances. Because of their shape, and the fact that 
the ceramic material found here is heavily fragmented and 
mixed with burned flint, it can be safely assumed that these 

zones represent the results of chamber clearing activities. Only 
very small pieces of material were found inside the chambers. 
This is especially true for the majority of amber finds, and for 
almost all bones. These have mostly been destroyed due to the 
very lime-deficient soil: they are present almost exclusively in 
the form of chips. The high degree of fragmentation of the 
ceramics also hampered the reconstruction of ceramic vessel 
forms and typological and chronological identification.

Nevertheless, it was still possible to date some of the 
ceramics, and on this basis, a use-model of the tomb group 
was developed. The cemetery was in use from the MN I to the 
MN V, but the main phase was dated to the beginning of the 
middle Neolithic (MN I–II). Towards the end of the middle 
Neolithic, the number of ceramics decreased significantly. 
Indications of subsequent re-use of tombs are present only 
at LA 28, which contained a secondary burial of the Single 
Grave Culture.

The first of a new series of radiocarbon dates show, however, 
that at least a part of the burial area was in use significantly 
earlier. The oldest C14 date originates from the chamber of 
the round mound LA 28 and dates to 4000–3900 cal BC. 
However, the context of the dated material – charcoal found 
on the chamber floor – cannot be securely connected with the 
building of the megalithic tomb. Things are different in the 
case of burial monument LA 22: here a dated charcoal sample 
from the secure context of a posthole of a timber construction 
framing the initial non-megalithic long barrow indicated 
that it also was originally built in 4000–3900 cal BC. The 
integration of a dolmen, and, the transformation in this way 
of the non-megalithic long barrow to a megalithic structure, 
could be radiometrically dated to approximately 3650 cal 
BC. Together, these dates indicate a long history of use of 
the site. It might still be argued that both samples come from 
earlier activities prior the construction of the monuments. 
Although we think that this scenario is unlikely given the 
two early dates, and the direct association of the sample with 
construction activities in case of LA 22, it would still mean 
that the site was in use at the beginning of the 4th millennium 
BC. Such an early time frame for the building of the burial 
monuments could not be deduced from a typological or 
chronological perspective, or an analysis of the ceramic 
material. The previous sequence of construction and use of 
the burial area (Hage 2012) has had therefore to be revised. 
According to current research, the earliest use of the burial 
site of Borgstedt must be placed around 4000–3900 cal BC.

Together with the long history of use at the site, the 
diversity of the architectural spectrum is remarkable, and 
highlights the importance of Borgstedt as an example 
that shows the range of forms of monumental architecture 
realized by one local community. With this in mind, it seems 
unlikely that the specific (diverse) architectural quality of the 
structures at Büdelsdorf and Borgstedt played an important 
function in expressing or producing a coherent identity. On 
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that level it was not the dolmen, passage tomb, long, or round 
mound that had meaning for the collective – it was the fact 
that these monumental tombs existed as such. Which funeral 
architectural form was realised was probably a result of local 
intentions, whose drivers or triggers are hard to reconstruct. 
In Schleswig-Holstein, the typological differences can hardly 
be specifically associated with particular local identities. 
Nevertheless, it appears that areas of tradition existed in 
which communication networks were responsible for the 
distribution of isochrestic variations. Yet if we compare the 
situation with Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, and adopt a 
supra-regional perspective, that is far less obviously the case.

Structuring landscapes through monumental burial 
architecture
The Büdelsdorf example illustrates the representation of the 
megalithic phenomenon at the level of single monuments and 
tomb groups within a locally limited area. This concept of the 
monumentalisation of burial architecture, however, and the 
establishment of specific architectural traditions – including 
rituals, collective activities and processes – is also visible 
on a wider scale beyond the individual megalithic tomb or 
burial site. Distinctive patterns in the spatial distribution of 
tombs throughout northern Germany are evident (Fritsch 
et al. 2010; Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 116–119). 
Comprehensive research on megalithic tombs and their 
architecture has resulted in a multitude of typologies that 
were meant not only to order them, but to describe them in 
time and space (fundamental for several regions of northern 
Germany: Aner 1963; 1968; Beier 1991; Hoika 1990; Laux 
1991; Schuldt 1972; Sprockhoff 1938). These schemes have 
their limitations, however as pointed out in a summarising 
critique by Pingel (1999). Most of the classification systems 
were established from relatively small areas of investigation, 
and are not adequate to comprehend the whole scope of the 
Funnel Beaker Complex. Secondly, the definition of tomb 
types, which was based on varying preferences for features 
considered significant and diagnostic and represented by 
exemplary monuments, tends to mask a number of patterns of 
architectural rules and concepts. Together, these shortcomings 
led to non-comparable and non-connectable regional and 
sub-regional studies (for two of the rare exceptions see Fischer 
1956; 1979). This was illustrated in a study of the German 
Baltic coast (Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 113–114, figs 
4 and 5). Within the borders of the states of Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern and Schleswig-Holstein, Schuldt (1972) 
and Roß (1992), respectively, analysed the spatial patterns 
of megalithic tombs. Both referred to the earlier typology 
of Sprockhoff (1938). Their slight but decisive alterations 
resulted in two different distribution patterns divided by the 
political border between their respective study areas. Schuldt, 
from his classification, identified several distinctive groups 
of specific architectural traditions (Schuldt 1972, 97–105). 

Roß’s classification led to no such result (Roß 1992, 149–
174). It even partially disagreed with the earlier results of 
Aner (1963; 1968), who was able to identify spatial groupings 
according to different architectural features. Newer analyses 
of the data show that the Baltic coastal region, including the 
Danish islands and parts of the Jutland peninsula, should 
be seen as a coherent area of communication, sharing both 
common basic concepts of burial architecture and the use of 
distinctive constructional features (Schafferer in preparation).

To overcome the limitations of the previous classification 
systems, a new formalised system called MegaForm has been 
established (Furholt et al. 2010). It implements standardised 
recording of the individual features of tombs on a fundamental 
level, and is trans-regionally applicable. As pointed out, 
traditional typological systems hinder the analytical 
comparability of features between different research areas. The 
previous classifications operate with ideally formulated types 
(often referring to an exemplary monument) mainly based 
on the layouts of the tomb chambers. Further architectural 
features (e.g. the design of the mound, the details of a potential 
kerb or passage, the dimensions, or the materials used) are 
fitted hierarchically into this system. Considering the wide 
variety of architecture in megalithic tombs, these systems 
tend to mask other spatial patterns. MegaForm, however, 
provides an opportunity to step away from the regionally 
applied and fundamentally descriptive typologies, and turn 
to a feature-based approach. Through establishing a database 
of all individual features of a monument, it enables analytical 
progress since multivariate statistics can then be used to reveal 
the prevalent and significant combinations and correlations 
of the features. Detailed data on up to 500 megalithic tombs 
within Germany is being collected (from a total of c. 6000 
known monuments: cf. Fritsch et al. 2010).

To test and evaluate the possibilities of a feature-based 
analysis, and to compare two areas with different research 
traditions, megalithic tombs within the two above-mentioned 
states of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Schleswig-Holstein 
were recorded as a pilot study. Published results of detailed 
excavations of more than 200 tombs (from a total of c. 2000) 
delivered a primary database (Roß 1992; Schuldt 1972). 
Mapping the overall and the regional distribution of the tombs 
showed distinctive spatial patterns. The distribution pattern 
was not even, but showed regional and local clusters separated 
by intervening areas without any megalithic architecture.

It must be borne in mind that this picture covers the 
entire time span of the construction of megalithic tombs – at 
least c. 500 years. In comparison to almost any other kind 
of archaeological monument in Europe, megalithic tombs 
are the most conspicuous remains of early societies. It was 
impossible for the following generations and epochs not to 
perceive them in their environment. Therefore, whilst the 
chronology behind the distribution of the tombs must not 
be underestimated, it also can never be viewed as its main 
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structuring factor. Visibility, amongst other factors, may have 
also been significant.

As chronology is very unlikely to be the core reason for the 
distribution patterns of the tombs, an alternative explanation 
may be sought in the occurrence and use of glacial erratics 
as the principal building material. Comparison with the 
mapping of the terminal moraines and with the occurrence 
of large erratic boulders in northeast Germany shows that 
the location of megalithic tombs mainly reflects those spatial 
patterns (Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 116–117). Tombs 
are grouped more densely where the required stone slabs were 
naturally and easily available. However, this picture is not 
ubiquitous. Megalithic tombs also regularly occur in areas 
where building material does not seem to be available. Thus, 
the ready accessibility of the required materials merely seemed 
to define the location of a megalithic tomb at a general level – 
the whole phenomenon within the Funnel Beaker Complex is 
tied to the erratics of the glacial cover of north-central Europe. 
When we add in the classification of natural landscapes as 
another spatial factor, it is evident that border zones (often 

represented by rivers and ridges) were preferentially chosen as 
sites for megalithic tombs (Schafferer 2014).

In a further step, we must consider to what extent the 
modern destruction of megalithic tombs led to the current 
distribution (for estimations of loss rates see Fansa 2000, 24; 
Fritsch and Mittag 2006, 16–19; Hoika 1990, 55, Tab. 1; 
Richter 2002, 153, 178; Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 110; 
Schiesberg 2012, 125). In particular, the construction of roads 
and the intensification of mechanised farming during the 19th 
century were responsible for a severe decrease in the number of 
surviving megalithic tombs. Cartographic records of the 18th 
and early 19th century suggest additional megalithic tombs in 
several regions and districts of northern Germany. For north-
eastern Germany, the possible re-use of megalithic materials 
can be traced through stone structures (e.g. churches, barns, 
or wells). Their spatial distribution coincides with that of the 
megalithic tombs. Firstly, this gives us a rough estimate of 
the ratio of preserved tombs to those that originally existed. 
Secondly, it shows that their reduction happened not selectively, 
but systematically. Synthesis of the different estimations of loss 

Fig. 14.3: Materials used for the chamber floors of megalithic tombs in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Schleswig-Holstein. The pie charts show the 
presence of the different materials and combinations of materials for each tomb area. The tomb areas in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern are based on the 
largest empty circle algorithm. The tomb areas in Schleswig-Holstein are based on their spatial clustering
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rates indicates that approximately only a ninth of the megalithic 
tombs have been preserved today: their current distribution, 
however, still reflects the prehistoric spatial distribution 
(Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 110).

Natural landscapes and the availability of erratics defined 
the spatial distribution. However, within this outline, 
perceptions of the environment led to intentional decisions as 
to where to build the megalithic tombs, and how to structure 
the landscape through them. Furthermore, formal divisions of 
the landscape can be observed. Comparing potential dwelling 
areas (based on fragments of flint adzes) and the areas of 
megalithic tombs in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern illustrates 
an almost regular mutual exclusion of both (Rassmann and 
Schafferer 2012, 109, fig. 1). A similar observation has been 
made for eastern Holstein (Mennenga 2011, 57; in prep.). 
Although the clarity of this picture is regionally attenuated, it 
nonetheless reflects a general concept of structuring landscapes 
through the monumentalisation of burial customs and burial 
architecture, leading to a dichotomous perception by the 
prehistoric communities that divided their environment into 
areas of tombs and areas of settlements.

It is not only the division of the landscape into different 
areas that needs closer examination in the future, but also 
the internal structure and genesis of the burial landscapes. 
Within the megalithic phenomenon, different templates of 
monumentalisation and different megalithic traditions existed. 
These are reflected in the various biographies of the tombs 
at different spatial scales, incorporated in the architectural 
features. They range from single megalithic tombs, to local 
tomb groups, to whole tomb regions. Sites and regions 
such as Büdelsdorf (see above), Flintbek (Mischka 2011), 
Lüdelsen (Demnick et al. 2008), Friedrichsruhe (unpub.), 
Bohuslän, Falbygden, and Scania (Blomquist 1989; Sjögren 
2003; 2011a; 2011b; Andersson 2004) or Sarup (Andersen 
2011), illustrate the differences and common features of these 
templates and traditions within the Funnel Beaker Complex 
as a whole.

A feature analysis of the architectural traits of the monuments 
may help to understand these templates better. In previous 
research, monothetically (sensu Clarke 1978, 35–36) defined 
tomb types served as evidence for trans-regional traditions 
of megalithic tomb architecture. Concrete spatial patterns 
are however visible even at the level of previously overlooked 
individual features, such as chamber floor designs and the 
materials used for them, In the eastern part of the German 
Baltic region, a combination of clay and red sandstone was 
used, while in the western part stones (especially pebbles) and 
flint are observed (Fig. 14.3). Between the two regions, these 
patterns were mixed and more diverse. Furthermore, at a sub-
regional level, combinations of materials with greater levels of 
differentiation existed. In particular, the varied use of flint is 
very interesting. Although it was easily available everywhere (as 
were the other materials, compare e.g. Kaufhold et al. 2011), 

it was used predominately in Holstein, southern Schleswig, 
and Mecklenburg (Rassmann and Schafferer 2012, 117–
118). This observation contrasts with the customary more 
approximate spatial patterns derived from the classification 
of dolmens, passage tombs, and long barrows, as well as their 
respective (and regionally specific) subdivisions. Applying 
statistical correspondence analysis, the results also show that, 
in the case of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Fig. 14.4), the 
architectural traditions are spatially divergent. Apart from the 
chamber floor design, a distinction between chambers with 
a porch (island of Rügen) or an anteroom (Vorpommern) 
was also observed. In Schleswig-Holstein (Fig. 14.5), regional 
patterns based on individual features or their combinations 
are not obvious. Specific traditions in mound shapes and 
chamber flooring nevertheless existed, but spatial factors do 
not explain them. An interesting consideration is that the 
patterns do not coincide, but rather suggest a polythetic 
perception of megalithic tomb architecture. This range of 
variation at the macro-scale can perhaps be seen also at the 
micro-scale: the case of Büdelsdorf shows the simultaneous 
occurrence of different architectural concepts at a single site, 
as well as their change through time. Alternatively, there is the 
contrast of a long-lasting and distinct architectural tradition, 
such as the almost exclusive erection of the so-called great 
dolmens on the island of Rügen and the adjacent mainland 
(Behrens and Reichler 2012, 193–194). Previous excavations 
on the island of Rügen had not suggested any significant 
difference in architectural traditions. 

The second point indicates that environmental conditions 
(i.e. ecological, economic, social conditions) may have 

Fig. 14.4: Correspondence analysis of individual features of 106 
megalithic tombs in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
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structured the spatial patterns, but it was the impact of 
definitively conscious decisions that led to the existing picture. 
Specific concepts existed concerning where to build the 
structures, what materials to use, and how to design and alter 
the monuments. The recurring architectural concepts and 
templates embody underlying systems of social organisation, 
areas of tradition, and structures of communication. We 
can assume that while the general idea and template was 
consistent throughout at least the south Baltic area, the actual 
realisation of that template differed, and also the perceived 
meaning of those differences. That would imply that while the 
basic conditions and general motivations and attitudes were 
probably the same, the subjective norms of the communities 
differed regionally.

When interpreting this pattern, if we understand such 
norms as expressions of different cultural practices, we must 
conclude that within what we normally conceive as the 
“Northern Group of the Funnel Beaker Culture” we can in 
fact identify multiple different societies. It has already been 
noted that the traditions concerning shapes and decorations 
of vessels during the megalithic period of Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern display clear differences from those of the 
Jutland peninsula, including Schleswig-Holstein, and show 
stronger connections with the Danish islands (Furholt 2012).

Finally, through the megalithic tombs a spatial division of 
community environments into a sphere of the living and a 
sphere of the dead was realised. While the former was the 
space where change took place, the latter represented an area 
of stability that was even more pronounced by the fact that 
this spatial division was present.

Conclusion
In the light of these results, it becomes evident that a distinction 
between the general idea and the actual practice is a helpful 
tool for the interpretation of the megalithic burials. The result 
is a more differentiated understanding of the intentions of 
the builders. The motivation for the construction of a certain 
kind of burial (visible, monumental, collective) was probably 
common throughout northern Germany, perhaps throughout 
the whole sphere of Neolithic megalithic architecture in 
Europe. The actual implementation of this idea can vary 
significantly, and was probably related more to the actual 
conditions under which the construction took place, and 
under which the creators of those monuments lived.

At the local scale of Büdelsdorf/Borgstedt, including 
the enclosure, it is possible to reconstruct a whole ritual 
landscape, showing the relationship between the spheres of 
the living and the spheres of the dead in a fine-grained and 
diachronic picture. The obvious association of the burials 
with the enclosure provides even more evidence for the 
specific character of both types of archaeological feature, at 
least at this site. We would argue that the fact that we see 
very different architectural forms, and therefore very different 
intentions, at one site, is highly relevant. The same is true 
elsewhere, for example at Flintbek (Mischka in prep.). The 
variety of forms observed at particular sites seems to indicate 
that it was not the specific architectural layout and method of 
construction that was important for the role of the structures 
in society (or their meaning for individuals), but the fact 
that the constructions were collective investments of effort, 
resulting in collective monuments.

Such granularity can probably not be reached via a supra-
regional investigation. That scale of analysis is probably 
better suited to investigate the causes behind specific forms 
of architecture. These incorporated both regularities and 
deviations, and conditioning factors, such as the proximity 
of similar structures (indicating communication networks 
and traditions), the proximity of different structures (linking 
the world of the living and world of the dead), and also 
the accessibility of building materials (amount of labour 
invested). In general, a number of regional regularities seem 
to exist, but by way of less conspicuous details (such as the 
flooring material), or small variations in architectural form. 
These attributes are best associated with spatial patterns, or 
perhaps areas of tradition: we are here dealing more with 
isochrestic variations than with intentionally produced signs 
of different identities. In specific areas, such as Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern, the choice of architectural features is so stable 
and consistent that it has to be associated with intentional 
decisions. These mark exclusive identities in the sense that 
the societies in question consciously distinguished themselves 
from others. There are strong differences with areas such as 
Schleswig-Holstein, where there is a considerable variation 
in the choice of forms. We can therefore deduce that, in 

Fig. 14.5: Correspondence analysis of individual features of 126 
megalithic tombs in Schleswig-Holstein
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Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, we are dealing with distinct 
and differently organised social groups inside the Funnel 
Beaker North Group. Beyond this, the size of the burial 
monumentals expresses a link to the past is relevant for the 
whole region. This is visible in both their nature as tombs 
and in the bodily presence of the ancestors. In addition, at a 
different level, there is a general pattern of spatial distinction 
that implies that the world of the dead was separated from, 
but still connected to, the world of the living.
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Abstract
The megalithic burial monuments of the interior of the 
Iberian Peninsula, together with those of Brittany, are 
amongst the oldest in Europe. They are exceptional 
because they are so clearly interwoven with early farming 
settlements, the latter providing occupational sequences 
that are topographically and ideologically linked to those 
of the megalith builders. The use of stonework and clay, 
the system of building burial mounds in concentric 
circles, and even the spatulae idols of the San Martin-El 
Miradero type are clear antecedents of classical Millaran 
forms. The megalithic tradition of the Iberian interior 
is a fundamental component of the Iberian megalithic 
tradition more generally. It occupied a key geographical 
position in relation to the rest of Europe, and will yield 
greater insights as research projects continue.

Keywords: Megaliths, southern Europe, radiocarbon dates, 
ritual, skeletal remains, Beaker

The Iberian megalithic tradition
Study of the origins and development of megalithic 
monuments in the Iberian Peninsula initially focused on 
evolutionary trajectories, just as in the rest of Europe. Arnaud 
(1978) proposed a connection between coastal fishermen and 
the evolutionary sequence applied to the megalithic tradition 
of south-western Iberia by the Leisners (1959), following the 
Breton model (smaller monuments developing into larger 
monuments). New data and new theoretical perspectives have 
led to more rigorous studies of the megalithic monuments 
of Iberia that now embrace geographical distribution, 
architectural diversity, chronological estimates and cultural 
relations. These studies have revealed an unexpected role for 
the megalithic tradition of central Iberia.

Relations between central Iberia and the Atlantic world 
persisted over a considerable period, as confirmed by evidence 
from the Upper Paleolithic; the Neolithic (Bueno et al. 
2009; 2012a: 521); the Chalcolithic with its famous Bell 
Beaker pottery (Delibes 1977; Garrido 2000); the Bronze 
Age and its metal types; and the well-known cultures of the 

Fig. 15.1: Map showing the study 
area in the Iberian Peninsula
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Iron Age (Harbison 1971). In the context of this paper the 
most significant development in the region during this long 
period was the creation of dolmens. Here we will discuss the 
monuments located near the rivers Douro and Tagus as evidence 
of an architectural tradition that connected the interior of the 
peninsula with Portuguese Beira and the lower reaches of the 
Ebro river (Fig. 15.1). It is the two extremities of the megalithic 
sequence that are of greatest interest: the beginning of the 
sequence, and the relationship between the first farmers and 
megalith builders (Fig. 15.2) and at the end of the megalithic 

sequence, the relationship between megalith builders and 
Bell Beaker material. Recent developments in archaeological 
research mean that, for both of these discussions, reference to 
megalithic monuments in central Iberia is essential.

Megaliths in the major valley systems of the Iberian 
Peninsula
The Douro and Tagus river regions contain more than 400 
megalithic structures, all built with large stones, as well as 
burial mounds that lack large stone structures within them. 

Fig. 15.2: Map showing the 
location of Early Neolithic sites 
in the Iberian Peninsula, and the 
principal sites in Central Iberia 
mentioned in the text

Fig. 15.3: Distribution of 
megalithic monuments in 
Central Iberia, showing location 
of principal monuments and 
monuments with associated 
settlement evidence mentioned in 
the text
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This variety in funerary structures reflects a polymorphism 
that is rooted in the 5th millennium cal BC (Bueno et al. 
2005a; 2006; 2012). Megalithic monuments are found 
equally distributed throughout the Meseta, the Ebro River 
area and in Spanish Extremadura and Andalucía (Bueno 
2000) (Fig. 15.3). They were constructed using orthostats 
placed edge-to-edge (as opposed to the overlapping orthostats 
seen in the western Peninsula) (Fig. 15.4). The chambers 
tend to be circular (3–5m in diameter) and consist of more 
than nine orthostats, and occasionally as many as 14. They 
were roofed by a single flat slab or by several medium-sized 
stones (a technique also used in some of the older megalithic 
monuments of Atlantic Europe), or by corbelled vaults. The 
chambers were accessed by passages oriented towards the east. 
Some chambers have separately defined internal areas, for 
example the stone cists occupying the southern side of the 
chamber of the Azután dolmen in Toledo, in the Areita dolmen 
in Portugal, or in the Sima II chamber in Soria (Gomes et al. 
1998; Rojo et al. 2005). The stone cist in the southern side of 

the chamber at Peña de la Abuela might be the remains of an 
earlier monument, like those recently discovered in Catalonia 
and Andalucía (Molist and Clop 2010; Vijande 2009). The 
repetition of chamber and mound dimensions confirms 
the existence of constructional modules, and also indicates 
the presence of specialists with knowledge of monument 
construction (Bueno 1991, 105). Burial mounds or tumuli 
are formed by three concentric rings of large rocks, between 
which a filling of smaller stones is deposited. Passages and 
forecourts provide access through the mound to the chamber 
and in some cases were blocked once the monument was no 
longer in use.

The majority of those monuments without chambers 
constructed of megalithic blocks are found in the Meseta, 
although there are outliers elsewhere (Alday et al. 2008; 
Sanches 1987). The burial mounds in these cases show a 
variety of structural features. Some, such as the monument 
of Rebolledo in Valladolid, lack any clearly defined internal 
burial space (Delibes and Rojo 1997). There is no evidence 

Fig. 15.4: Passage tombs of the centre of the Iberian Peninsula: (above) Prado de las Cruces (Ávila) (left) and La Cotorrita (Burgos) (right); below: 
La Cabaña (Burgos)
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for the shape or size of the chamber, although the possibility 
of wooden or mud-brick walls cannot be excluded. Other 
monuments include circular spaces within which several 
bodies might be placed. These chambers are demarcated by 
low stone footings, clay walls, lines of small stones and mud, 
or small limestone structures, such as those at Los Zumacales 
in Valladolid, El Castillejo in Toledo or Peña de la Abuela 
in Soria (Delibes et al. 1987; Bueno et al. 1999; Rojo et al. 
2005). Short passages have also been found at Los Zumacales 
and Castillejo. 

The role of small and medium-size dry-stone and mud 
construction is important. One interpretation is that this kind 
of architecture was intended to be burned (Rojo et al. 2005). 
That would explain the use of limestone seen, for example, 
in Peña de la Abuela. Evidence of fire is undeniable, but it 
cannot be assumed that structures were always built with the 
intention of being burned (Delibes and Etxeberría 2002). 

Chambers of dry stone construction later became more 
common. They are particularly numerous in the Meseta, 
e.g. the Tumulus de Valle de las Higueras (TVH), and in 
Extremadura and the whole Iberian south and west. They 
occur both with passages, as at La Sima, or without, as at TVH. 
During the same period, cemeteries throughout the Meseta, 
and in the south and west of the Peninsula, included small 
monuments with typologies emulating those of the classic 
dolmens, having chambers both with and without passages 
as well as gallery graves. “Parasite” cists are occasionally found 
in these cemeteries, revealing the complexity of collective and 

individual burial practices seen in the advanced stages of the 
megalithic tradition (Bueno et al. 2004).

The monument group that has been most intensively 
studied, particularly in recent years, are the underground 
structures (artificial caves and hypogea) known in the western 
area and specifically in the Lisbon peninsula (Soares 2003). 
The hypogea are dug into the limestone and gypsum common 
to central Iberia and are occasionally completed with dry 
stonework and mud, defining chambers, niches, passages and 
forecourts. Skeletal remains of men, women, and children 
have been found in these collective tombs, sometimes 
associated with Bell Beaker material, and with gold, ivory, 
amber, variscite, and metal offerings. Primary and secondary 
burials reveal the complex organization of human remains 
within the structures. In the Valle de las Higueras, evidence 
has been found for the exposure of bones and their selective 
removal, alongside complete articulated burials (Bueno et al. 
2012b). Currently, few cemeteries are known, typified by sites 
such as Camino de las Yeseras and Salmedina (Ríos 2011; 
Berzosa and Flores 2005). The number of examples is likely 
to increase, however, when the hills surrounding the centres 
of settlement in the plains are surveyed.

The cemeteries described here are characterized by 
collective burials, but belong to the point in time when 
individual burials with Bell Beaker deposits are believed to 
have started. The number of individuals in these collective 
burials remains significant: up to 30 were found in Cave 
3 of Valle de las Higueras. Burial ritual highlighting the 

Fig. 15.5: Valle de las Higueras (Toledo): grave goods and reconstruction of cave 3 (from Bueno et al. 2012)
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power of the ancestors appears to have persisted over many 
years following a prescribed pattern, thus forming part of a 
legitimation strategy with clear ideological links to the past.

Despite changes over time, traditional architecture played a 
funerary role for considerable period (Bueno 2000, 69; Bueno 
et al. 2010, 179). The Meseta offers continuous sequences 
of older and more recent megaliths forming complexes that 
are associated chronologically with Neolithic settlements. 
This supports the idea of permanence of settlement in some 
farming areas. At Sima, in Soria, a corbel vaulted burial (Sima 
II) was constructed on top of a mound of Neolithic age (Sima 
I), similar to those described above (Rojo et al. 2005). Above 
these again was an orthostatic circular structure with Bell 
Beaker material (Sima III). Its position and content are very 
similar to those of the microtholos located at the southeastern 
edge of the Castillejo mound in Toledo, a small chamber 
where Bell Beaker material was also found (Bueno et al. 1999).

Burial assemblages (Fig. 15.5) appear identical regardless of 
whether or not the tombs incorporate megalithic structures. 
They consist of microliths, flint blades, pottery, polished ware, 
ornaments, and occasionally San Martin-El Miradero type 
spatulae (Bueno et al. 2006). The remains of large numbers 
of men, women and children are found interred within the 
monuments. However, some chambers hold concentrations 
of young individuals, as is the case at Castillejo and at Las 
Arnillas (Garcia 1992). The prominence of children in these 
contexts is reminiscent of European Neolithic cemeteries 
(Jeunesse 1997). In some cases there are special grave goods 
or specific spaces for the burial of children. Long before the 
appearance of Bell Beaker pottery, differentiation between 
buried individuals was present in both types of tomb. The 
human bone spatula found at Los Zumacales at Valladolid 
and the human bone dagger from the Las Arnillas dolmen at 
Burgos (Delibes and de Paz 2000; Mujika 2008, 561) suggest 
a symbolic relationship with Paleolithic ancestral references. 

Some grave goods, such as ornaments made of exotic raw 
materials, demonstrate exchange networks. In many cases, 
however, these objects are absent from contexts with Beaker 
pottery (Bueno et al. 2005b, 84). The ceramic vessels held 
food and drink. The contents of plain and Bell Beaker pottery 
at the Valle de las Higueras cemetery in Toledo include ears 
of wheat, meat, fish stew, mead, and beer. This shows a wider 
variety of contents than the alcoholic drink previously linked 
to Bell Beakers (Rojo et al. 2008). A complicated ritual of 
commensality formed part of the activities associated with 
these funerary deposits: it most likely had its roots in the older 
monuments of the region (Bueno et al. 2012c, 346).

Marks in the land
A diverse system of graphical expression including paintings, 
engravings, and sculptures is present amongst the Meseta 
megaliths. They must be related in this respect to the megaliths 
of Beira, which contains one of the largest concentrations 

of decorated monuments in the Iberian Peninsula. The 
decoration, some of which is applied to the stones that 
form the chamber walls, creates imagery that was sometimes 
modified and maintained for generations, perhaps in an 
attempt to capture the spirit of more ancient deposits. The 
incorporation of older stelae and menhirs further embody an 
image of the past that the megalithic structures project. 

Perhaps the most conspicuous elements in these funerary 
displays were the menhirs (Fig. 15.6). Whether moved from 
previous positions, as at the Navalcán dolmen in Toledo 
province, erected above dolmens, as in Peña de la Abuela or las 
Vegas de Samburiel, connected with complex structures such as 
the Menhir de Alcubilla in Soria, or associated with routeways 
like those in Palencia, they represent another distinct element 
of the megalithic tradition of the Iberian interior, reiterating 
patterns of the western megalithic tradition (Bueno et al. 2007, 
627; Rojo et al. 2005; Jiménez 2008; Moreno and Delibes 
2007). They are not just Iberian, they are Atlantic.

A note on chronology
The number of available C14 dates in central Iberia has 
recently increased in consequence of ongoing research. Yet 
compared to the number of dates available in other areas of 
European megaliths (Furholt and Müller 2011) they remain 
few. Charcoal samples were preferred to other materials in 
the dating programmes of the 1980s and 1990s (Cruz 1995; 
Cassen et al. 1993; Delibes 1984), but bone samples are more 
valuable when analysing the use-sequences of megalithic 
tombs, as it is often possible to obtain a contextually 
meaningful sample. Their results can also be usefully 
compared with those of charcoal samples. In fact, the dates 
from charcoal and bone from megaliths in central Iberia are 
reasonably consistent (Bueno et al. 2005a). Initial conclusions 
regarding the contemporaneity and polymorphism of the 
earliest monuments have been widely confirmed (Bueno et 

Fig. 15.6: Reused menhirs from the dolmen of Navalcán, Toledo (from 
Bueno et al. 2007)
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al. 2006; Delibes 2010) (Fig. 15.7). The large number of C14 
sequences obtained from dolmens and from burial mounds 
without megalithic structures date the earliest of them to 
the second half of the 5th millennium BC, with a significant 
concentration at the beginning of the 4th millennium cal 
BC. This confirms the hypothesis of a “high” chronology, 
establishing that these funerary traditions flourished during the 
first centuries of the 4th millennium cal BC. Azután in Toledo 
province offers a good example. The excavation below the burial 
mound provided a C14 date of 5250±40 BP (4230–3973 cal 
BC at 95.4% confidence: OxCal 4.2). The construction of 
the monument must fall between that date and 5060±90 BP 
(4039–3657 cal BC), the date obtained from human skeletal 
material in the chamber. The date for a burial from Portillo de 
las Cortes (Beta 334952: 5000±30 BP: 3939–3702 cal BC) also 
suggests a far earlier origin than has sometimes been supposed 
for human deposits in the dolmens of central Iberia. 

There are two even earlier dates from Azután and El 
Castillejo (see Fig. 15.7). This phenomenon of outlying early 
dates is not restricted to dolmens: some of the burials from 
the natural caves in western Iberia also yield older dates. 
The hypothesis that human remains from older structures 
were incorporated alongside new burial deposits is linked to 
another practice that re-used older objects: the menhir. Some 
of the latter date to the beginning of the 5th or even the 6th 
millennium cal BC. Their re-use in later burial contexts, 
either whole or fragmented, may perhaps link to the practice 
of recovering and reburying human remains, whether whole 
or fragmented (Jones 2005). This movement of bones, stones, 
and ancestors seems to end when they are deposited in 
burials dating from the second half of the 5th millennium 
cal BC onward, although the association between stones 
and ancestors continues beyond the end of the first phase of 
European megalithic tradition (Bueno et al. 2007).

The use and construction of dolmens and burial mounds 
continued in the third millennium cal BC (Fig. 15.8). 
Moreover, increased construction of hypogea is evident, 
particularly from the second half of the millennium onward. 
To place these sequences in context, two factors must be 
taken into account: first their contemporaneity with the 
development of Ciempozuelos-type Bell Beaker pottery, and 
second, their contemporaneity with the first Argaric funerary 
manifestations. 

Although the evidence is still not confirmed, there are 
several indications that these dolmens and burial mound 
remained in use. For example, dating evidence from both the 
Valle de las Higueras and Camino de las Yeseras cemeteries 
gives similar chronologies to those documented in the south 
and west of the Peninsula, as at the Loma de las Puercas 
cemetery in Cádiz,Alcaide in Malaga, and in southern Portugal 
(Giles et al. 1994; Marques et al. 2004; Alves et al. 2010). 
This perspective, showing how a ritual practice with deep and 
early roots was manifest widely in different ways over a long 

Fig. 15.7: Calibrated radiocarbon dates for megalithic tombs in 
Central Iberia (5th and 4th millennia cal BC)

Fig. 15.8: Calibrated radiocarbon dates for megalithic tombs in 
Central Iberia (3rd millennium cal BC)
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time period, exposes the tension between alternative funerary 
traditions during the later prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula. 
The flow of ideas relating to these rituals was caused by the 
remarkable intensification of exchange networks connecting 
Africa, the Atlantic and the Mediterranean at the end of 
the 4th millennium cal BC. This wider aspect needs to be 
explored more fully in future studies. 

Conclusions
The monuments of the interior of the Iberian Peninsula 
together with those of Brittany are amongst the oldest 
megalithic tombs in Europe (Furholt and Müller 2011, 
fig. 2). They are exceptional because they are so clearly 
interwoven with the settlements of the first farmers, the latter 
providing occupational sequences that are topographically 
and ideologically linked to those of the megalithic builders. 
The style of burial mound that lacks a megalithic chamber 
is unique amongst other European monuments of similar 
age. This leads us to believe that the role of the mounds was 
especially important to the groups who were consolidating 
collective burial customs and the accompanying rituals. The 
use of stonework and clay walling, the system of building 
burial mounds in concentric circles, and even the spatulae 
idols of the San Martin–El Miradero type (Fig. 15.9), 
provide clear antecedents for the classical Millaran forms. The 
monuments of the interior Iberian Peninsula seem to have 
played a part in defining building methods in the form of 

construction modules: these spread throughout the southeast 
and the south-west in the 3rd millennium cal BC. Large 
stones are key to the first megalithic monuments but other 
kinds of chambers built with other materials also feature. In 
fact the polymorphism present in the European megalithic 
tradition is abundantly evidenced in central Iberia.

Prehistoric topography adds a whole new layer of meaning. 
Remains of early farming settlements can be found under 
dolmens; there is evidence that older menhirs were used as 
the initial components of many dolmens; and skeletal remains 
of earlier date are found inside later burial chambers. These 
examples all provide material evidence of reference to the past, 
confirming the weight of ideological constructs that underlay 
European megaliths and, of course, the strong continuity 
between the first farmers and the megalith builders. The 
spatial association between settlement and funerary sites is 
constant throughout the entire timespan of the megalithic 
tradition. It is illustrated by the case of Azután where two 
enclosures have recently been identified close by, in a research 
project conducted in collaboration with the University of 
Tübingen. There are sites beyond the funerary domain very 
similar to enclosures of the Perdigões type (Valera 2012).

The central position of the Meseta with respect to routes 
leading towards the north helps to explain some of these 
relationships. The San Martin–El Miradero spatulae were 
found in Meseta monuments from the 5th millennium cal 
BC, confirming the link to the Ebro route. These pieces are 
similar to spatulae discovered in cemeteries on the Danube 
(Jeunesse 1997, 87), indicating broader networks.

In addition, materials and the methods of manufacture 
suggest strong links between the megalith builders of the 
interior and those of western Iberia. These associations 
became more important from the second half of the 4th 
millennium cal BC. Some of the artefacts recovered are 
made of gold, probably alluvial gold mainly from the inner 
Tagus area (Barroso et al. 2003). Others are copper, especially 
daggers, awls and Palmela points. The Palmela points are all of 
very similar size and weight suggesting a common method of 
manufacture. Moreover, some ornaments have the same shape 
and were worked in a similar way, perhaps attesting to a single 
cultural tradition. An example is the golden appliqué from 
Valdehiguero in La Rioja (Luezas and Rovira 2004), which is 
identical to others found in Ermegeira .

Andalucía and the Algarve demonstrate a peak of surplus the 
growth of farming settlements relying on exchange networks 
to which they contributed materials such as variscite, copper, 
and gold. The presence of African ivory (Schumacher and 
Banerjee 2012) in grave assemblages from the second half of 
the 4th millennium cal BC points to another route whereby 
materials and ideas could travel. Here again the geographical 
position of the Meseta must have played an important role, 
as suggested by ivory ornaments found in the area of Madrid.

According to traditional hypotheses, the focus for the rise of 

Fig. 15.9: Bone spatulae of Saint Martin – El Miradero type: a) 
El Miradero, Valladolid, (from Delibes et al. 1986); b) La Velilla, 
Palencia (detail of a female example; from Guerra et al. 2012); d) 
Portillo de las Cortes, Guadalajara; d) El Castillejo, Toledo
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the Iberian Chalcolithic lay at Los Millares. Chronologies have 
since been established, however, that indicate the development 
of powerful southwestern centres and earlier hypotheses are in 
need of revision and clarification (Valera 2012). The strong 
connection between these southwestern centres and the interior 
makes the role of the Meseta critical to understanding the 
networks that underlay the funerary systems associated with 
ancestor rituals in the Iberian Peninsula.

It is not possible to reach definite conclusions regarding 
the parallel use of the collective burials discussed here, and of 
individual burial. The latter play a role throughout the Neolithic, 
and are contemporary with the use of megaliths (Fig. 15.10).

In conclusion, within the complex framework that we have 
described, the megalithic tradition of the Iberian interior is 
clearly fundamental to the understanding of the Iberian 
megalithic tradition more generally. Its central position 
provides a platform that gives access to the rest of Europe. 
Further information will no doubt throw more light on these 
connections as research on the region continues.
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Megalithic hollows: rock-cut tombs between  
the Tagus and the Guadiana

Leonor Rocha

Abstract
Neolithic monuments south of the Tagus, in Portugal, 
number over 1000. They are usually classified in four key 
types: standing stones (isolated or in groups); megalithic 
tombs (dolmens and passage graves); rock-cut tombs; and 
corbel vaulted tombs. In addition, there has been increasing 
evidence of an early and incipient monumentality at the late 
Mesolithic funerary shell mounds of the Tagus and Sado 
rivers. Some have timber features that may be considered to 
be monumental, not in terms of size but by being associated 
with memory.

The spatial experiences of these places are transformed 
by specific kinds of design and tectonics (and we use the 
term “tectonics” in the architectural sense). Therefore, from 
an alternative point of view, if we attempt to categorise 
the monuments in accordance with these different spatial 
experiences, they can be classified: as open air monuments 
(standing stones, timber features at shell mounds); closed 
monuments (shell mound cemeteries, closed megalithic 
chambers); and open tombs (passage graves and rock-cut 
tombs). 

The available data concerning the region south of the 
Tagus and west of the Guadiana is still hampered by a number 
of difficulties in obtaining radiocarbon dates. However, it has 
been possible to show that the different types of monuments 
were probably sequential, most likely with chronological 
overlaps between the types: shell mounds (6000–5000 cal 
BC); then standing stones (5000–4000); then megalithic 
tombs (4500–3000); then rock-cut tombs (3500–3000); and 
lastly corbel vaulted tombs (3000–2500). However, this over-
simplified scheme is still open to debate, and is obviously in 
need of refinement.

Keywords: megalithic tombs; rock-cut tombs; corbel vaulted 
tombs; Alentejo; Portugal

Looking back ... 
From an early date, the monumentality of megalithic 
monuments attracted the attention and curiosity of people 
in Portugal, with whom they shared the same physical 
space. This often resulted in funerary reuse, or the use of the 
monuments as seasonal homes and shelters, most likely in 
prehistory, and documented in the archaeological excavations 

conducted since the second half of the 19th century in the 
south of Portugal. This first phase was led by a group of 
researchers who had a broad and diverse set of interests. They 
contributed to the identification of a remarkable number of 
megalithic monuments, many of them now destroyed. Carlos 
Ribeiro, Nery Delgado, Francisco Pereira da Costa, Estácio 
da Veiga, and Leite de Vasconcelos developed notable work in 
the inventorying (and excavating) of numerous monuments. 
The results of their research, often carried out at their own 
expense, were mainly published in national magazines. 

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, knowledge of 
the megalithic monuments in the south of Portugal was closely 
connected to the actions taken by the Portuguese Ethnological 
Museum, through the investigations and inventories made by 
its directors and employees. The museum conducted a project 
aiming to collate a representative collection of the whole 
national territory. This led to the establishment of a network 
of regional informants/collaborators who collected or bought 
finds and collected information on existing monuments and 
sites, which they sent to their director. 

However, the interest and the actions of Vergilio Correia 
and Manuel Heleno by far exceeded the institutional activity, 
as they carried out what we consider to be the first projects 
aimed at studying megalithic Alentejo (Correia 1921; Rocha 
2005; 2012). In the following decades, researchers such 
as Georg and Vera Leisner, Philine Kalb, Jorge de Oliveira, 
Victor S. Gonçalves, Manuel Calado, Rui Parreira, João 
Luis Cardoso, Joaquina Soares, Carlos Tavares da Silva, Rui 
Boaventura, and others, inventoried or reassessed dozens of 
megalithic monuments. At the dawn of the 21st century, 
knowledge of megalithic architecture seemed well defined, 
therefore discussions mainly centred on the finds and their 
evolutionary timelines (Fig. 16.1). With specific regard to 
megalithic architecture, although there are some differences 
between the coast and inland, the following types were known 
at this point:

(a) Hypogea, located in the coastal districts of Lisbon, Setúbal 
and the Algarve (Fig. 16.2).These are funerary structures 
carved in the rock (in this case, soft limestone), typically 
consisting of a rounded chamber, antechamber, and 
access passage (Fig. 16.3). The top of the chamber has 
a round opening (like a “rabbit hutch”). Usually they 
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appear in groups (for example, at Alapraia, Carenque, S. 
Pedro do Estoril, Quinta do Anjo/Casal do Pardo, Monte 
Canelas).

(b) Tholoi, located in small numbers on the coast or inland. 
These are funerary structures whose architecture has some 
variation. Type 1: chambers built with orthostats upon 
which the false dome sits (such as OP2 at Escoural), and 
a passage of varied length, also built with orthostats. Type 
2: chambers built with dry stone walls, upon which the 
false dome sits, and a passage of varied length, also built 
with dry stone walling (such as Pai Mogo, and Praia das 
Maças). Type 3: fully built chambers with a false dome 
system (e.g. Alcalar) and a passage built from dry stone 
walling. In the Alentejo, with the exception of the tholos 
at Escoural which is isolated, the identified tholoi are 
located in Reguengos de Monsaraz and are structurally 
related to the passage grave.

(c) Megalithic graves, mainly located in transition areas from 
the coast to inland, in the Alentejo and Algarve. They 
consist of small megalithic structures (closed, open, and/
or with a small passage), built in schist or granite, with a 
very variable number of orthostats (3–11). Some are still 
covered by the tumulus (Fig. 16.4).

(d) Passage graves, (short, medium or long), located either on 
the coast or in land, although the greatest concentration 
is between the north and the centre of the Alentejo (Fig. 
16.5). These megalithic structures have variable sizes in 
terms of height, number of pillars, and passage length.

(e) Irregular structures, located, just like the small graves, 
mainly in transition areas from the coast to inland, 
in natural passage areas. They present unique or less 
widespread forms of megalithic architecture, such as 
passage graves without a passage and rectangular graves.

Some of these monuments, especially the most 
monumental, may also exhibit greater structural complexity, 
with compartmentalisation in the chamber and/or passage, 
and the presence of niches, antechambers, annexed graves, 
atriums, burials and/or depositions outside (tumulus).

Understanding the invisible: new architecture
After rescue measures were undertaken during the building of 
the Alqueva Dam and its associated infrastructure, information 
regarding the known setting of funerary structures changed 
radically. A set of amazing new funerary monuments, 
unparalleled in this area but with some similarities to others 

Fig. 16.1: Megalithic monuments in southern Portugal Fig. 16.2: Hypogea in southern Portugal



16916. Megalithic hollows: rock-cut tombs between the Tagus and the Guadiana

identified in southern Spain (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2010) were 
identified and excavated, in the 19th and 20th centuries, as 
well as on the Portuguese coast, particularly in the Lisbon 
and Setúbal area (Soares 2003). These sites, which went 
unnoticed until the first decade of this century, are located in 
areas dominated by a smoothly undulating topography, with 

small elevations and excellent visibility over the surrounding 
area. They have a relatively dense hydrological system, with 
many small watercourses of irregular flow. The lands is heavily 
utilised for agriculture, especially for growing grain, olive 
groves and cattle grazing.

The hypogeum of Sobreira de Cima (Fig. 16.6) was the 
first to be identified (although partially destroyed) in 2006, 
during the construction work of the Alqueva Power Plant. 
It alerted the Portuguese archaeological community to the 
existence of funerary structures within the Alentejo region, 
excavated from the rock, and showing no surface evidence 
(Valera 2009).

This cemetery consists of seven hypogea, five of which 
are located in the construction area. Three of these were 
already partially destroyed when they were identified, but 
two were fully excavated. Two other hypogea were identified 
via geophysical prospecting outside the area designated for 
the dam: these have not been examined. However, this 
set had some differences between them in terms of their 
architecture. 

•  Hypogea 1 and 2 had circular chambers with a short 
passage and access through a vertical well. Hypogeum 1 
also had an entrance sealed with mortared clay with bits 
of mixed amphibolites (in addition to the access well into 
the chamber). 

•  Hypogeum 3 had an oval and elongated chamber with a 
narrow entrance, with a well.

•  Hypogea 4 and 5 had circular chambers with antechambers 
and an access passage with a ramp. 

•  Hypogeum 5 had small monoliths at the entrance of the 
passage: these seem to show the existence of a structure 
that indicated the entrance to this monument.

The good state of preservation of the osteological remains 
(a rare phenomenon in the Alentejo) recovered in this 
necropolis show a low number of burials, without overlap or 
reuse. The materials collected are very similar, and have a total 
lack of pottery (Valera and Philip 2012).

Further construction work for the channels of the Alqueva 
dam led to the continuation of archaeological work, revealing 
that this cemetery is part of a wide range of funerary structures 
(Fig. 16.7). This extended the funerary variety that had been 
recorded in southern Spain in recent decades into inland 
Portugal.

These monuments are normally grouped, and are located 
within settlements with hollows, in border areas, or seemingly 
isolated. Porto Torrão, one of the largest Chalcolithic 
settlements known in Europe, has a complex network of 
funerary structures both inside and outside the hollows. These 
include hypogea, pits, and other associated burials (Valera 
2010). Some burials were identified in pits/dumps within the 
hollows. In the space between two hollows a hypogeum was 

Fig. 16.3: Hypogeum of Quinta do Anjo (Palmela, Portugal)

Fig. 16.4: Small megalithic structures of Deserto (Montemor-o-Novo, 
Portugal)

Fig. 16.5: Passage grave of Brotas (Mora, Portugal)
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also identified. As it partially overlaps the exterior hollow, its 
construction must have occurred at a later stage.

As an example, Monte do Carrascal 2, one of the 
necropolises associated with the Porto Torrão settlement, 
presents great diversity and complexity within the funerary 
architecture (Valera 2010). This includes the following 
features:

•  A large ditch/hollow, excavated in the rock, with graves 
(hypogea) on both sides. It has a depth of about 2.10m 
and a width at the mouth of about 4m on the west side, 
narrowing to the east. The profile is generally trapezoidal, 
but somewhat irregular. The base of this hollow, by which 
the graves were accessed, was covered with red clay (Valera 
et al. 2010).

•  Hypogea with a chamber and one or two access passages, 
with openings on the top like the hypogea on the coast. 
Parts of the chamber wall were built of stone, and they 
were closed by schist capstones. In addition, the entrances 
to the hypogea were closed with stones and, at hypogeum 
1, two river pebbles, a conch and a whole pottery container 
were placed there.

•  Collective burials.
•  Secondary depositions of bones, some of which were 

burned at the entrance.
•  The hollow/atrium filled by a succession of passage floors 

in beaten clay and a lot of rubble.
All materials in this set point to a Chalcolithic date.

Records of other sites correspond to large necropolises, 
with many hypogea and pits in the same area. For example, 
at Montinhos 6, at Brinches, Serpa, 14 hypogea and 130 pits 
were identified. In this case, there were also architectural 
differences. The hypogea had variations in: their antechambers 
(sub-circular or sub-rectangular); the number of chambers 
(one or two); and the possible presence of earlier pits that 

were incorporated into the new monument. In Alto de 
Brinches 3, out of the 231 negative structures like pits, only 
a few had burials. Given current knowledge, it seems that 
the hypogea usually contained adult burials, with associated 
objects. Conversely, the pits contain mostly sub-adult burials 
with no associated objects.

This diversity could correspond to prolonged use/
construction over time, as the collected assemblages suggest 
monument use from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age.

Types of structures

Hypogea
Normally the hypogea have rectangular or quadrangular 
antechambers that give access to one or more circular or 
sub-circular chambers of different sizes. In addition, they 
are built on flat ground, with recessed or re-entrant walls 
(concave) that are more pronounced in the upper half. The 
entrance of the chamber is closed with vertical slabs (as seen 
as Sobreira de Cima, Outeiro Alto 2 – B nucleus). Some of 
the rooms have an opening in the ceiling, commonly referred 
to as “rabbit hutch” type structure: this is also common in the 
hypogea identified in the Lisbon and Setúbal areas. In some 
cases, access to the chambers is through a short passage and a 
more-or-less vertical well (such as at Sobreira de Cima 1 and 
2, Outeiro Alto 2 – C nucleus). The passage area may be filled 
with soil and stones.

Hypogea are constructed on a reasonably soft, rocky 
substrate (calcareous or soft schist), from which sediments 
were probably removed. Structurally speaking, its 
construction could be complex work, especially if we 
consider the theories that identify the pit or the access 
passage as the starting point (Valera and Filipe 2012). In 
fact, when looking at the access side wells, these are, as a 
general rule, not very wide (around 1.5m diameter) and are 
more or less vertical. Given this, it seems to me that the idea 

Fig. 16.6: Hypogeum of Sobreira de Cima (Vidigueira, Portugal) Fig. 16.7: Hypogeum of Beringel (Beja, Portugal)
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developed by Pedro Alvim (pers. comm.) is more feasible. 
He suggests that the construction of this type of hypogeum 
must have started from the opening of the chamber ceiling. 
From there, it would have been much easier to broaden 
the chamber, remove the rock, and build the passage or 
the access well. In this way it would have been possible to 
control the entire construction process, which would not be 
the case if the construction had been started from the access 
well. There, the circulation of workers would be greatly 
hampered by the scarcity of space, the lack of light and the 
dust, particularly when reaching deeper levels.

Pits/silos
These have a wide mouth, and are built on narrower, flat or 
concave ground. They have a significantly a truncated-conical 
shape.

Complexes
Hypogeum complexes result from the transformation of 
previous structures. In the better documented cases (such 
as Ourém 7), the transformation of pits into hypogea can be 
seen. These structures may be connected by tunnels.

Absolute dating 
A brief analysis was conducted of the available dating of these 
negative structures (hypogea) between Lisbon and the Algarve 
(Table 16.1). We note that the dating obtained for the 
Sobreira de Cima hypogea (the only ones so far with known 
dating) fits perfectly within the same cronology. As can be 
seen from Table 16.1, if we extend this comparison to the 
megalithic graves, we can see that the passage graves, tholoi 

and hypogea are being built and used in the south of Portugal 
in the same time period (Table 16.2).

Table 16.2 shows the chronological framework of the 
Quinta do Anjo artificial caves, according to the recently 
submitted proposals, are built at an initial stage from the Late 
Neolithic, during which these structures were built (as some 
hypogea of the Alentejo). This reading is based two forms 
of evidence: a comparative analysis of the cultural material 
recovered (for example, the presence of the schist plaques); and 
a comparison with contemporary structures used for shorter 
durations, such as hypogeum 1 of S. Paulo (Almada), or other 
artificial caves, such as Monte do Castelo (Oeiras) or Monte 
Canelas (Lagos). Their chronologies point to the second half 
of the 4th millennium BC. The area of the artificial caves was 
used throughout the Chalcolithic, although it was already 
abandoned in the Later Chalcolithic. The C14 dating from at 
Quinta do Anjo, obtained from a bone object and a human 
bone sample, gives beginning of the 5th milleniunn BC .

This chronology is similarly to that proposed for other 
carved structures in rock, such as S. Paulo (whose architectural 
typology and the material culture are similar). It is also shared 
by other artificial caves in Extremadura, such as Alapraia or 
Carenque (Gonçalves, 2005).

Built to show or hide? 
Although it has been proven that the communities of southern 
Portugal had contact with each other, and exchanged various 
materials, their megalithic monuments show that they opted 
for different construction techniques to bury their dead ... in 
different types of monumental structures.

The new information acquired from the projects in 

Table 16.1: Radiocarbon dates from hypogea in southern Portugal
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southern inland Portugal has shown significant differences 
within settlements and funerary spaces within this area, 
particularly during the 4th and 3rd millennium BC. With 
respect to the funerary world, we now have two new types of 
funerary structures: 

(1) Type one occurs inside the settlements. The best examples 
are Perdigões and Porto Torrão, although they have 
different architectural designs. Perdigões contains tholoi, 
and Porto Torrão contains hypogea and pits. However, 
in both cases the osteological remains occur within a 
garbage context.

(2) Type two consists of more-or-less grouped funerary 
structures, in some cases constituting real “funerary 
cities”. These occupy large areas and are constructed 
and occupied over a long period of time. The space 
management and architecture reflect an unprecedented 
situation in the southern peninsula, with clear links 
to the Mediterranean world. According to recent data 
(Valera and Filipe 2012), some of these structures might 
have had some sort of markers that made them easily 
identifiable within the landscape for these communities. 
It could have been stelae (Sobreira de Cima), wooden 
structures (Outeiro Alto 2), or landscape markers. 
In fact, the number and complexity of the existing 
structures, which had no spatial overlap, in some 
of the cemeteries, must have required some form of 
surface marker as they would not have all been built 
simultaneously.

Once all the new data has been studied and published, 
it will revitalise current research. At present, many of these 

sites are either not published, or have been given only short 
presentations at professional conferences and or in journals. 
Trying to understand what led these communities to perceive 
the space of the living as different from the space of the 
dead naturally requires further reflection and – above all – a 
reassessment of the existing models.
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Houses of the dead and natural rocks:  
new evidence from western France

Philippe Gouézin

Abstract 
Past and present inventories of megalithic monuments in the 
west of France note that some ancient graves were built into 
natural rock formations. This practice links the domain of the 
dead to that of the mineral world, and is evidence of how 
Neolithic populations related to their environment. These 
mixed graves blend into the immediate landscape, becoming 
part of it. No longer is there the obvious ostentation of 
earlier periods. The architecture seems to belong to the Later 
Neolithic. Some graves involve the manual placement of 
upright slabs against in-situ rock. Others are built directly 
on the granite or schist bedrock. It is as if the souls of the 
dead were entrusted to the stone in perfect symbiosis. A 
significant number of standing stones may also be found near 
these graves, or near to the natural rock formations. Whilst 
not spectacular, this practice is of undeniable cultural and 
symbolic interest, and merits detailed study and recording.

Keywords: Mortuary house, natural rocks, landscape, 
chaotic outcrop, Later Neolithic

Introduction
Studies over recent years have shown that some megalithic 
monuments are of mixed-architecture, combining artificial 
and natural elements. Observation of the landscape shows 
that natural rock formations are often associated with stone 
settings. Sometimes we can count in tens the number of 
blocks that have been artificially arranged within a chaotic 
outcrop of natural granite, or close to one. With the smaller 
blocks, erected without shaping, the packing around the base 
is sometimes visible yet these small monoliths have often gone 
unnoticed. Considering the scale of the discoveries, mapping 
and recording is now essential. In this paper, we will present a 
first account of these monuments of mixed architecture.

Modern geological knowledge enables us today to 
differentiate between human constructions and natural 
rock formations. This has not always been so, and despite 
the vast advances in modern science, megaliths and natural 
rock formations are still colonised by faiths, legends and 
superstitions which attribute to them particular powers of 
healing, love and fertility (Sebillot 1985). Here we will show 
how these mixed-architecture monuments were integrated 
into the landscape, drawing upon studies carried out by 

Cummings on the relationships between monuments and 
natural features, their visual aspects and their symbolism 
(Cummings 2002). We will consider whether these 
monuments were inspired by the natural rock formations, 
and at what period in prehistory (Bradley 1998). Information 
about standing stones will also be included. They seem 
inseparable from the mortuary houses, and we will consider 
whether the activities involved were all completed within the 
memory timespans of individuals or of social groups, the 
landscape thus being full of meaning and memories recalling 
the past (Tilley 2004).

De Cussé, in 1885, was the first to publish a report 
discussing a megalithic monument associated with natural 
rock formations. This was the exploration of the grave 
under the rock overhang of Men Guen Lanvaux in Saint 
Jean Brévelay, Morbihan (Cussé 1885). A few years later 
Le Rouzic also drew attention to the chambered tomb of 
Conguel at Quiberon, Morbihan, excavated in 1891 by 
the Comte de Lagrange and Gaillard (Gaillard 1892). In 
his study on the morphology and the chronology of the 
prehistoric graves of Morbihan, Le Rouzic classified this 
particular monument – a chambered tomb covered by a 
cairn with one side of the chamber formed by the in-situ 
bedrock – as belonging to a particular type (Le Rouzic 
1933). L’Helgouach classified the structure as a dolmen 
with short passage (L’Helgouach 1962; 1965), commenting 
on the archaism or degeneration of the megalithic 
construction, and the opportunism or economising that 
it implied. On the eastern edge of the Armorican massif, 
in the Petit Vieux Sou dolmen at Brécé in Mayenne, the 
chamber has a lateral entrance approached by a covered 
passage. The end-wall and part of the floor of the burial 
chamber are formed by the natural rock (Bouillon 1989). 
Le Rouzic also suggested the presence of a natural rock 
support in Roc’h en Ezel at Crac’h, Morbihan in 1898 
(Le Rouzic 1898). In 1927 the Péquarts investigated the 
dolmen of Brunec situated on island of Saint Nicolas in 
the Glénan archipelago off the coast of Finistère, but the 
results were unsatisfactory owing to lack of archaeological 
artefacts (Péquart and Péquart 1927). In 1987, the rescue 
excavation of a megalithic tomb in the commune of La 
Chapelle Neuve in Morbihan revealed that the floor of the 
cist was formed by a granite outcrop (Gouézin 1987).
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The map of these mixed monuments (Fig. 17.1) shows 
a widespread distribution throughout Brittany. One 
geographical sector stands out, however: the granite massif 
of Les Landes de Lanvaux. It contains a very large number of 
megalithic monuments of every type, with some concentrated 
in necropolises like Coëby at Trédion in Morbihan, or Saint-
Just in llle-et-Vilaine.

Cists and megalithic tombs

Roh-Du (B) at La Chapelle Neuve (Morbihan)
In the centre of a forest, the Roh-Du group consists of 
three cists arranged in a “U” formation, each with three 
megalithic walls plus a drystone wall on the fourth side that 
probably corresponds to the entrance to the cist (Fig. 17.2, 
A). Roh-Du B, mapped in 1987 during rescue archaeology 
(Gouézin 1987; 1994), is bounded on the north and south 
by two longitudinal slabs. On the west, a low drystone wall is 
surmounted by a slab bringing the support up to the level of 
the other two uprights (1.80 ´ 0.80m). The capstone has not 
been found. An outcropping granite surface forms the floor 
of the cist. Despite its degraded state, one can observe that 
the sub-rectangular cairn had was defined by a stone facing 
and by a large block of granite. The artefacts found could be 
attributed to the Beaker culture.

Roc’h en Ezel at Crac’h (Morbihan)
Situated on a promontory along the river Crac’h, this slightly 
oval shaped chamber (2.80 ´ 3.20m) leans against the in situ 

rock (Fig. 17.2, B). This rock assumes the role of an orthostat. 
A gap to the south-south-east apparently corresponds to the 
entrance to the monument. It is presently covered by two 
capstones. There is no trace of any passage.

Bransquel at Pluneret (Morbihan)
This burial chamber was built on the top of a headland but 
blends perfectly into the landscape. Of modest size (2.56 ´ 
1.95m) its south-west wall consists of an outcropping rock 
(Fig. 17.2, C). The north-west and north-east faces show four 
orthostats, one of which has fallen. The entrance seems to 
be at the southeast. A capstone is present, but tilted into the 
chamber.

Men Guen Lanvaux at Plaudren (Morbihan)
On the western slope of a small hill covered with outcrops, 
and in a cavity just south of an outcropping rock, this 
dolmen-under-rock was arranged with a covered passage 
(Fig. 17.2, D). The protruding natural granite which 
overhangs the site let the builders insert orthostats on the 
western, eastern and southern sides, and infill them with 
drystone walling. The north side is enclosed by the same 
natural rock, which also serves as the roof. The slab on the 
east side allows access to the chamber. The cairn material is 
still present on the east, west and south sides. Three small 
standing stones have been found close to this monument, in 
the middle of the natural rocks scattered all over the surface 
of the hill (Gouézin 1994).

Fig. 17.1: Location of the study area : (A) Conguel 
at Quiberon; (B) Men Guen Lanvaux at Plaudren; 
(C) Pont-Bertho at Plaudren; (D) Roh Coh Coët 
at Saint Jean Brévelay; (E) Roch En Ezel at Crac’h; 
(F) La Coudraie; (G) Roh-Du B at La Chapelle 
Neuve; (H) Guilliguy at Ploudalmézeau; (I) Petit 
Vieux Sou at Brécé; (J) La Tougeais at Pleudihen 
sur Rance; (K) Bois de Gouarec at Plélauff; (L) 
Enez Bihan at Pleumeur Bodou; (M) Brunec 
Île St. Nicolas, Les Glénans; (N) Toul Bras at 
Quiberon; (O) Bransquel at Pluneret
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Bois de Tougeais at Pleudihen sur Rance (Ille-et-Vilaine) 
Situated on the southwestern part of a dominant rocky 
outcrop, this chamber (3.00 ´ 1.00m) was created in a small 
natural cavity in granite outcrops and completely absorbed 
into the landscape (Fig. 17.3, E). Partly encircled by the 
natural rock on the north and west, the chamber is completed 
on the south by three overlapping orthostats. A gap on the 
east side gives access to the chamber, which is covered by a 
single capstone. Several other blocks visible to the east may be 
the kerb of an original covering mound.

Toul Bras at Quiberon (Morbihan)
This chamber-under-rock is situated on the south-west 
point of the island. The natural rock overhang was used to 
accommodate a chamber of trapezoidal shape (Fig. 17.3, 
F). Small upright slabs close off the northern and southern 
sides. The entrance seems to have been on the eastern side, 
as the mass of rock that overhangs the chamber also blocks 
the entire western side. The monument is visible only from 
the east, where there is a small accessible beach. The height of 
the entrance is 1.10m. diminishing towards the back of the 
chamber which is 2.20m wide.

Dolmen of Conguel at Quiberon (Morbihan)
This sub-rectangular burial chamber has on its south-eastern 
side a natural rock wall jutting out at an angle from the 
granite bedrock and overhanging part of the floor surface 
(Fig. 17.3, G). The other walls are formed by megalithic slabs. 
The monument seems to have been covered by a mass of 
stones, but the details of the cairn are unknown. The artefacts 
found here have made this the type-site for one variety of Late 
Neolithic ceramic found. 

Dolmen of Brunec, Saint Nicholas Island, Glénans archi-
pelago (Finistère)
This monument, on the northeast of the island, was excavated 
in 1927 (Péquart and Péquart 1927). The architecture remains 
badly defined but shows that one orthostat, the tallest, seems to 
be a natural outcrop (Hamon et al. 2007). No passage is visible.

Megalithic tombs with covered passage, including those 
with lateral entrance

Bois de Gouarec at Plélauff (Côtes-d’Armor) 
This dolmen with covered passage is in ruins. Built of schist 
slabs, it is aligned north–south (Fig. 17.4, J). The northern 
extremity is supported by an outcropping rock which serves 
as an end-stone. The monument was dug slightly into the 
ground, so that the northern end was the same height as the 
top of the outcrop. This outcrop extends on either side of the 
covered passage for several tens of metres. Perfectly blended 
into the hillside, its entrance, situated to the south, looks out 
over a very wide valley.

Fig. 17.2: Cists and megalithic tombs: (A) coffre du Roh-Du B at La 
Chapelle Neuve (56); (B) coffre de Roch En Ezel at Crac’h (56); (C) 
cist of Bransquel at Pluneret (56); (D) tomb under rock of Men Guen 
Lanvaux at Plaudren (56). (From Gouézin 2012) 

Fig. 17.3: Cists and megalithic tombs: (E) cist of La Tougeais at 
Pleudihen sur Rance (35) (from Gouézin 2012); (F) cist Toul Bras 
at Quiberon (from Gouézin 2013); (G) Conguel passage tomb at 
Quiberon (56). (From Le Rouzic 1926)
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Fig. 17.5: Megalithic tombs with covered passages including those with 
lateral entrance : (L) Enez Bihan at Pleumeur Bodou (22) (from Daire 
and Le Page 1994); (M) Guilliguy at Ploudalmézeau (29) (from 
Le Goffic 2001); (N) Pont-Bertho at Plaudren (56) (from Gouézin 
2012); (O) Petit Vieux Sou at Brécé (53) (from Bouillon 1989)

Philippe Gouézin

La Coudraie at Augan (Morbihan)
Very degraded, this dolmen with covered passage uses a 
naturally outcropping stone at its northern end as support 
(Fig. 17.4, K). This impressive red schist rock, emerges about 
1m from the ground, and presides over the 15m long burial 
chamber. The orientation is north–south with the entrance at 
the south. Close to this covered alley, immense natural rocks 
dominate the monument (Gouézin 1994).

Enez-Bihan in Pleumeur Bodou (Côtes-d’Armor)
Situated on the small island of Enez-Bihan, close to the 
mainland, but separated by the rise in sea level since the 
Neolithic, this dolmen has a covered passage and laterial 
entrance (Fig. 17.5, L). It is on a slope exposed to the 
south-west, and is built on outcropping granite (Daire and 
Le Page 1994). Part of the outcrop was used as the western 
wall of the tomb instead of orthostats. A narrowing is visible 
at the junction between the passage and the chamber. In 
the chamber four orthostats face a wall of natural rock. 
The capstones have disappeared. The external limits of the 
cairn appear to lie between the remains of a stone facing, 
and the natural rocks which protrude from the ground. 

One of these rocks has a series of cupules carved into a 
worked face.

Guilliguy at Ploudalmézeau (Finistère)
At the end of the inlet of Port Sall the rocky plateau of 
the same name rises to 29m. This plateau is adorned with 
a beautiful cross and a dolmen with covered passage and a 
lateral entrance to the south (Fig. 17.5, M). This monument 
was partially excavated in 1991/92 (Le Goffic and Peuziat 
2001). The southern facade of the monument is represented 
by a kerb composed of several vertical stones alternating with 
drystone walling. The north-east face is bounded by a rock 
outcrop on which the monument leans. The north wall of 
the lateral cell is closed by this rock outcrop. A trial pit in the 
floor, in front of the end support, reached granite bedrock at 
a depth of 0.30m.

Fig. 17.4: Megalithic tombs with covered passages: (I) Roh Coh Coët at 
Saint Jean Brévelay (56); (J) Bois de Gouarec at Plélauff (22); (K) La 
Coudraie (56). (From Gouézin 2012)
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Pont-Bertho at Plaudren (Morbihan) 
Discovered in the 1990s (Gouézin 1994), this dolmen and 
covered passageway with side entrance has as its north wall 
an enormous block of natural granite outcropping from the 
underlying bedrock (Fig. 17.5, N). This block has several 
erosion bowls in its top. The south wall is formed by a series of 
standing stones with a gap between them in the middle that 
is probably the entrance. Only one capstone remains in place; 
a second has fallen inside the chamber. This monument has 
a terminal cell beyond the final upright at the western end. 
The whole structure blends perfectly into the environment, 
and its entrance faces part of the Arz valley. Not too far away, 
and very visible, there is a large accumulation of natural rocks. 
Within tens of metres a standing stone has been raised upright 
just on the periphery of some natural rocks. One face of this 
stone looks as if it has been split from the host rock; the other 
face carries all the scars of normal surface weathering.

Le Petit Vieux-Sou at Brécé (Mayenne) 
At its south-eastern extremity, this dolmen with covered 
passage and lateral entrance has a naturally outcropping 
rock as its end wall (Fig. 17.5, O). The monument rests 
against a granite outcrop: its first orthostats, situated at the 
southeast, sit in sockets that have been dug into the bedrock. 
Bouillon suggested that “the Neolithic builders complicated 
their task by digging these sockets into the bedrock to get 
all the supporting uprights at the same height” (unless these 
sockets indicate stone quarried from them). This architectural 
implementation also shows that the natural rock rises 
markedly inside the burial chamber, close to the end upright 
on the southeast. A platform (1.50 ´ 2.00m) at the foot of the 
end wall could have served as an altar for offerings (or another 
use at which we can only guess). Whatever its purpose, it was 
formed by the chipping away of bedrock (Kerdivel and Mens 
2010).

A tomb with covered passage in a megalithic quarry
Kerherne-Bodunan/Roh-Coh-Coët at Saint Jean Brévelay 
(Morbihan)
This megalithic monument is of the passage tomb type and was 
built in part by using slabs detached from a natural outcrop 
7m long (Fig. 17.4, I). The length of this outcrop corresponds 
to the length of the chamber. A transverse internal rock plus 
some dry-stone walling seems to have been used as a chamber 
divider. Several orthostats and capstones completed this east–
west aligned monument. The width inside is 1.7m and the 
headroom is 1.20m. It is impossible to see this monument 
from the western side of the promontory .

Roh Coh Coët (I) is without doubt the most spectacular 
monument in our analysis. It was essentially developed from 
one single natural rock outcrop. From this several slabs were 
split off and rearranged into a dolmen. Today, it is completely 
integrated into the landscape, and easily mistaken for one of 
the natural tors and other granite outcrops on the hillside. 
It enjoys a beautiful view over the valley. It is a wonderful 
example of architectural ingenuity by the builders: they 
obviously did not choose this site at random but could 
visualise the possibilities and potential in this outcrop. On 
our many visits with Luc Laporte we have also noticed, nearby 
and parallel to the tomb, a quarry for Neolithic stelae, (both 
unfinished stelae and negative marks where stone stelae had 
been removed) (Fig. 17.6).

Our first observations are that construction of the 
monument proceeded as follows (Fig. 17.7). The starting 
point was a natural slab of rock, 1m thick, at the top of 
the outcrop, which was aligned with and parallel to the 
neighbouring blocks. The first task was the detachment of 
the block and its removal 1.60m to the north. Next, the 
western part of the initial block was split transversely, and 
the part that was split off was pivoted and tilted. After that, 
the rest of the dolmen was built by adding orthostats and 
capstones. The most impressive of these has a beautiful cup 

Fig. 17.6: Roh-Coh-Coët tomb with covered passage (I) and Neolithic megalithic quarry. (Photo: Philippe Gouézin)
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mark on top carved in its middle. Analysis shows, without 
doubt, that the first block that was split off came from the 
initial slab. The histogram obtained by 3-D photogrammetry 
shows that when the plotted envelopes of surface points are 
superimposed, the two faces match together exactly along the 
fracture (Fig. 17.8).

Architectural balance
Of the 15 monuments discussed, three are passage tombs, 
four are lateral entrance graves, five are chambered tombs, 
two are tombs under rock overhangs, and one is unclassified.

These monuments have been dated by their architecture, 
by the various archaeological artefacts found, or by details 
discovered in recent excavations. They all belong essentially 
to the Later Neolithic (Kérugou, Conguel, Croh Collé), and 
the Final Neolithic (Beaker). The sample shows the diversity 
of tomb types built in the Armorican massif during the 
Later and Final Neolithic, a phenomenon widespread in this 

territory. Outcrops were used either as the longitudinal wall 
of the burial chamber, (G, I, N, D, E, L, F); for the terminal 
cell of Guilliguy (M); for the end wall (K, O, J); as part of the 
end wall of the tomb (O, A); or as a “natural” orthostat (B, 
C). Most of the natural rocks used as part of these structures 
were roofed by capstones except for La Coudraie (K), which 
had an end-stone much higher than the rest of the chamber, 
and the cist on the Island Saint Nicolas where the height of 
the natural outcrop exceeds the other supports by a large 
margin. The natural rock of Men Guen Lanvaux (D) acts as 
a capstone like that at Toul Bras (F). In the cist of Roch En 
Ezel (B), the presence of the natural outcrop in front of the 
entrance to the chamber calls to mind the in-situ rock used 
as the end-stone in certain passage graves and lateral entrance 
graves. All these monuments are integrated into very visible 
outcrops of granite or schist. It is possible that their cairns 
blended into the general aspect of the neighbouring terrain, 
but too little remains to be dogmatic on this. The Roh-Coh-
Coët covered passage tomb (I) suggests the reoccupation of 
an older stelae quarry, or even the continued use of a site 
important to cult. If the re-use was not accidental, it may be 
evidence of the ongoing sacred character of certain locations, 
perhaps a sustained ancestral memory regarding places. The 
tomb under rock of Men Guen Lanvaux (D) reinforces this 
symbiosis between the natural and the anthropogenic.

Discussion
The association of the domain of the dead and the mineral 
world emphasises the attachment Neolithic populations 
had with their environment. But what made them choose 
these particular places and rocky outcrops? Why did they 
hide these mortuary houses amongst these rocks with such 
calculated discretion, and at the same time position them to 
have, from the inside, such magnificent views? The answers 
may be found through visual observation of the landscape, 
and the topography around these monuments, together with 
an approach centred on the ways humans think (or may have 
thought), fine-tuned, of course, by phenomenology.

This goes beyond the classical observations of 
archaeological sites: as Tilley (2004) observes, it is important 
to try to understand the relations between populations and 
the characteristics of the area they inhabit. How did they 
perceive the environment in which they lived? What social 
memories did they associate with each site? Defaix cites 
examples from ethnographic as well as anthropological reports 
which “[register] the object studied and its relationship to 
the landscape, like a natural element in land management” 
(Defaix 2006, 185). He makes the distinction between a 
natural rock and a cultural stone. An impression is gained 
that the soul of the dead is entrusted to the stone in perfect 
symbiosis.

Bradley (1998) suggests that some monuments have been 
inspired by natural rock formations considered as the ruins of 

Fig. 17.8: Roh-Coh-Coët passage tomb (I): histogram from 3D 
scan demonstrating the bonding of two fractured faces. The software 
evaluates the correspondence between the two faces by matching their 
pointcloud. (Sofware: CloudCompare. Prepared by Conservatoire 
Numérique du Patrimoine Archéologique de l’Ouest: Jean-Baptiste 
Barreau Ingénieur d’Etude, Yann Bernard Infographiste and Florian 
Cousseau doctoral student, UMR 6566 Université de Rennes 1) 

Fig. 17.7: Building phases of Roh-Coh-Coët passage tomb (I)
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ancient ancestral graves. Incorporated in new monuments, the 
characteristics of monuments should be that they resembled 
natural landscape features. The monuments considered here, 
integrated amongst natural rocks, with their discretion – and 
in some cases their invisibility – does not fall in this category. 
Cummings (2002) mentions that, in south-west Wales, some 
monuments of the later Neolithic were carefully positioned in 
the landscape. It seems that many monuments of the later and 
final Neolithic adopt this kind of placement. Note, however, a 
special case – the site of Roh-Coh-Coët (I). This was a natural 
outcrop at the site that had already received extensive human 
attention during previous periods of the Neolithic.

These small hills, artificial and natural, are as one, without 
distinction. They impart a certain notion of disappearance. 
One finds this also with other graves of the Late Neolithic 
in the Paris basin or Champagne regions. The ostentatious 
setting so obvious in monuments of the previous periods is no 
longer appropriate. There is no longer co-visibility nor inter-
visibility. The entrances of these tombs often look out over 
open panoramas (valley or ocean) some of would not leave 
one unmoved. It is worth considering this aspect in relation 
to other monuments of the Late and Final Neolithic. We note 
also that the orientation and the positioning of the natural 
rock is a major factor in setting the axis of construction; 
and furthermore the orientations of these tombs (Fig. 17.9), 
chambers and passages, does not indicate any preferred 

orientation (sunrise or sunset, moonrise or moonset, a fine 
view over the landscape). 

Significant stone settings, whether or not they are near 
these mixed graves, may have been places for visitation and 
perhaps for particular rites. Scarre sees standing stones as 
markers of ordained places, having a particular connection 
with material things and natural reliefs. He considers that 
some of them have human forms “Not completely freed from 
their matrix and endowed with human features” (Scarre 2010, 
9; 2011). It is true that a significant number of standing stones 
are raw blocks that have a sheared face as well as an eroded 
face, suggesting (for some) themes of fertility and growth, and 
even anthropomorphic forms (Tilley 2004). In the Iberian 
Peninsula, Calado refers to large, prehistoric sanctuaries at 
rock outcrops. The very suggestive but natural element of the 
outcrops of Barreira (Sintra, Portugal) makes one think of 
actual standing stones (Calado 2006). Did the people of the 
Neolithic associate the powers and the spirits of outcrops with 
the strange forms that developed due to weathering?

Conclusion
These tombs, integrated into the rock, become part of 
the mineral world while preserving a visual discretion, 
a discretion which applies equally to a large number of 
megalithic tombs with covered passages. In spite of modern 
techniques, it remains difficult to penetrate the mysteries 
of religious thought and forms of worship of the period. 
Prehistoric peoples transformed rocky outcrops into highly 
symbolic places, for the greater part bound up with funerary 
practices appropriate to their times and their environment. 
Their practice of implanting tombs in these landscapes and 
appropriating these outcrops of strange shape represents their 
way of seeing things. It strongly suggests that the mineral 
world and the geology around them influenced their religious 
behaviour and worship. This connection to the outcrops seems 
to date to the Late and Final Neolithic. It distances itself from 
older ostentatious concepts of burial monument. Standing 
stones, however, embody a different dynamic. Some seem 
to follow earlier norms, as they are small and discreet, while 
others, through their imposing size and engravings similar to 
those in Middle Neolithic tombs, could be earlier than these 
mixed monuments. The discovery of an important assemblage 
of ceramic material in a natural cavity in a granite outcrop 
at Castellic in Carnac is also a remarkable phenomenon to 
be noted (Gaillard 1893). A larger-scale study of a greater 
number of monuments from this period will be necessary to 
advance our knowledge further.
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The stone rows of Hoedic (Morbihan) and the construction of 
alignments in western France
Jean-Marc Large and Emmanuel Mens

Abstract
Rows of standing stones are emblematic monuments of 
early Neolithic societies in western Europe. In Brittany, the 
phenomenon is important, and there is continuing debate 
about when they were first erected, how they evolved, and, 
of course, their meaning. The authors have used the evidence 
provided by two island sites in southern Brittany to ponder 
the issues of the precise moment they appeared, their possible 
link with the last societies of hunter-gatherers present in the 
peninsula, and their structural evolution. However, very few 
similar sites have yielded dependable information.

Keywords: standing settings, alignment, Final Mesolithic, 
Neolithic, Brittany

Introduction
Over the last two decades the stone rows of Brittany have been 
repeatedly reinterpreted by different researchers in various 
fields. From standard excavation programmes (Moulin de 
Cojou, Locmariaquer, Monteneuf ) to rescue excavations (Belz 
and La Trinité), using various methodological approaches 
(GIS, surface imaging, geophysical prospection, together 
with complex systemic studies such as geomorphology and 
megalithic technology), Brittany’s standing stone alignments 
are once again the focus of scientific interest of the first order. 
Such structures pose a variety of problems. The first and most 
important is their significance. The second problem is the 
chronological and cultural attribution of the earliest evidence 
of the phenomenon, which research consistently dates to 
the second quarter of the 5th millennium BC. Its potential 
emergence in an previous period has yet to be proven. If the 
phenomenon is to be considered a local one, then the last 
populations of hunter-gatherers must be included in the 
debate. If it underwent external influences, which were they? 
Is it still relevant to refer once again to external influences 
that, even today, we are unable to define? Finally, it is on 
the structural features of these architectures that we are 
making progress. Systematic study of a number of features 
of these rows has resumed in the last twenty years, following 
a rare previous attempts. Standing stone rows now appear 
as complex evolving monuments whose use seems to have 
spanned over two millennia, albeit with interruptions.

This paper revisits a number of stone rows (Fig. 18.1) 

that will be compared to each other, in order to better grasp 
their structural complexity as well as their chronological and 
cultural framework. The discussion is supported by evidence 
from two rows we excavated on Hoedic island (Morbihan, 
France). To begin with, we will present monuments where the 
erection of single rows of standing stones is firmly dated to the 
second quarter of the 5th millennium BC (Moulin de Cojou 
at Saint-Just – Ille-et-Vilaine; Lannec er Gadouer at Erdeven 
– Morbihan; Le Grand Menhir alignment at Locmariaquer 
– Morbihan; and the G2 alignment of Le Bois de Fourgon 
at Avrillé – Vendée, a site located to the south of the Loire 
estuary). All of these rows present structural elements broadly 
comparable with what has recently been recognised in the 
recent excavations on Hoedic. Secondly, the geographical 
spread of the phenomenon will be presented with reference 

Fig. 18.1: Location map of sites mentioned in the text
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Fig. 18.2: Rows of Moulin de Cojou at Saint-Just (Ille-et-Vilaine, France). The site comprises three rows, of which only Rows B and C have been 
excavated. Row B includes, as at Groah Denn, a paved area and also traces of the presence of timber elements. (After Le Roux et al. 1989)
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to Les Ouchettes at Plassay in Charente-Maritime, far south 
of the Loire Valley. Finally, we will discuss the not-so-recent 
excavations and restorations of the northern half of the stone 
enclosure of Er-Lannic at Arzon, Morbihan, whose structure 
can be compared with similar sites in southern Portugal.

1: Moulin de Cojou at Saint-Just (Ille-et-Vilaine)
When, between 1978 and 1981, Charles-Tanguy Le Roux 
began studying the alignments of standing stones of Le Moulin 
de Cojou at Saint-Just, in an area threatened by repeated fires, 
he showed the same determination he had applied to the 
study of megalithic tombs. Using the methods of the time, he 
focused on a structural study of the whole site. He was able 
to integrate all the architecture associated with the standing 
stones thanks to their good state of conservation. The site of 
Moulin de Cojou consist of three rows (Fig. 18.2): two are 
orientated approximately east-west, with a slight difference 
such that they would converge at a point which lies on the 
alignment of another line of stones to the west (A). Only the 
east–west rows (B and C) have benefited from archaeological 

investigations (Le Roux et al. 1989). 
The stone alignments of Moulin de Cojou provide an 

essential reference for the study of complex structures 
associated with stone rows. The exceptional preservation of 
Row B enables us to make reliable comparisons with the other 
sites. However, the lack of stratigraphic analysis for Row B, in 
particular, does not allow an accurate reading of the structural 
sequences. Whilst general phases have been proposed by Le 
Roux, the framework required to address these seriously is 
lacking.

For our purposes, several facts about Row B are worthy of 
attention. Two or the initial stones are indisputable: a third 
was removed but the packing around the base was preserved. 
The first important fact is the presence of hearths built prior 
to the erection of the line of upright stones, and dated to 
the middle of the 5th millennium BC. We would also point 
out that the construction of this series of standing stones 
was followed by the development of a paved area edged with 
vertically arranged slabs. This pavement seems to have been 
built in several stages. The excavator noted that the stone 

Fig. 18.3: Lannec er Gadouer at Erdeven (Morbihan, France). The layout of the burial mound, overlying the row of standing stones that it 
destroyed. Evidence of hearths, deposited objects and the imprints of timber remains are comparable to those found at Douet, Groah Denn, Le Bois 
de Fourgon and Moulin de Cojou. (After Cassen et al. 2000)
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Fig. 18.4: Grand Menhir secondary row at Locmariaquer (Morbihan, France). The secondary row is almost orthogonal to the rest of the main line 
and is also marked by the presence of the Grand Menhir at one end. It was set within a linear pavement of massive stones. (After Cassen 2009)
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alignment was constructed in several phases following the axis 
of the monument, with an the eastern extension consisting 
of further standing stones and timber uprights. A layer of 
earth covers this part. Other upright stones were added to the 
central section.

The archaeological material dates the initial phase of this 
alignment to the beginning of the middle Neolithic with 
ceramics related to the Cerny and Chambon cultures. A 
significant resumption of activities, together with development 
of what are interpreted as funerary structures, took place in 
the Beaker and Early Bronze Age periods.

2: Lannec er Gadouer at Erdeven (Morbihan)
The burial mound at Lannec er Gadouer was explored by 
Cassen and his team (Cassen et al. 2000). Five large stones 
were found overlain by the mass of the mound (Fig. 18.3). 
Two of them (3 and 4) were still upright. All these stones 
form an apparently single line in an east–west direction. 
Complementary structures (pits, hearths) were also found, 
probably related to the stone row set in a palaeosol. All of these 
features were covered by the mass of the burial mound, which 

implies that the alignment was built before the construction 
of the mound. This evidences the evolution of a stone row 
that had been erected in the first half of the 5th millennium 
BC. Pits near some of the slabs contained specially deposited 
objects (a flint blade, elongated pebble, and grindstone). The 
discovery of similar deposits at both Le Douet and Groah 
Denn on Hoedic inclines us to an attribute these to the 
middle Neolithic in its early phase. A short distance away, a 
series of three pits arranged on a north–south line was found 
about 15m east of the last block of the alignment. Deposits 
found at the bases of the pit are comparable with the others. 
Two hearths were also found. One has been partially studied 
(Hearth 2): it was located a few metres to the southwest of 
slab no. 1, the second is about 20m to the east. Pit 5, near 
slabs 1 and 2, has been dated by radiocarbon to between 4694 
and 4375 cal BC, and Pit 2, a little further away, is dated to 
between 4845 and 4531 cal BC, which is consistent with the 
date obtained for hearth M1 at Le Douet.

The stone alignment therefore pre-dates the building of 
the burial mound of the Castellic Middle Neolithic which 
obliterated it completely. Hearths and pits with votive 

Fig. 18.5: Locus G2 bis at Le Bois de Fourgon at Avrillé (Vendée, France). The remains of a small line of stones that were originally erect, then 
pulled down and broken up. Deposits of ceramic and lithic artefacts dated to the 5th millennium were present. (After Bénéteau-Douillard 2012)
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deposits, particularly a pebble, are associated with the stone 
row. The dating and archaeological evidence place the initial 
phase of construction of the row in the second quarter of the 
5th millennium BC.

3: The secondary alignment of the Grand Menhir at Loc-
mariaquer (Morbihan)
The two rows of standing stones that once existed near the 
Grand Menhir Brisé at Locmariaquer (Cassen 2009) require 
a fresh comparative perspective with other alignments of 
the same type (Fig. 18.4). For our purposes, we suggest an 
ancient occupation of the site, dated to the Early Neolithic 
by the presence of some pottery fragments. This evidence is 
supplemented by radiocarbon dates which place the building 
of the stone rows in the middle of the 5th millennium BC: 
this is consistent with what is known elsewhere. Hearths are 
found near the main north–south alignment. Several of them 
were identified in close proximity with the stone row, and one 
yielded two dates in the second half of the 5th millennium. 

A formal distinction must be made between the main 
north–south alignment and the “secondary” one that is set at 
a right angle to the main line (see Fig. 18.9) and is oriented 
towards the north-west. The latter seems to have the Grand 
Menhir as its starting point (Fig. 18.4). Whereas the stones 
of the main row have relatively loose stone packing around 
their bases, the secondary row is different. Pits suggest that 
the stones were almost touching. On the south side, blocking 
stones with a notably compact appearance were uncovered.

This assembly is doubled by a parallel line of large quarried 
stones embedded in a stony matrix. The structuring of this 
part of the site is reminiscent of the double wall effect found 
at Groah Denn on Hoedic. Such a layout must have had a 
specific meaning.

4: The G2 bis alignment of Bois de Fourgon at Avrillé 
(Vendée)
The megalithic complex of Bois de Fourgon at Avrillé 
(Vendée) deserves its name: complex. It comprises a wide range 
of standing and lying megaliths, mounds or tumuli, and a 
Neolithic enclosure: it has been studied for some 20 years by 
Bénéteau-Douillard and his team (Bénéteau-Douillard 2012). 
Among the alignments of stones, which are mostly restored, 
one is unique (Fig. 18.5), looking rather different from the 
other stones laid out in the landscape. Three stones were lying 
in a white sandy area, later covered by a thick layer of sandy 
humus. They formed a single line that was later destroyed 
when the stones were deliberately pulled down. They were 
smaller in size than those remaining upright in other rows. 
We note that the original soil seems to have been scraped 
before the blocks were erected, but this is not proven. The 
stones are either set in pits dug into the granite substrate, or 
simply placed on the ground with the support of large stones 
lying on the surface. One menhir is set in a shallow pit with 

a packing of stones to ensure its stability. The presence of a 
coherent mass of stone rubble near a menhir suggests this 
was the base on which it was positioned. One stone seems to 
have been roughly carved to suggest female features, which 
is reminiscent of Stone M1 of the Douet alignment on 
Hoedic, and also of the Bonne Chère menhir of St Etienne at 
Malguénac, Morbihan.

Deposits found at the base of the three stones are 
characteristic of a ritual use of the site in the middle of the 
5th millennium BC. The ceramic remains and two oval-
mouth vessels support this chronology. These artefacts date 
to the beginning of the middle Neolithic: they are related to 
the cultural landscape of the Poitou and Centre regions and 
southern Brittany (Hamon 2012). The presence of a chisel 
made from polished fibrolite and a knife made of flint from 
Charente suggests strong links with that chronological and 
cultural complex. The age of the deposits and the erection 
of the stones is confirmed by radiocarbon dating carried out 
on charcoal discovered under Stone 1 (4708–4498 cal BC). 
The three stones were pulled down and two of them were 
broken. The director of the archaeological excavation believes 
this represents a deliberate separation of the “head” from 
the “body” of the stones, something noted at several other 
menhir sites, including the so-called “Serpent” megalithic 
arrangement on the same site.

5: Groah Denn and Le Douet on Hoedic, Morbihan
In our systematic surveys of the island complex of Houat 
and Hoedic, we identified a number of stone alignments. 
One, Le Douet, is located on the edge of a granite cliff such 
that the stratigraphy is visible. We observed that elements of 
ancient land surfaces were preserved due to a sandy cover that 
was established very early, with no subsequent erosion from 
agricultural activities. Furthermore, whereas, research on rows 
of standing stones was common, few such studies had been 
conducted on the original undisturbed soils. Therefore the 
Hoedic excavations provided an ideal opportunity to study 
the buried soils, and try to approach the meaning of the stone 
rows. Besides, whereas comparative analysis dated them to the 
5th millennium, direct evidence remained scanty. Confirming 
the antiquity of the monuments was therefore an additional 
objective of the research undertaken in 2004.

The first study concerned the site of Le Douet, located on 
the edge of a cliff (Large and Mens 2009). A set of eight stones 
was exposed, standing in a single row. The prehistoric surfaces 
were well preserved, which made it possible to uncover traces 
of symbolic actions like object deposition, although the 
preservation of organic materials was virtually non-existent 
(only a few pieces of charcoal have provided radiocarbon 
dates). In addition, potsherds found on the original ground 
surface illustrate the earliest Neolithic occupation known 
on the island. Some of the standing stones have undergone 
human modification, so they can be classified as “stelae”. 
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During the initial phase of activity, this alignment was used 
for symbolic purposes: a row of standing stones, some of them 
forming representations, were set up as a stage set. A drastic 
change occurred 1200 years later, when the stones were reused 
by the local population to delimit an activity area.

On the north coast of Hoedic, a few tens of metres to 
the west of Le Douet, another row of standing stones was 
just discernible within the covering sand dunes. Set between 
two huge natural stones that were highly visible from the 
sea, it seemed to complement the Douet alignment. In fact, 
a detailed study of the entire Groah Denn, between 2007 
and 2012, revealed a more complex structure than that of 
Le Douet, developed through 14 successive stages over the 
period between the middle of the 6th to the end of the 4th 
millennium BC. During the initial phase, dated to the 5th 
millennium, a number of stones were erected in a single 
row, embedded in a linear stone matrix in a very complex 
arrangement. Deposits found at the base of some standing 
stones reveal the ritual nature of the place. This monument 

underwent several phases of erection of stones and resurfacing 
of the pavement. In a later phase, another paved area was 
built, near to which were found several accumulations of flint 
knapping waste. 

At Groah Denn, the identification of as many as fourteen 
structural sequences raises the question of the evolutionary 
nature of this type of monument. Its complexity is such 
that we can no longer consider alignments as a single 
phenomenon, frozen and unstructured. Yet, Groah Denn 
is not a large monument. All indicators suggest that it was 
built by a small group of people, and that for each episode 
of construction only few people would have been mobilised. 
However, evidence from other human activities on this site 
suggests that a developed technology was not available, and 
the construction techniques identified are similar to those 
found at the Douet stone row.

The initial construction sequences clearly indicate 
intentional architecture. The monument was built upon a 
prior occupation of late Mesolithic date, characterised by 

Fig. 18.6: Groah Denn on Hoedic (Brittany, France): 1: dismantled hearths dating from the mid-6th millennium BC. Some fire-reddened stones 
were reused as packing for the stones erected during the next phase. 2: slabs, some of which have been shaped, lying on the edge of the paved structure 
that surrounds the bases of the standing blocks. One shaped slab was found in the packing of a stone-hole, which proves that the shaped slabs predate 
the erection of the blocks
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heated stone structures (Fig. 18.6, no. 1). This occupation 
level, sealed by a sedimentary layer, was partially destroyed 
by the erection of monoliths in the Neolithic period. A series 
of small worked slabs, probably once upright, were pulled 
down and placed at the periphery of the monument. Some 
were found in a pit fill (Fig. 18.6, no. 2). In the second 
stage, the stones were erected (Fig. 18.7, no. 1). In the third 
stage, a number of items were deposited at the base of some 
of the standing stones. These included axe blades, ceramics, 
grindstones, broken pebbles, shell deposits, and a lithic 
assemblage comprising a carnacean-type axe blade and a large 
flint flake (Fig. 8.7, no 1). These deposits were subsequently 
covered. In the third stage, the construction of the monument 

continued with the addition of a linear paved surface for 
embedding the standing stones.

In the final phases, the site was reused in the 4th and 3rd 
millennia (Fig. 8.7, no. 2). Its function apparently changed 
from symbolic to functional. The structures were used 
to delimit an area devoted to the knapping of coastal flint 
pebbles. During that phase, other blocks were added, laid flat 
or on edge. Rubble and pebbles were positioned in the spaces 
between the blocks. The large central stone (M2) was pulled 
down, the smaller blocks left in place or displaced. A renewed 
interest in the row is perceptible at the end of the Neolithic or 
Early Bronze Age, and evidenced by a circular tomb dug into 
the sediment and bounded by a series of continuous upright 

Fig. 18.7: Groah Denn on Hoedic (Brittany, France). 3: construction of a single line of erected blocks, integrating natural blocks. Objects were 
intentionally deposited at the base of some of them. Near the largest block of the line, a tomb containing the remains of a burial. 4: plan of all 
structures discovered during the excavation, incorporating both initial structures and changes in the 4th and 3rd millennia BC.
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granite slabs. The badly damaged remains of a young adult 
were found inside.

Between 4700 and 4300 BC, Groah Denn complemented 
Le Douet (Fig. 18.8). Its study provides new evidence for 
aspects we only touched upon at the previous site (Large 
and Mens 2009). Groah Denn is an indicator of the 
structural complexity of standing stone alignments and their 
implementation and use, which is apparent only when the sites 
are well preserved, with contemporary soil surfaces present. 
Indeed, the architecture of these sites is so fragile that it can 
be destroyed by a few highly motivated individuals acting 
with very limited resources. In addition, the structural study 
provides valuable information, not only about the complexity 
but also the changing use of the site. These monuments were 
evolving and dynamic: they had a ritual function that took 
into account not only features in the landscape, but also the 
remarkable lines formed by fault lines in the bedrock or the 
movement of the sun, as at Le Douet, for example (Large 
2014). 

The two rows of standing stones studied on Hoedic 
clearly show that they are complex architectural features, set 
within a symbolically meaningful landscape open to further 
developments. These recent studies of well-preserved sites 
significantly challenge simplistic ideas about single rows 
of standing stones. The excavations by Le Roux at St Just, 
and those of Lecerf at Monteneuf, had already indicated the 
structural complexity of these sites. The work undertaken 
on Hoedic confirms their observations. Understanding such 
architectures is still more challenging when only a few upright 
stones are left (or have been even completely destroyed at 
some sites), especially when contemporary soils and structures 
are absent. Yet, in all cases, the dating of such structures to 
the 5th millennium is confirmed, and the use of these stone 
alignments to stage an event, or to materialise an idea or 
belief, is also evidenced.

6: The valley of Ouchettes at Plassay (Charente-Maritime)
A rescue excavation carried out at the site of Les Ouchettes 
permitted the excavators to identify various occupations from 
the Mesolithic to the Neolithic. Several structures with traces 
of burning and abundant ceramic artefacts have been the 
subject of a multidisciplinary study under the supervision of 
Luc Laporte and Christophe Picq (Laporte and Picq 2002). 
Among the structures studied, one specifically relates to our 
subject (Fig. 18.9). 

Seven large stones were visible at roughly the same distance 
from a bed of limestone slabs about 20m long on the eastern 
slope of the valley of Les Ouchettes. Their size varies between 
70cm and 90cm in length, and 50–70cm in width. Whilst the 
human origin of the layout is still debated, those doubts seem 
to be unfounded today, as a pit with stone packing and vertical 
slabs set all around has been identified in the north of the site. 
At the other end, to the south, a small cist constructed of nine 

flat rectangular stones arranged in a contiguous fashion was 
dug into the gravel slope. Two limestone slabs were used to 
cover it. This structure, despite the absence of bone remains 
(which are not preserved across the site), is interpreted as a 
burial. Another pit was uncovered in the immediate vicinity 
of the alignment.

The partial preservation of a monument of this type 
south of the Marais poitevin implies the existence of a 
common ideology across a vast territory between Armorica 
and Saintonge. It forms part of a general tradition of large 
artificial structures along the Atlantic coast, associated with 
similar cultural assemblages.

The stone row at Les Ouchettes is included within a entirely 
paved area, in the fashion of the Moulin de Cojou, Groah 
Denn, and Er Lannic alignments. This is a feature that is now 
associated with the single alignments of standing stones. Our 

Fig. 18.8: Le Douet on Hoedic (Brittany, France). 1: alignment of 
eight blocks oriented towards the summer solstice sunrise. 2: block 
located at the south-west end, its natural protuberances intentionally 
shaped. No. 3: ceramic vessel at the base of this block, placed with its 
opening in contact with the stone: an intentional act. 4: close to the 
same block, the remains of a hearth dating from the first half of the 5th 
millennium. 5: pebble deposits found at the base of one of the standing 
stones.
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research has laid less emphasis on this aspect of Le Douet on 
Hoedic, but the presence of rubble at the base of the large 
stones without definite packing function is attested. The age 
of the alignment at Ouchettes is inferred from its stratigraphic 
position, which is similar to that of several hearths found 
on the other side of the valley. These structures are dated to 
the 5th millennium cal BC, if not earlier. In addition, a cist 
associated with the stone row was converted into a pit lined 
with slabs arranged contiguously and on edge, a phenomenon 
that can be paralleled in similar features found at the sites of 
Moulin de Cojou at Saint-Just, Groah Denn on Hoedic, and 
Er Lannic at Arzon.

7: The horseshoe-shaped stone rows of Er Lannic at 
Arzon (Morbihan)
The small island of Er Lannic is located in the Gulf of 
Morbihan (Fig. 18.10). The flooding of one of the two 
megalithic enclosures was caused by the rise in sea level during 
the Holocene. The enclosure to the north remains partially on 
dry land and was restored between 1923 and 1926. During 

the first excavation, only three stones were still standing (Nos 
2, 5, and 31; de Closmadeuc in 1867 reported four or five). 
The first element to be noted is the presence of numerous 
hearths associated with the northern enclosure (Fig. 18.7). 
However, it is difficult to assess the age of these hearths. 
Furthermore, are they really hearths? This assumption is based 
on the nature of the fill; however, similar small size features 
could equally be interpreted as the packing stones of charred 
posts. In some descriptions, Le Rouzic (1930) states that 
the stones belonging to the supposed hearths served as the 
packing for several menhirs.

The second analytical element is the presence of an 
embankment of stones and earth embedding the blocks. Each 
of them is reported as having a different type of packing at 
their bases.

The third element is the presence of less regular structures 
within the embankment. These are made with small stones 
placed edgeways, flat or upright. There could be one to two 
layers covering these structures.

The fourth element is the abundance of archaeological 
material. Many groups of artefacts seem to be ritual deposits 
(fibrolite axes, for example) but numerous aspects of daily life 
are also part of the corpus of finds (grindstones, ceramics, 
debitage from working coastal pebbles). The site was occupied 
throughout the Neolithic, Bronze, and Iron Age periods. 

The fifth element is hypothetical. The northern enclosure 
of Er Lannic was probably not created in a single phase. It 
is likely that, as at Saint-Just and Hoedic, it evolved over a 
long period. If we may trust the 20th century restoration, 
the eastern part of the enclosure is not curved but straight. 
This can be considered as a change in the architecture of the 
enclosure.

We should recall that, from a structural point of view, 
links seem obvious with the semi-circular monuments in 
southern Portugal, as demonstrated long ago by both Breton 
and Portuguese researchers (Calado 2006). The period of 
construction seems firmly established in the early Neolithic, 
from the evidence of microliths and the presence of Cardial-
related ceramics (Calado and Rocha 2008). Even though 
the subject of ongoing debate, we are inclined to include Er 
Lannic in this common structural evolution. In that respect, 
it would probably be extremely interesting to study further 
the enclosure of Kergonan on Île-aux-Moines, Morbihan, 
which seems to have escaped recent restoration.

Tentative conclusions
From this rapid overview of the oldest stone alignments of the 
Atlantic façade we can draw some initial conclusions.

The major breakthrough of the last 15 years is that we can 
now consider the erection of stones to have been carried out 
from the second quarter of the 5th millennium BC, evidenced 
by pottery fragments and radiocarbon dating (Douet, Lannec 
er Gadouer, and other sites). It is probable but not yet proven 

Fig. 18.9: Les Ouchettes at Plassay (Charente-Maritime, France). On 
the edge of a valley, several blocks were embedded in a paved feature to 
form a single alignment. To the south, a quadrangular stone chamber 
that must have been a tomb (from Laporte and Picq 2002)
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that the erection of standing stones began as early as the late 
Mesolithic. In a quite different context, the headstone of 
tomb K at the Mesolithic cemetery of Port-Neuf on Hoedic 
is placed edgeways. Shaped slabs set upright characterize the 
second phase at Groah Denn and the first one at Douet. They 
were found fallen and broken on the edges of the alignment 
and, in one case (Groah Denn), in the stone packing of a 
menhir.

The oldest lines of standing stones consist of single rows. 
Multiple rows seem to appear a little later (the mound of Manio 
2, on which the eastern end of the Kermario alignments is set 
is, in our opinion, significant in this regard: see Bailloud et al. 
1995). However, decisive evidence is still lacking. Questions 
about curvilinear enclosures need to be asked (for example, 
at Er Lannic). Were they constructed in a homogeneous 
fashion? Was the erection of a curvilinear enclosure a single 
definitive project, or were rows bent during a later stage by the 
addition of other stones, giving the current form? We must 

never forget that what the archaeologist sees is only the final 
state of the architecture, and evolutionary aspects of these 
architectures have been demonstrated at Groah Denn and, to 
a lesser extent, at Saint-Just.

The installation of these rows in the landscape takes 
account of topographic features (corridors of coastal erosion, 
natural rocks integrated in the general layout, slopes), or 
remarkable directions (sunrise at the summer solstice), or the 
prior presence of older sites. These are not mutually exclusive 
and, instead, are often complementary.

The individual standing stones were extracted from 
the substrate, which occasionally required very elaborate 
quarrying skills (Mens 2008). The quarries from which the 
stones were extracted were carefully chosen, as shown by 
exposed rocks whose extraction was abandoned because the 
substrate was too hard or the rock too fragile, or for some 
unknown reason related to the community’s life (such as at 
Groah Denn). These quarries may be in close proximity to 

Fig. 18.10: Er Lannic at Arzon (Brittany, France). The northernmost of the two horseshoe-shaped rows of standing stones was restored in the 
1920s by Zacharie Le Rouzic and the Péquart family. Many associated structures were discovered but described in only summary fashion. Their 
chronological position remains problematic, but some of the structures can be compared with features discovered at Groah Denn on Hoedic. (After 
Le Rouzic 1930; Gouézin 1998; Birocheau 2010)
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sites, but many examples show the opposite: prestige was also 
gained through performance, through bringing the stones 
from a distance. The individual stones carry meaning and 
are sometimes be roughly shaped to enhance their symbolic 
representation.

Stone rows are associated with complementary structures 
such as paved areas (Groah Denn, Moulin de Cojou, Les 
Ouchettes). These are complex structures, which can have 
straight façades when preservation conditions are good. 
Sometimes the façades are joined at their corners, framing 
an elongated area through converging kerb edges. Where 
preservation is favourable, hearths are found associated with 
the alignments (Lannec er Gadouer, Er Lannic, Douet, 
Moulins de Cojou, etc.). The stones are often placed in 
sockets, but this is not always the case: sometimes they may 
be supported by the cushioning of carefully placed packing 
stones. Other pits may have a different function. At Lannec 
er Gadouer, they served to conceal deposits of intentionally 
placed objects. During the excavation of row B at Moulin de 
Cojou several postholes indicated that standing timbers had 
been erected. At Douet, stone packing was also discovered, 
but aside from the alignment of the stones. At Er Lannic, 
some “hearths” may well have been post holes for timbers. 
Some stones received deposits at or near the base. These 
deposits are composed of both non-functional objects (tiny 
polished blade axes, polished axes showing no sign of wear, 
and, perhaps, natural elongated pebbles) and functional items 
(polished axe blades, ceramics, hammers, sometimes broken 
grindstones). Food offerings may be added to this list (e.g. 
shells). In addition, there may have been wooden objects at 
Lannec er Gadouer.

The stone row underwent a structural evolution 
through the addition of elements such as other standing 
stones, conspicuously positioned burnt stone lumps, and 
resurfacing of the pavement with other stones and pebbles. 
Transformation, and even partial or total destruction of the 
stone row, could occur in the Late Neolithic and caused a 
meaningful change in the appearance of the site. At Groah 
Denn, the line of standing stones lost its symbolic significance 
and became a functional barrier delimiting an area for 
domestic activity. However, funeral features are sometimes 
observed during the last rearrangement phases in the Beaker 
and early Bronze Age periods.

Stone alignments in their original form were not exclusively 
used for symbolic activities. Domestic activities are also 
attested by the presence of lithic debitage from the making 
of tools or non-functional objects. However, these domestic 
activities are limited. The hearths that have been found were 
not associated with cooking activities, for example: no animal 
bones have ever been recovered in connection with these stone 
rows. Admittedly, as is well known, acid Breton soils do not 
allow bone preservation. Yet, on Hoedic, the sand dunes full 
of calcareous shells partially neutralize soil acidity and have 

allowed the preservation and recovery of bone fragments, 
sometimes small, and in very limited numbers. The question 
of burned remains reported on Er Lannic is left unanswered: 
are these human remains damaged by the acid soil, in which 
case we are dealing with burials, or just animal remains? The 
presence of well-preserved bovine teeth also raises questions.

We have not discussed here possible external influences 
contributing to the spread of a new ideology. The debate on 
the origin of stone rows remains open. The link with Portugal, 
for example, was noted long ago, but evidence of cultural 
affiliation still remains to be supported, especially as regards 
the very beginning of the phenomenon (Calado 2006; Calado 
and Rocha 2008). Here we have considered this structural 
phenomenon as complex and evolving, as opposed to a frozen 
and uniform concept of the stone row. Hopefully, future 
studies will incorporate this complexity in the uncovering 
of other stone rows on sites where evidence of the original 
constructional process is still preserved.
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Abstract
The decoration of megalithic monuments is one of the 
ritual actions that define the spaces that were dedicated to 
the ancestors. Consideration of the artistic programmes 
employed during the construction of megalithic tombs 
provides parameters for analysis that support the search for the 
ideology and symbolic meaning of these monuments. Most 
of the known megalithic art within the Atlantic region has 
already been recorded, and this has shown that carvings are the 
commonest form. However, studies and analysis carried out in 
the Iberian Peninsula during recent years prove that paintings 
must have had a greater presence than was initially thought. By 
applying methodologies similar to those developed elsewhere 

in Europe, important new evidence could be recovered. In this 
paper we propose a programme of research for the megalithic 
monuments of Brittany.

Keywords: Megalithic monuments, megalithic art, carved 
motifs, painted motifs, ritual, chaîne opératoire

The importance of megalithic art
The use of painted, carved, or sculpted decorations in European 
funerary practice makes megalithic art a basic reference point 
for analysing the use of burial spaces. Decorating megalithic 
monuments was one of the ritual actions that defined the 
spaces that were dedicated to the ancestors. Engravings, 

Fig. 19.1: Brittany showing location of sites mentioned in the text
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paintings, and sculptures should therefore be included in 
any analysis of the process of building megalithic tombs. The 
addition of decoration was part of a deliberate programme, 
and hence represents an organised discourse. 

Standardisation of the codes relating to location and the 
association of images guaranteed a widespread understanding 
amongst ancient viewers (Bueno Ramírez and Balbín 
Behrmann 1994; 2004). These signs were not merely 
practical: they were used to transmit messages along with the 
ideology of the Western European megalith builders (Bueno 
Ramírez and Balbín Behrmann 2002). Consideration of 
such artistic schemes within megalithic construction would 
provide additional parameters for analysis to support the 
search for the ideology and symbolic meaning of monuments. 
The integration of these programmes into the study of the 
ideological and physical configuration of ancestral burial 
places is a challenge currently facing investigative research 
into European megaliths.

The majority of the known megalithic decoration within 
the Atlantic region is carved (Shee Twohig 1981). However, 
recent studies in the Iberian Peninsula prove that paintings had 
a greater presence than was initially thought (Bueno Ramírez 
and Balbín Behrmann 1992; 2002; 2006; Bueno Ramírez 
et al. 2004a; Carrera 2011). By applying methodologies 
developed in other European contexts (such as the Iberian 
Peninsula) to new areas, elements can be added that are vital 
for a thorough understanding of this interregional tradition.

Although there was long-lasting association between 
engravings and paintings, there are many monuments that 
have only painted motifs, for example in the Iberian Peninsula 
(Bueno Ramírez et al. 2009) and in the South of France, e.g. 
the Courion dolmen (Gutherz et al. 1998). However some 
raw materials, especially limestone and some granites, preserve 
paintings better than others, leading to differential survival.

In order to apply the methodologies developed in the 
Iberian Peninsula, a group of decorated and engraved 
megaliths was identified in Brittany. The Breton region was 
chosen for several reasons. It was found to be exceptional 
in terms of the presence of painting on megalith supports. 
Further, some of the decorative and other evidence connect 
the Iberian Peninsula with Brittany, a connection that is 
reinforced by new chronologies from the Iberian Peninsula 
that are closer to those from Brittany than previously 
expected (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2007; Furholt and Müller 
2011). Brittany is also a region of special significance in the 
relationship between megalithic art and cultural elements 
such as menhirs, jade axes, and decorated ceramics (Calado 
2002; Herbaut and Querré 2004; Laporte and Le Roux 2004; 
Pétrequin et al. 2012; Shee Twohig 1981). 

Choosing the sites
Monuments that are considered to be of the appropriate 
period (Barnenez, Tumulus de Mont-Saint-Michel (TMSM), 

Petit Mont, and Goërem at Gâvres) were selected to reflect 
the development of Breton megalithic construction. Barnenez 
is a representative case, particularly chamber H, which is one 
of the most completely decorated monuments in Brittany 
(described by Giot (1987) (Fig. 19.1). The chamber was sealed 
following the excavations, ensuring excellent preservation 
when compared to other dolmens.

These monuments provide a good representation of the 
thematic repertoire present within Breton art, which includes 
geometrical motifs such as zigzags, simple or complex circles, 
rectangles in different stages of elaboration, and concentric 
series of curved lines, sometimes with a straight edge. These 
were accompanied by axes, crooks, and occasionally more 
elaborate elements such as bows. In more recent periods, 
anthropomorphic representations appear, such as the Pierres 
Plates type idols, or breasts and necklaces (Shee Twohig 
1981, 54). It is a simple repertoire, but it relates to other 
Atlantic megalithic art and has some interesting nuances. The 
anthropomorphic images show an especial singularity. This 
is the case not only in the older forms as the buckler and 
écusson, but also in the later examples.

Some geometric motifs reproduce isolated shapes found 
in other monuments, such as U-shapes with outcurved ends, 
interpreted as birds or boats (Cassen 2011). Sometimes this 
type of engraved decoration is associated with paintings 
(Bueno Ramírez et al. 2012). This link points to the possibility 
that the carved motifs were completed using other, less visible, 
techniques. The interpretation of these motifs should consider 
the possibility of more complex original compositions than 
those we can see nowadays (Le Quellec 2006).

What to do and how to do it
Throughout over 20 years of experience in working with 
Iberian dolmens we have developed a documentation 
methodology. This methodology is based on complementary 
systems for the documentation of Paleolithic art (Bueno 
Ramírez et al. 1998; 2009b; Balbín Behrmann et al. 2012). 
It includes not only a thorough analysis of the decorated 
surfaces, but also integrates information regarding their spatial 
arrangement. In the Iberian Peninsula there is an interesting 
relationship between painted and engraved open-air art, and 
funerary art that is displayed on the walls of dolmens and 
funerary caves, created using the same techniques (Bueno 
Ramírez and Balbín Behrmann 2000; Bueno Ramírez et al. 
2004b). Important methods of rock art analysis have also 
been developed in the British Isles and northern Europe 
(Bradley 2009). Unfortunately, this type of interpretation is 
rarely employed in fieldwork in France and Italy. At present, 
funerary structures are still analysed separately from those 
associated with everyday life. However, the work of D’Anna 
and his team should be noted, as they connect funerary images 
with similar symbols within territories that were marked and 
travelled through by the same groups (D’Anna et al. 2006). 
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Likewise, research by Hameau links pigments from funerary 
caves with pigments from other non-funerary decorated 
contexts (Hameau et al. 2001).

A detailed study of the artistic scheme of individual 
monuments is part of the micro-level of our protocol. Each 
orthostat is studied as a panel, as it is physically delimited 
from the other supports. In order to observe the decoration, 
it is vital to have adequate illumination and to know how to 
position it. White, frontal light is the best option. Pigments 
are photographed using all available traditional and digital 
resources. The camera used is capable of capturing infra-red 
light (1) and digital filtering packages such as Photofilter, 
Photofilter 1.0 manual use and Tiffen are also used. In 
addition we apply analogical Tiffen, Heliopan, and Kodak 
Wratten gelatin filters and B+W. Previous experience has 
been important, enabling easier identification of the most 
effective methodologies. When evidence was found for the 
possible presence of pigments, a microphotography device 
was used. This provides 300x magnification with its own 

internal illumination (Lumos X-Loupe – G Model) allowing 
us to distinguish pigment particles, their colour and even the 
remains of the tool used to apply them. Brush strokes, for 
example, were documented at the Soto dolmen in Huelva.

Each panel (or orthostat) is described to aid the analysis 
of the spatial analysis of the monument. The dolmens display 
a compact artistic discourse. However, today we know 
that individual blocks were often taken from other, older, 
monuments and were then manipulated by repainting, re-
engraving, or fragmentation in order to create new monuments 
(Bueno Ramírez et al. 2007). Detailed interpretation of the 
decoration of the stones is fundamental for reconstructing the 
history of the artistic discourse on the walls of the monument. 
Repainting, for example, demnonstrates complex sequences 
of re-use during the use of a monument. In some Iberian 
examples, it has been possible to date individual phases of 
painting (Carrera and Fábregas 2002; Steelman et al.2005).

Every photograph taken of each orthostat adds information. 
Various software applications such as Adobe Photoshop and 
Corel Photo Paint are used to highlight or contrast the tones 
of the pigment or surface. Image J is used to separate warm 
and cold ranges with a false colourization that allows one to 
distinguish lost or poorly visible tones. Together these are 
used to make a digital representation: at no point is a direct 
tracing made from the walls (Balbín Behrmann et al. 2012).

The final model combines different systems of graphic 
expression. In our opinion the most useful are those that 
include surface characteristics, such as the quality and depth 
of engravings, and evidence of technical and thematic super-
impositions, since this builds upon the available information. 
It can be “artistic”, or it can be simple (Fig. 19.2).

Other teams prefer to offer more synthetic visions using 
coloured schemes. These do allow easy identification of the 
position and interrelationships of the images but they do not 
explain the techniques nor do they capture the characteristics 
of the stone surface (Fig. 19.3). They are very useful when 
explaining the difficulties of interpreting Paleolithic art to 
the public. However, models are scientific interpretations and 
should offer tools for distinguishing the techniques used. We 
have chosen this method to publish our work at Barnenez 
chamber H (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2015). We regard this as 
the penultimate phase before final documentation (Fig. 19.4).

Prehistoric painting is most commonly identified though 
photography: megalithic art is no exception. Many sites are 
justifiably described as megaliths with paintings. However, 
some professionals, including ourselves, have chosen to 
sample the pigments to authenticate the information, and 
to provide further detail for the study of the operational 
sequences through which the construction of the monument 
occurred. In addition, analysis of organic pigments offers the 
possibility of direct chronology (Carrera et al. 2005).

3D-scanning and photogrammetry provide geo-referenced 
information about the orthostats, precisely situating the 

Fig. 19.2: Diagram in “artistic” style of the stela of Oles (Asturias, 
Spain). (From Bueno Ramírez et al. 2007)
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decorative motifs. It is easier to locate the motifs of a megalithic 
monument than those in a cave. However, a 3D scanner does 
not provide clear images of the paintings: a specialized team 
must always have studied them beforehand. Ideally there 
should be closer cooperation between professionals working 
with three-dimensional techniques and archaeologists who 
specialize in rock art. We have used such methods to record 
the Andalusian megaliths (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2013a), and 
they have also been employed in Brittany (Cassen 2011).

Although it is the role of the paintings that is emphasised 
here, the variety of carved components must not be forgotten, 
including occasional sculptures, engravings, and the different 

techniques used complete and enrich the standard themes. We 
recommend a holistic analysis using specific methodologies 
for the detection of paintings. This is the only way to study 
thoroughly the complex funerary schemes in which diverse 
techniques and themes come together. Their combination 
represents the materialization of an ideological system that 
was of great importance throughout Western Europe (Bueno 
Ramírez and Balbín Behrmann 2002).

Preliminary results (Table 19.1)

Photographic analysis
We have carried out an initial photographic evaluation in all 
of the selected monuments using the methodology described 
above. This has provided indications of pigmented areas on 
several orthostats. There is black painting in chamber H at 
Barnenez, at Gâvres, and in the TMSM. Red paint is found 
in chamber H at Barnenez, in chamber E of the TMSM and 
probably also on dolmen 2 at Petit Mont. Black and red occur 
together in two monuments. The application of artificial 

Fig. 19.3: Colour coding showing phases of Paleolithic art in the Côa 
valley, Portugal. (From Baptista 1999)

Fig. 19.4: Preliminary survey of paintings and engravings in the 
dolmen de Menga at Antequera (Málaga, Spain). (From Bueno 
Ramírez et al. 2013)

Fig. 19.5: (above) Menhir at the entrance to Barnenez chamber H: 
a hafted axe is highlighted by black paint and the upper part of the 
stone is finished in the shape of a glans penis; (below) entrance to the 
chamber with backstone beyond
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colours was primarily used for geometric motifs. These 
include zigzags and rectangles with rounded edges, horizontal 
zigzags, and vertical zigzags. The painting follows a previously 
defined line and was probably made with a thick brush. This 
is especially visible in the black painting of orthostat C at 
Barnenez. Occasionally, paint has been used to extend and 
complete engravings: this is visible in the axe on menhir D in 
Barnenez chamber H (Fig. 19.5).

Engravings also play an important rôle. Paintings and 
engravings are used alongside sculpture in chamber H at 
Barnenez, and at Petit Mont and Gâvres. There appear to 
have been regional schemes in Brittany requiring different 
techniques for the complex decoration of specific monuments.

Pigment analysis
Three methods of analysis have been employed to study 
the pigments used to produce these painted motifs: direct 
sampling, Raman spectroscopy, and fluorescent lighting. 
Each has advantages and disadvantages. The first offers more 
convincing results but damages the stones (although leaving 
no visible mark: the sample measures only 1 mm2); the latter 
two are non-destructive. Raman spectroscopy allows the 
identification of organic matter, which cannot be detected 
using fluorescent lighting. In some cases this is sufficient 

but the interpretation of samples can be problematic. Where 
there are thick surface crusts or where the stone contains high 
amounts of clay or chalk, the fluorescence can be affected. At 
present, direct samples have been taken only from chamber 
H at Barnenez and from Gâvres (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2012; 
2015).

Conservation issues
Paint does not preserve well and it has been demonstrated that 
white and black, in that order, are especially delicate (Carrera 
2011, 496). Another facet of the project has therefore sought 
to incorporate and analyse older archival documentation 
from all of the monuments within this study. This has yielded 
spectacular results in the case of Barnenez. The photographs 
taken when chamber H was first discovered show black 
paint in the chamber and more red paint than remains today 
(Fig. 19.6). Information provided by original photographic 
negatives is therefore very important: it may even allow us to 
propose a more complete reconstruction of the decoration. 
The search continues for older documentation for TMSM 
and Petit Mont.

For this type of cultural heritage, conservation is a 
significant challenge. It is a particular issue in the Carnac 
area where most megalithic monuments are open to the 

Table 19.1. Themes and techniques in the decorated megalithic tombs of Brittany
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public without any control. Cases such as Mané Kerioned or 
Mané Lud are shocking. The motifs within these megalithic 
tombs have been painted, infilled and reworked several times, 
mostly by vandals, destroying their archaeological value. It 
is of some concern that monuments of such significance for 
our understanding of the past are being “devoured” by poorly 
controlled tourism– although there are exceptions (Fig. 19.7). 
Our project therefore contains another vital element: to 
rescue information that will disappear if the management of 
these monuments does not focus more strongly on control 
of visitor access. Older repairs and restorations have also left 
their mark. 

Future plans
The encouraging results from chamber H at Barnenez 
justify the use of similar methodologies in all of the Breton 
megaliths. Our initial results already open up wider issues. 
The rectangular motifs in black pigment that were found 
on orthostat A of dolmen H at Barnenez are very similar to 
the engraving on a reused support in chamber J of the same 
mound. Some Breton motifs can be paralleled in other regions 
of France, especially around Paris, as L’Helgouach noted 

(1986). The best example is the decoration of the dolmen 
du Berceau at Saint-Piat (Renaud and Jagu 1994; Jagu et 
al. 1998). Écusson (shield) idols, hafted axes, and a bow, all 
made by piqueté (pecking) technique, are linked by thick 
carved angular strokes on the frontal slab of the chamber. 
This suggests the possibility of reuse or of a remodelling of 
the chamber during which the engravings were added (Bueno 
Ramírez et al. 2007). The deliberate choice of red stone for 
the construction of the chamber also deserves further study 
(Fig. 19.8).

There is evidence of the role of the colour black elsewhere 
in France, in the black pigment used in the Marne hypogea 
(Villes 1997) and in the Courion dolmen mentioned above. 
As in Brittany, painted and engraved motifs can be contrasted. 
This is confirmed by the recording project we have initiated 
with Rémi Martineau at some of the Marne hypogea. The 
situation is analogous to that in the Iberian Peninsula: 
painting or engraving techniques enhance the visibility and 
expressiveness of some motifs. These designs, however, may 
be applied using either of the techniques, or both at the same 
time.

L`Helgouach (1970, 255) pointed out the clear 

Fig. 19.6: Black paintings visible in photographs taken shortly after 
the discovery of Barnenez chamber H in the 1960s: (above) detail of 
the orthostats on the northern side of the chamber; (below) view of the 
backstone with remains of black painting on the left Fig. 19.7: Mané Lud (above) and (below) Mané Kerioned
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relationship between engravings of Pierres Plates type and the 
stelae from Provence. Further support for this relationship hs 
being discovered through recent study of some of the painted 
stelae (Maillé 2010).

Other evidence suggests relationships on an even larger 
scale. In addition to painting, there are techniques such as 
the superficial piqueté (pecking) found at Barnenez and other 
Breton monuments. This is frequently encountered in Iberian 

monuments. There is also evidence that specific motifs, such as 
hafted axes, were repeated. Moreover, false low-relief techniques 
are used in both regions to make deep, angular stroke engravings 
that clearly demarcate certain areas. Usually these are painted. 
Both aspects, motifs and techniques, are evident in Andalusian 
monuments (Bueno Ramírez et al. 2013b; in press) (Fig. 19.9).

The use of such techniques at Gavrinis indicates that the 
engravings there could have been painted; that possibility 
requires investigation. (Fig. 19.10). We are not seeking to list 
all possible parallels; Le Quellec (2006) has previously noted 
the futility of that kind of interpretation. However, we believe 
that the symbolic relationships correspond to shared cultural 
mechanisms that explain the presence of certain prestige 
goods in both the Iberian Peninsula and Brittany.

The analysis is by no means complete, and there is still 
scope for further work. For example, sampling in the British 
Isles, and especially at sites on the Orkney Islands, could 
add valuable information (Darvill and Andrews 2014). As 
we proposed some time ago (Bueno Ramírez and Balbín 
Behrmann 2002), Atlantic megalithic art demonstrate the 

Fig. 19.8: Engraved motifs in the dolmen du Berceau at Saint-Piat 
(Eure-et-Loire, France)

Fig. 19.9: Pecked axes in the dolmen of Alberite II (Cádiz, Spain). 
(From Bueno Ramírez et al. 2007)

Fig. 19.10: (above left) Decorated orthostat at Gavrinis (Brittany); 
(above right) carved motifs at Montefrio dolmen 29 (Granada, Spain); 
(below left): chamber doorway of the dolmen de la Viera at Antequera 
(Málaga, Spain) with (below right) detail of the red painting
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existence of a funerary code that was widely spread across 
Europe. Its variability parallels that found in funerary 
architecture. However, everything points to systems of 
interaction where painting and engraving techniques are 
evidence of common ideological content. Therefore, the use 
of specific protocols and methodologies that are dedicated to 
the documentation of painting must be a research objective 
for Atlantic megalithic studies. Only in this way can we 
interpret the true extent of this technique in Brittany, and in 
the rest of Europe.
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Stability in a changing world: insights from settlement  
intensity patterns and archaeobotany

Martin Hinz and Wiebke Kirleis

Abstract
Explanations of the meaning of megalithic architecture have 
ranged between economic determinism and purely ritual 
manifestation, but attachment to the sphere of the ancestors 
is a feature of nearly every interpretation. We argue that there 
was a relationship between the base and superstructure (in a 
Marxian sense), but it was not simple and straightforward. 
The link to past traditions that was established by the 
mean of durable funerary architecture may have been of 
importance in a time when society was undergoing severe 
changes. With the help of archaeobotanical investigations 
and the method of summed calibrated C14 dates we try to 
explore the relationship between economic prosperity and 
ritual expression during the time of Funnel Beaker societies 
(4100–2800 cal BC) and the role that traditions played in 
stabilising those societies.

Keywords: botanical macro-remains, economy, ritual plant 
use, summed calibrated C14 dates, population growth, 
tradition, crisis

Introduction
Analysing the intention behind the construction of 
megalithic architecture requires us to consider the broader 
background of its establishment in different regions, if that is 
possible (see Hage et al. 2015). At least in northern Europe, 
early large-scale woodland clearances around 3500 cal BC 
(Feeser et al. 2012, 187) were associated with an agricultural 
transition. It is particularly striking that this coincides also 
with a monumental manifestation in the form of large 
burial structures that combine monumentality and funerary 
aggregation. On the basis of our results, and in the light of 
current research (Hinz et al. 2012; Hage 2012; Rassmann 
and Schafferer 2012; Kirleis et al. 2012; Müller 2011a; 
2011b; 2012; 2013; Müller et al. 2013; Hage et al. 2015), we 
therefore propose the following hypotheses:

We deduce that there is a mutual conditioning between 
ritual expression and the economic base (contrasting, for 
example, with Midgley 2008, 10–11).

•  This conditioning is not a simple, direct, functional relationship 
(contrasting, for example, with Kristiansen 1984, 79), but 
an active reflection by the Neolithic people on their changed 
conditions. These conditions were not only economic, but 

potentially also social, since public rituals always include – if 
not consist of – elements of public reflexivity as metasocial 
performances (Turner 1979).

•  This process involves an active establishment of links to the past, 
and to commemorated or actual ancestors, owing to an awareness 
of change not previously present in the society.

•  The tombs represent this link, and are themselves an innovation 
that embodies a traditional and stabilising character.

•  This stability concerns identities, and results in a consolidation 
and continuation of this identity through the creation of a spatial 
focus and a material representation.

•  This process of stabilisation, although locally realised by 
individual communities, nevertheless displays a general and 
generalisable pattern, resulting from the shared notion of change.

•  The actual form and architecture – thus the specific decisions 
on how to build a megalithic grave – were partly (but not in all 
regions) used as markers of identity. In some areas, monumental 
architecture was probably actively used as a marker of exclusive 
identity, but in other areas, differences represent isochrestic 
variations, as the mere presence of a monumental megalithic 
structure had more meaning than its actual form. Variations 
reveal these differences in intentions and indicate what the local 
intentions might have been.

•  The link to the past not only consists of the buried individuals, 
but also includes the ritual activities that took place at the 
monuments that have connections to a commemorated past.

•  This stabilisation mechanism remained, or even became more 
important, during phases of potential crisis in the demographic/
economic sectors of society.

Identity is often thought of as an excluding concept, 
through which individuals or groups distinguish themselves 
from others. Here, however, we assume that there is also a more 
integrative identity that ties a group together, emphasising a 
common long history, and deep collective memories. In such 
a sense, one could think of a line of tradition that could have 
started with the shell middens (Larsson 2007, 215; Müller 
2013), continuing through the long barrow phase, and 
finally culminating in the stone architecture of the megalithic 
tombs. Even if this is not the case, the idea at least predates 
the beginning of large-scale woodland opening and therefore 
the substantial change in everyday routines. It seems plausible 
that this need for roots is caused by a change in the lifestyle 
the people experienced, or a self-induced change visible 
in the restructuring of the landscape. In addition to such 
speculations, we would like to present arguments supporting 
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our hypotheses which originate from different sub-projects of 
the Priority Program 1400 ‘Early Monumentality and Social 
Differentiation’ of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft.

Multiple sources of information must be consulted to 
draw a consistent picture. For this reason, an investigation 
of the megalithic phenomenon itself, and of the underlying 

economic, ecological, and social structures, is necessary 
to disentangle the interrelationships and causalities of this 
development. Different spatial scales are also necessary.

Results from the site of Borgstedt, and the analysis of 
the areas of different construction traditions, are presented 
elsewhere (Hage et al. 2015), so we will concentrate here 

Fig. 20.1: Neolithic sites with archaeobotanical investigations: 1. Oldenburg-Dannau LA 77; 2. Oldenburg-Dannau LA 191; 3. Wangels LA 505; 
4. Klein Wessek; 5. Göhl LA 142; 6. Heringsdorf-Süssau; 7. Grube LA 65; 8. Wangels LA 69; 9. Rastorf LA 6a/c; 10. Rastorf LA 73; 11. Stolpe-
Depenau LA 14, LA 17, LA 18; 12. Bosau Vorderste Waade; 13. Bad Segeberg LA 93; 14. Bad Segeberg LA 94; 15. Bad Oldesloe-Wolkenwehe LA 
154; 16. Klein Vollstedt LA 67; 17. Eisendorf LA 42–44; 18. Flintbek LA 55; 19. Büdelsdorf LA 1; 20. Borgstedt LA 35; 21. Borgstedt LA 22, 
LA 27, LA 31, LA 32; 22. Albersdorf-Brutkamp LA 5; 23. Albersdorf-Breedenhoop LA 65; 24. Albersdorf-Dieksknöll LA 68; 25. Hemmingstedt 
LA 2; 26. Tastrup LA 29; 27. Neukirchen-Quern LA 28; 28. Steinbergkirche LA 41; 29. Skaghorn (FSM 4087); 30. Sneglebjerg (FSM 9137); 
31. Frydenlund (FSM 6973); 32. Sarup I (FSM 50); 33. Damsbo (FSM 3527/ 4511); 34. Flögeln-Eekhöltjen; 35. Sievern Fpl. 114; 36. 
Lavenstedt Fpl. 178; 37. Elstorf Fpl. 11; 38. Rullstorf Fst. 8; 39. Vechta 10; 40. Nordhorn-Hestrup 6; 41. Müsleringen 2; 42. Schmerlecke 4315, 
25-1; 43. Schmerlecke 4415, 26-2; 44. Zweedorf Fpl. 123; 45. Plate Fpl. 14; 46. Gädebehn Fpl. 10; 47. Friedrichsruhe Fpl. 8, 9; 48. Vogelsang 
Fpl. 10; 49. Lübsee Fpl. 5; 50. Burtevitz Fpl. 1, 2 (Lancken-Granitz); 51. Baabe Fpl. 7; 52. Penkun Fpl. 164; 53. Rathsdorf 5; 54. Altgaul Fpl. 
2; 55. Selchow 10; 56. Selchow Fpl. 24; 57. Haldensleben-Hundisburg 24 (Küsterberg); 58. Hundisburg-Olbetal; 59. Belleben I
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on the supra-regional level. We would like to show how the 
idea of ‘ancestry’ and the probable connection to the former 
mode of production could have influenced the use of plants 
in ritual behaviour, and how, in a diachronic comparison, 
changes in activity in the ritual sphere were related to activity 
in the settlement sphere. This is measured by the accumulated 
C14 dates. These investigations can provide some indication 
of what may have shaped the intentions of the monument 
builders.

Economic and ritual context of Neolithic plant use
From an archaeobotanical point of view, a gradual transition 
from the Mesolithic towards the Neolithic can be observed in 
northern Germany. Before 4100 cal BC, no reliable evidence 
of cultivated plants is known for the Baltic region (Kirleis et 
al. 2012; Hartz et al. 2002), and even up to 3750 cal BC, the 
intensity of the subsistence economy seemed to be low. Pollen 
analysis showed a stepwise establishment of agriculture (Feeser 
et al. 2012). The first phase consisted of small scale openings 
in forests. From around 3750 cal BC onwards, the spread of 
the fallow land indicator Plantago lanceoloata and an increase 
in the number of cereal pollen grains show an enlargement 
of crop fields: this is probably linked to a shift in agricultural 
technology. The enlargement of arable fields necessitated 
the structuring of the environment and establishment of 
open space. This human-environment interaction may have 
been accompanied by a shift in the perception of the natural 
environment by Funnel Beaker farmers: perhaps they came to 
experience landscape as mouldable space. Thus, the created 
landscape could be classified as an anthropogenic landscape. 
This is further supported by the archaeological record since 
suddenly, around 3600 cal BC, social differentiation was 
expressed through a new kind of monumentality, seen in the 
evolution of causewayed enclosures and new burial rituals. 
With this in mind, is it a coincidence that we observe the first 
macrobotanical evidence for agriculture concurrently with 
the erection of monuments? 

Until recently, little was known about the detail of 
husbandry practices, and in particular of ritual plant use, 
in northern Germany for the Neolithic period from an 
archaeobotanical perspective. The state of research was based 
upon only seven investigations of sediment samples from 
domestic sites that supplemented data about plant imprints 
on ceramics (Behre and Kučan 1994; Hopf 1982; Kroll 1976; 
1981; 2001; 2007). Under the ongoing Priority Program 
project, the amount of available data for macro-remains has 
been extended to more than 50 sites (Fig. 20.1). In the whole 
study region of the North European Plain and southern 
Scandinavia, barley and emmer were the main crops used in 
the Funnel Beaker plant economy. They were supplemented 
by einkorn and naked wheat. Oil plants and pulses were late 
arrivals. Evidence for poppy seeds dates to the late Middle 
Neolithic (2900–2800 cal BC, Kroll 2001; 2007), whereas 

evidence for peas dates even later, to the Late Neolithic 
(Kirleis et al. 2012, table 2). In particular, the new data show 
a shift in the agricultural system that accompanies the above-
mentioned cultural changes. It is a shift from small-scale crop 
growing with a variety of species, towards standardisation. 
From around 3600 cal BC onwards, the establishment of 
large-scale crop growing is shown through a reduction in the 
variety of plant species used. The cereal spectrum is reduced 
to the two species, emmer and naked barley, and at the same 
time gathered plants lose their economic relevance. But, if the 
ritual sphere of plant use is considered, what is the meaning of 
plants in this context? Do the plant assemblages from tombs 
and enclosures reflect the farming activities? What message is 
incorporated in ritual plant assemblages? In order to answer 
these questions, a structural comparison of the different 
archaeological contexts of domestic, tomb, and enclosure sites 
has been carried out. A prerequisite for the application of the 
structural approach is a critical review of the taphonomy of 
the plant assemblages. 

Find concentrations of plant remains for the Neolithic 
are generally low, and differ depending on site context. For 
domestic, burial, and enclosure sites, decreasing find numbers 
occur. Differences in the assemblages at the respective sites are 
the main reason for the varying find concentrations (Kreuz 
1995; van der Veen and Jones 2006). Charred remains from 
domestic sites are “numerous” (up to 20 finds per litre), because 
they originate either from rubbish deposits or relate to food 
processing activities. In contrast, find concentrations in graves 
are much lower (Fig. 20.2), usually not exceeding one find per 
litre of soil. The low find concentrations may reflect selective 
preservation of plant remains, but very few archaeobotanical 
investigations have been carried out on Neolithic tombs. 
Nevertheless, if the particular bias of plant assemblages from 
tomb sites is considered, insight into the ritual sphere of plant 
use is possible. There are several scenarios that may describe 
how seeds and fruits enter the archaeological record of a 
tomb site. Plants were either intentionally deposited during 
the erection of the tombs in connection with feasting during 
burial rituals, they were left as burial gifts, or the deposits were 
related to ritual purification by fire. Coincidental deposition 
would explain the presence of plant species from the natural 
vegetation. 

When the structural comparison of data from ten 
representative domestic and ritual sites in northern Germany 
is applied (Fig. 20.3), the four megalithic tombs show a clear 
dominance of gathered plants (Klooß and Kirleis 2012; Kirleis 
et al. 2012, table 2; Kirleis and Klooß 2014). Thus, it can be 
concluded that activities linked to agrarian food production 
and food processing are not characteristic of these sites. In 
contrast, the dominance of cereals is observed at six domestic 
sites (Fig. 20.2). Collected plants are here defined as gathered 
wild plants from the vicinity of settlements, disturbed places, 
and woodlands. Furthermore, harvested (but apparently 
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uncultivated) weeds are included in the gathered plant group. 
In addition to the resilient hazel nutshells, charred – and thus 
used – seeds and fruits of Prunus spinosa, Chenopodium album, 
Rubus, Schoenoplectus, Nuphar, and Nymphaea occur. Hazel 
is one of 11 different gathered plant taxa considered here, 
which include the edible classical weed species Chenopodium 
album (Kirleis et al. 2012, table 2). The quantity of nutshell 
fragments does not exceed 50 fragments at the Early and 
Middle Neolithic sites. Thus, the archaeobotanical data on 
gathered plant remains from northern Germany differs 
from that of the British and Irish material, where an over-
representation of several hundred to thousands of charred 
nutshell fragments initiated a debate on the possible sedentary 
or mobile character of Neolithic society. However, as further 
material from domestic sites in Britain and Ireland has been 

investigated, both the cultivation of cereals and the gathering 
of wild food plants were confirmed as recurrent features of the 
British Neolithic economy (Robinson 2000).

The hypothesis that settlement finds provide insight into 
production and consumption of food from crops, while 
tombs mainly yield evidence of plants gathered in the wild 
or in semi-wild areas in the vicinity of former settlements, is 
generally supported by the data from the ten representative 
sites in northern Germany. Quantification is hardly possible, 
but tendencies towards a diametrical relation of domesticates 
versus gathered plants can be estimated. Structural differences 
are observed if the domestic sites are compared with the 
tomb sites. Collected fruits are over-represented in the grave 
deposits. The lack of well-preserved cereal grains in the 
charred plant assemblages combined with the fact that cereals 
in general are inadequately represented, can serve to indicate 
that a site has a non-economic function. For the domestic 
plant assemblages of north German early Neolithic farmers, 
one possible interpretation for the presence of gathered plants 
is that they represent a method of mitigating harvest failures. 
It can be shown that within the funeral context, however, 
the recovered plant remains assemblages are little related to 
farming activities. The basic emphasis on plant gathering 
in the funeral context throughout the early and the middle 
Neolithic might even hint at a rite de passage performed by 
north German Funnel Beaker societies. 

If we accept that gathered plants can be regarded as a 
reflection of former economic habits, these results underline 
the difference between ritual and economic spheres, and 
indicate that the ritual sphere tends to be more conservative. 
This conservative, stabilising character can also be observed 
if we compare the development and dynamics of settlement 
numbers – an indicator for demographic and economic 
prosperity on the basis of C14 dates – with that of ritual 
activities, namely the megalithic tombs.

Ritual and domestic activities and the distribution of 
C14 dates
The relation between the development of ritual and other 
human activities is of major importance for an understanding 
of the megalithic tradition of burial. Too often, economic 
or ecological explanations for cultural change have been set 
out without empirical evidence. Intensive investment in 
the ritual sphere, however, could equally well be interpreted 
either as a result of a flourishing society, supported by a 
prospering economy and favourable ecological conditions, or 
as a reaction to a crisis and a scarcity of natural resources and 
land. The two options lead to completely different meanings 
for the megalithic phenomenon in general, and of each 
individual burial site. Thus, there are at least two different 
potential factors associated with the monument builders that 
diametrically oppose each other.

In order to evaluate these competing possibilities, we need 

Fig. 20.2: Charred concentrations of plant remains and the 
archaeological context of the newly investigated Neolithic sites in 
northern Germany. Sites investigated in the frame of the SPP 1400 
are marked with an asterisk
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to determine whether the period of megalith construction and 
use was either paralleled by indications of prosperity or by a 
decline in the socio-economic sector. We tried to estimate the 
intensity of human activities on the basis of summed calibrated 
C14 dates, an approach that is accompanied by a number of 
methodological difficulties. We will not discuss all of them 
here (for a detailed review and an appraisal of the problems see 
Williams 2012, 579; Straus 2005, 212; Bocquet-Appel 2005, 
213; and for ways to overcome or at least minimise them see 
Hinz et al. 2012), but one aspect should be tackled – that the 
sum of recorded traces of the past does not necessarily represent 
the sum of activities of former times. This difficulty is, of course, 
an obstacle for all quantification methods of past processes that 
rely on archaeological material. A more direct approach to the 
intensity of settlement activities would probably be to simply 
count settlements. Yet by doing that, one would not avoid the 
effects of taphonomic processes. At the moment, a reliable 
method for estimation of the loss of archaeological material, 
in order to calibrate the remains surviving today against what 
was initially present, is still a methodological desideratum: it 
is already addressed by many studies (e.g. Müller 2011b). So 
far, the only option is to compare different proxies for their 
congruency.

In the current study, pollen has been taken as an indicator of 
human activities for a certain area of Holstein, in combination 
with the sum of calibrated C14 dates from the same area (Hinz 
et al. 2012) (Fig. 20.3). These indicators are twofold due to 

changing economic habits. For the earlier period of Neolithic 
land use (4100–3700 cal BC), charcoal influx indicates the 
opening up of the landscape; the pollen curve of ribwort 
plantain (Plantago lanceolata), however, indicates pastoral and 
crop growing activities that are associated with the enlargement 
of open habitats for the later period (initially from ~3700, 
extensive from ~3500 cal BC). Visual inspection suggest that 
the charcoal peaks roughly coincide with the peaks in the C14 
curve, but the resolution is too low for a detailed comparison.

To provide a quantitative estimate of the fit of C14 and 
pollen curves, we used the supra-regional plantain curve 
supplied from the combination of the pollen data from four 
lakes. These were pre-processed by a Multidimensional Scaling 
that was applied to all taxa, but rotated to represent best the 
differences in the plantain value (Feeser et al. 2012). We 
calculated the cross-correlation of the de-trended, smoothed 
curves of both proxies (for details on the pre-processing see 
Hinz et al. 2012), and found the fit astonishingly good: the 
immediate correlation is 0.589 (smoothed curves 0.6197), 
while the best fit is observed with a lag of 12 years with a 
correlation of 0.599. This lag could be the result of both an 
old wood and a hard water effect. To obtain the sum-calibrated 
probabilities from the small sample used, we were unable to 
exclude charcoal or food crust data: these represent the vast 
majority of the settlement dates in that region.

The C14 curve and the pollen curve give a very good fit 
at a regional level. This shows the suitability of the method 
itself, but also hints at the fact that, in a tessellated landscape, 
human activities do take place at different intensities, and 
result in different amplitudes in the proxy data. Consequently, 
the quantification of human impact via the proxy of pollen 
analysis clearly displays a synchronous relation to the C14-
sum curve. Taking other issues into account (research history, 
changes in the subsistence strategy), the C14-sum curve can 
carefully be used as a proxy for human activities.

Having secured our methodology as far as possible by this 
comparison, we applied it to the C14 dates of the northern 
area of the Funnel Beaker ceramic distribution. We divided 
the whole study area into twelve different investigation areas. 
These were based on meaningful natural and cultural borders, 
and the borders of research traditions. The latter was important 
in order to avoid the effects of different scientific strategies 
that may have resulted in different numbers of C14 dates, as 
well as enabling us to obtain a regionalised picture to compare 
developments in different areas (Fig. 20.4). From these 12 
areas, ten offered sufficient C14 dates (to different degrees) 
for quantitative evaluation. One of these was the middle-
Elbe-Saale region, where the transition to the Neolithic had 
already occurred before the time frame of our investigation: it 
served primarily for comparison of the Funnel Beaker area in 
its strictest sense with developments further south. We based 
our analyses primarily on dates that originate from settlement 
contexts, because here the conditions of the production 

Fig. 20.3: Domestic versus gathered plants: average of proportions (%) 
of charred seeds/fruits from different archaeological site types from the 
early and middle Neolithic (EN/MN): domestic sites (d), enclosures (e) 
and tombs (t). Previous and recent archaeobotanical investigations with 
more than 50 seeds/fruits for settlements and more than ten seeds and 
fruits for enclosures/tombs are included, chaff remains are disregarded. 
Sites included: Rastorf LA 6 (EN, d; Kroll 1980); Flögeln-Eekhöltjen 
(MN, d; Behre/Kucan 1994), Oldenburg-Dannau LA 191 (MN, 
d; Kroll 2001); Wangels LA 505 (MN, d; Kroll 2007); Oldenburg-
Dannau LA 77 (MN, d), Hemmingstedt LA 2 (MN, d), Belleben 
(EN, e), Albersdorf-Brutkamp (MN, t), Eisendorf LA 42, 43, 44 (EN/
MN, t), Schmerlecke 2 (EN/MN, t), Borgstedt LA 35 (EN/MN, t) 
(Kirleis et al. 2012). (Diagram after: Kirleis et al. 2012, fig. 9).
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of archaeological material, as well as the possibility for the 
detection of settlement sites, can be assumed to be equal 
throughout the whole of the period under investigation. The 
same is not true, for example, for dates from tombs.

Six of the remaining nine areas showed a comparable 
picture (Hinz et al. 2012). The pattern revealed in those 
areas around the western part of the Baltic Sea is especially 
prominent (Fig. 20.5 and 20.6). After a substantial rise in 
social activity and in indications of human activity, either 
from 4000 cal BC or from 3800/3700 cal BC onward, a ‘drop’ 
is apparent from c. 3350 cal BC onward. The first increase in 
activity indicators is either a result of research strategies (e.g. 
specific projects with focus on late Mesolithic sites or on the 
Neolithic transition itself ), or it might actually represent a 
demographic expansion resulting from cultural innovations 
connected with Funnel Beaker ceramics. The decline after c. 
3350 cal BC hints at a real decrease in the underlying activity, 
probably a fall in population at this time. Hence we can see 
clear differences between an early (population increase), a 
middle (population increase or high level steady-state) and a 
younger (population decrease) stage of development during 
the Funnel Beaker period. At the same time, ritual activities, 

such as the use and construction of megaliths and enclosures, 
are most likely during the period when the settlement dates 
hint at a lower population level (3350–3100 cal BC). A 
second growth phase can be taken to be connected with the 
transition to Single Grave/Corded Ware customs.

This suggests that changes in settlement activity had no 
effect on the already established ritual sphere, but coincide 
with changes in climate and weather conditions, observed in 
the sedimentary regime of local lakes in Schleswig-Holstein 
(sudden cooling of summer temperatures: Dreibrodt 2012, 
155; changes in the hydrological regime: Feeser et al. 2012, 180 
fig. 12). At a more general level, we should note the influence 
of the Piora 2 oscillation (Magny 2004). Furthermore, the 
intensification of ritual activity appears synchronous with 
changes in land use around and after 3700 and 3500 cal BC. 
That is indicated in various ways, for example by the pollen 
diagrams of Schleswig-Holstein (Dörfler et al. 2012): again 
these coincide with the observed intensification in settlement 
activity, as well as with the earliest continuous occurrence of 
cereals in our record. Taking all of this evidence into account, 
the most likely interpretation is that the collective megalithic 
burial tradition was an accompaniment to changing social 

Fig. 20.4: Distribution of the C14 dated sites and the extent of the areas of investigation employed in this analysis
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Fig. 20.5: Human impact curve from pollen analysis in Schleswig-Holstein, and the sum-calibration of C14 dates from settlement contexts with 
high quality pollen data from the area (see Fig.20.1, n = 236 from 26 sites). While before 3700 cal BC, there is no comparability because of biases 
in data amounts and different economic activities, after 3700 cal BC a highly significant correlation (p < 2.2e-16, Pearson’s product-moment 
correlation 0.6197) supports the usefulness of C14 data for evaluating human activities

Fig. 20.6: In four regions, sum-calibration curves display similar tendencies. An increase at 3800/3700 cal BC, a decrease around 3400/3350 
cal BC, and a second increase around and after 3000 cal BC are particularly visible. Despite these patterns, a lack of data after 2700 cal BC and 
before 4200 cal BC should be taken into consideration
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conditions. These resulted from a changing economy, 
reflected in alterations in land use and probably demographic 
developments. In times of crisis, however, the reaction was 
a return to traditional behaviour in the ritual sphere – the 
continuation of long-standing ritual expressions.

Conclusion
The discussion above, combined with the analysis by Hage et 
al. (2015) of the meaning of monuments in Funnel Beaker 
societies, illustrates several distinct points. These concern the 
relationship between (a) overall conditions and general trends, 
and (b) individual intentions and local practices in different 
parts of northern Germany. Comparing the different scales, 
it becomes obvious that below a sphere of globally relevant 
factors, individual intentions and localised practices display 
regional variability that has hitherto been underestimated. 
Nevertheless, common ground can be observed in the 
monuments’ overall role as a medium that stabilised social 
groups through linkage to the past, and through the presence 
of distinct ritual zones separated from the mundane areas of 
daily life. This is especially pronounced when a crisis seems to 
have heavily affected settlement and subsistence, and when 
the monumental and ritual activities reach their florescence. 
As in the case of Borgstedt, or in the supra-regional analysis of 
megalithic traditions in the west Baltic area (Hage et al. 2015), 
a division between two different social spheres seems visible in 
the plant remains, showing that, during the Neolithic, plants 
played an active role in the rituals associated with the dead 
and in their connection to the living. With this in mind, one 
could argue that the world of the dead was obviously not a 
prolongation of the world of everyday life. On the contrary, 
it seems that ritual activities aimed to produce an ‘Otherness’ 
that had the sources of its narrative in a real or commemorated 
history. In this way, the botanical investigation supports the 
interpretation that people’s motivation and the specifics of 
interaction with the dead were used to promote the idea of a 
community that drew its legitimation from the past.

Furthermore, these monuments seem to have represented 
an element of stability in a changing world with a probable 
reminiscence of former ways of life. Although between 3350 
and 3100 cal BC a major crisis had probably influenced the 
living conditions of Neolithic farmers, their ritual activities 
remained stable or even expanded. Bringing together 
different layers of inquiry not only allows us to investigate 
the intentions of the builders of the megaliths, but also their 
motives and mentalité in their relationship with their ancestors 
and the construction of the world of the dead. The megalithic 
structures were an innovation used to produce and conserve 
an identity and to stabilise that identity in a changing world. 
This is underlined by the fact that, in times of potential crisis, 
that rôle was continued and reinforced by maintaining the 
modes of burial practices in times of change, which perhaps 
became more relevant than ever.
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Ostentation, power and megaliths: the example of Easter Island
Nicolas Cauwe

Abstract
French anthropologist Alain Testart recently proposed 
that the European megaliths of the 5th millennium were 
the product of an ostentatious plutocratic social system. 
Developments during the 4th and the 3rd millennia led to 
changes in those societies where the dominant classes were 
better established and henceforth expressed their ostentatious 
display through the newly available metal artefacts instead of 
large stone monuments. His hypothesis was based on extensive 
ethnographic data, in particular the political and social 
structures of traditional non-state societies. In this paper, we 
test this model through the example of the megalithic society 
of Easter Island (Rapa Nui, Chile).

The Western European Neolithic, and ostentatious 
plutocracy
In his recent and final book about European prehistory (Avant 
l’histoire – Before History), the anthropologist Alain Testart 
suggested that there are only three significant political models 
for non-state societies (Testart 2012, 450–507). In the first, 
positions of authority are not linked to a specific function; 
here, chiefs operate only as symbols of their group and try 
to organise its coherence. In the ethnographic examples, 
“power” in this kind of society is justified by wealth. Testart 
calls this system an “ostentatious plutocracy” because those 
wealthy individuals must always demonstrate their economic 
power. Generally, ostentatious plutocracies are an evolution 
from hunter-gatherer societies with (or without) a tightly 
defined power structure. The second model, identified by 
Lewis Morgan (1877), resembles a primitive democracy, 
where councils are called spontaneously when a problem 
appears. In the third and final model, society is organised 
through lineages, with a common ancestor and with solidarity 
between all of the members of the group; the chief is the 
oldest member of the senior generation. 

Testart proposed that the megalithic societies of Western 
Europe were “ostentatious plutocracies” where that 
ostentation was expressed notably through the construction 
of megaliths. He suggested also that the European megalithic 
world arose from a Mesolithic origin and a subsequent 
process of “neolithisation”. The Mesolithic legacy is difficult 
to prove, but there are many arguments supporting such an 
inference: the cultural opposition between the Early Neolithic 
of the Balkan area and the megalithic world of Western 
Europe on the one hand; and the relationship across time 

from the west European Mesolithic to the west European 
megalithic societies on the other (Cauwe 2001). In Testart’s 
interpretation, megaliths are linked to the economic control 
that legitimised a plutocratic system, the latter symbolised 
and regularly reaffirmed through these expensive projects. But 
during the Middle and Late Neolithic of Western Europe, we 
see an evolution, with the progressive disappearance of the 
ostentatious character of the stone-built architecture and, 
at the same time, the multiplication in the numbers of the 
dead lying within these burial chambers. Overall, we go 
from large monuments occasionally used for the burial of 
selected persons (wealthy males?), to a less impressive funerary 
architecture housing large numbers of the dead. This may 
represent a process of evolution from structures of power 
strictly reliant on ostentatious display to the appearance of 
an aristocratic class that could no longer regularly display its 
power or social position in that way and hence lost interest in 
large monuments (Testart 2012, 468–477). The purpose of 
this paper is to examine Testart’s hypothesis by considering 
another megalithic society, one furthermore for which 
ethnographic records of the 19th century AD provide some 
knowledge of their social structure. Alain Testart drew on 
comparisons with traditional societies of North-west Coast 
North America and North-east Asia. Here, I propose to 
examine the famous megalithic people of Easter Island in the 
South Pacific.

Ostentatious societies of Oceania
The traditional societies of Micronesia and Polynesia were 
characterised by the ostentatious display of economic control 
by individuals who used this means to assert their authority 
or their power; the same situation obtained on Nias Island, in 
the Indian Ocean. On many of these islands, ostentation was 
expressed in different ways, but included among them was the 
building of megalithic monuments. On Nias Island, off the 
west coast of Sumatra (Indonesia), the megalithic monuments 
are simple rectangular stones that do not form part of any 
structure. Information is available however about the social 
context of these large boulders that were laid in front of some 
of the houses in the villages. The island of Nias was known 
from the 9th century, through the travel accounts of Arab 
traders, but the first commentaries appear only during the 
17th century, when the East India Company started to exploit 
the island, and the first scientific studies began only at the 
end of the 19th century (Viaro 1984). The social structure 
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on Nias consisted of three ranks: the nobles (descendants of 
mythical ancestors), the people, and the slaves. There were 
also counsellors drawn from the people, and nominated on 
their merits. But birth alone was not sufficient to justify an 
individual’s place in society. Nobles and counsellors were 
obliged to provide feasts to maintain their rank or to advance 
to a higher rank. These feasts are termed owasa (merit feast), 
and each one was commemorated by the installation of a 
megalith in front of the house of the individual who had 
ordered the feast (Fig. 21.1). But to organise the workmen for 
the carving of this large stone and its transportation, nobles 
and counsellors had to provide foods over a long period for 
all of the people. In this sense, the large stones of Nias Island 
are the product of a society based on the acquisition of merit 
in order to maintain social status. In such a situation, the 
price of a simple stone is very high. The result is a megalithic 
phenomenon without any practical function, but symbolic of 
wealth and power.

It seems that this kind of strategy, in which power is 
accumulated through expensive social obligations was a 
widespread tradition in the Pacific Ocean. But each island 

or archipelago has its own particular system. In the Caroline 
Islands (today part of the Federated States of Micronesia), 
and on Yap Island especially, large circular stones are found 
in front of some houses (Gilliland 1975). These large discs 
have a hole in their centre, like the small coins of early 20th 
century Europe. Today, we know that the circular stones of the 
Yap (some of them more than 2m in diameter) had a similar 
purpose to the rectangular stones of Nias. A man of high 
rank, to retain his position, must demonstrate his control of 
extensive economic resources and the best way in which to do 
that was to install large stones in front of his house. It was once 
again an expensive and ostentatious process, since to obtain 
a stone it was necessary to provide feasts and give presents of 
food to the workmen and their families. One interpretation 
of this system might maintain that the circular stones of Yap 
Island are the largest “coins” in the world. But these large 
stones were not used for transactions. The raw material came 
from Belau (formerly Palaos or Pelau Island; 460km south-
west of Yap island), the ocean crossing increasing the value 
of the stone “coins”. In the 19th century, the inhabitants of 
Belau wanted to control the copra trade and they secured 
this monopoly in exchange for the stone required by the Yap 
islanders. It should also be noted that the number and the size 
of the “coins” increased significantly at the end of the 19th 
century, when the trade of copra became an international 
success. Nevertheless, the stones did not owe their value to 
this commercial environment. Although they were obtained 
through economic transactions, their only purpose was to 
fulfil the need for ostentatious social display. However, this 
ostentation was expensive: loss of the copra trade for the Yap 
islanders, transport by boat of the big “coins”, payment of 
sailors and stone carvers, etc.

On Pohnpei island, also in the Caroline archipelago 
(Federated States of Micronesia), there are again ostentatious 
stone constructions. The best example is the site of Nan 
Madol (Ayres and Mauricio 1999). In this case, very large 
megalithic structures are involved, nothing less than artificial 
islands, built with large basaltic boulders resting on coral 
reefs (Fig. 21.2). It has been claimed that this impressive 
architecture was the most visible evidence of a new political 
centralisation from the 10th century. The artificial islands 
were enclosed by a substantial wall 1.5km long and 0.5km 
wide. Inside the enclosure, there are several artificial islets 
and more than 100 megalithic constructions (Ayres 1983). 
The construction technique is remarkable, consisting of 
the accumulation of large basaltic beams, perfectly carved, 
arranged in courses alternating perpendicularly between one 
direction and the other. Many tons of basalt were needed: 
one of the most impressive megalithic tombs (the Nan Dauas 
enclosure) required 4500m3 of basalt and 13,500m3 of coral 
fill for its construction (Ayres 1983, 140). A chronological 
sequence was established 30 years ago and the development of 
this site shown to fall between the 9th and the 16th centuries 

Fig. 21.1: Plan of Hilinawalo Maenemölö Village, in the southern 
part of Nias Island. The megalithic stones in front of some houses are 
indicated by lines of small black dots. (After Viaro 1984, 117)
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AD (Galipaud 2000). Tradition maintained that these 
artificial islets were reserved for the elite and for religious 
affairs (temples, graves, ceremonies). Once again, they were 
very expensive and ostentatious buildings, lacking economic 
utility, but allowing a succession of chiefs and wealthy 
families to increase their power through elaborate projects 
of this kind.

At the south-eastern end of Papua New Guinea, displays 
of wealth did not involve a megalithic tradition. Social power 
was expressed through the “kula ring”, a system of exchange 
between the small islands. The kula ring was studied at the 
beginning of the 20th century by Bronisław Malinowski 
(1922). Thanks to this famous ethnologist, we know that the 
system was complex, but the final aim was once again the 
display of wealth and power, through exchanges of necklaces 
or armbands without obvious market value instead of the 
megalithic monuments of Nias or Micronesia. The kula ring 
involved travel around a small part of the South Pacific, between 
small islands. At each step, the sailors offered shell necklaces 
and armbands to the islanders whom they encountered, with 
the hope of receiving similar objects in return. In fact, the 
same necklaces and armbands moved from one island to 
another so that, after some years, a necklace or an armband 
may return to its island of origin. The necklaces moved in a 
clockwise direction (the cycle named soulava), the armbands 
in the opposite direction (the cycle named mwali) (Fig. 21.3). 
A man increased his prestige, not by the possession of these 

objects, but by the number of necklaces or armbands he had 
exchanged. To organise a kula expedition, the individual who 
wished to lead the trip and thus increase his prestige must pay 
the entire costs of preparation: collection of timber for the 
boats; manufacture of the boats; feasts for the workmen and 
their families; storage of food for the journey. It was indeed a 
very expensive process designed merely for the demonstration 
of symbolic wealth. As with megaliths in other parts of the 
Pacific, few individuals were able to increase their prestige and 
the kula ring was an ostentatious operation. 

The Easter Island megaliths
The megalithic architecture of Easter Island (Rapa Nui) 
consists of large tuff images (moai) erected on impressive 
stone platforms (ahu). On the landward side, these platforms 
are bordered by a ramp paved with pebbles. A majority of 
the statues erected on these altars were carved of yellow tuff, 
and some were surmounted by a topknot of red scoria (Fig. 
21.4). The exact functions of the ahu-moai are unknown, but 
the naturalist George Forster, who arrived on Rapa Nui with 
James Cook, had the opportunity to record basic information 
in March 1774. He asked the Easter Islanders the reason for 
the existence of these colossi perched on platforms, but the 
only reply that he could elicit was the word “areekee” (ariki 
in modern transliteration). Today we know that this term 
designates a person with authority, essentially a king, a noble, 
or else the chief of a clan or family group. From this islanders’ 

Fig. 21.2: Plan of Nan Madol. (After Ayres 1983: 137)
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reply it was deduced that the Easter Island platforms were 
designed to support great effigies intended to honour clan or 
village chiefs, who were probably “ancestralised” or “deified”. 
George Forster and Richard Pickersgill found confirmation 
of their hypothesis in the regular presence of human bones 
associated with the ahu. They concluded that the platforms 
were tombs, and that the statues that surmounted them must 

likewise have been connected with the world of the dead. 
The funerary character of the ahu-moai is not, however, as 
obvious as this would imply. It may have been considered 
advantageous to inter some of the dead close to monuments 
that had other functions. Elsewhere in Eastern Polynesia 
(Tahiti and the Marquesas), it is notable that monuments of 
the same type might serve a number of purposes, or switch 
between them according to circumstances or the evolution 
of the group to whom they belonged. On Tahiti especially, 
we know that during the 18th century, large monuments 
were built initially in the context of political rivalries. On 
Easter Island too, it seems that the ahu-moai were associated 
with a kind of “big men”, named ariki, a term clumsily 
translated as “king”. Thus we have a combination of large 
stone monuments, chiefs, and élite competition. It seems 
that although the megaliths of Easter Island (and of other 
Polynesian islands of the eastern Pacific) may have had 
complex functions, they were related to important men and 
were sometimes used in power-seeking contests. Obviously 
such a situation corresponds to the ostentatious plutocracy 
found on many islands of the Pacific Ocean. 

But this proposed concurrence on Rapa Nui between 
a particular type of social organisation and megalithic 

Fig. 21.3: Map of the “kula ring” at the south-eastern end of Papua-New Guinea. Soulava is the exchange cycle of necklaces (clockwise), mwali the 
exchange of armbands (counterclockwise). (After Malinowki 1922)

Fig. 21.4: Restored monument of Ahu Ko te Riku, on west coast of 
Easter Island. (Photo: Nicolas Cauwe)
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architecture is not the only feature that it shared with European 
megalithic societies. In Europe, we have long known that 
megalithic monuments were regularly enlarged, modified and 
rebuilt. This dynamic may reflect the continually renewed 
need for ostentatious display, and similar processes can be 
documented on Easter Island. All recent excavations have 
shown sequences, renovations, or transformations of ahu-
moai (Cauwe 2011, 52–56). It appears that the cult platforms 
were built for a limited period and then reconstructed or 
restored some generations later (Fig. 21.5). It has been 
possible to estimate the period of use of the ahu-moai at some 
sites, notably at Ahu Nau Nau (Martinsson-Wallin 1994), 

Ahu te Niu, and Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva. In the two former 
cases, four monuments succeeded one another over a period 
of five centuries; in the latter, three platforms were built one 
on top of the other over approximately 300 years. Taking 
into account the phases of abandonment, which are marked 
by natural sedimentation, between the successive episodes 
of construction, we may deduce that each ahu functioned 
for less than one century. Finally, during the 18th and the 
beginning of the 19th centuries AD, all of the ahu of Easter 
Island were buried under large cairns comprising thousands 
of pebbles (Fig. 21.6). Shortly before this closure of the 
monuments, the large statues were toppled and laid lying 
down, generally in front of the altars although sometimes 
along the back wall. 

The toppling of the moai seems to be the most impressive 
event at the end of the pre-colonial period. Most scholars 
think it followed violence or tribal wars, themselves resulting 
from an ecological crash (the disappearance of the forest 
owing to natural and/or anthropic actions that culminated 
in the middle of the 17th century AD). Modern excavations, 
however, have revealed that instead of a “destruction” of their 
ahu-moai, the islanders organised the closure of all of their 
megalithic monuments through a succession of ceremonial 
actions: removal of some of the pebbles from the ramps built 
in front of the platforms, dusting of red scoria on the same 
ramps, careful toppling of the images (Fig. 21.7), and finally 
construction of large cairns. All of these actions took place 
over an extended period spanning a century or more. The 
sophistication and duration of the processes argue against 
violence or warfare. During the same decades when the 
closure of the monuments was occurring, the cult platforms 
were also transformed into cemeteries, with burials inside 
small vaults (Fig. 21.8) or in single pits dug through the 
ancient monuments (Fig. 21.9). In other words, the organised 
toppling of the statues was accompanied by a transformation 

Fig. 21.5: The regular rebuilding of cult platforms on Easter Island is 
demonstrated by the superpositioning of the structures, and also by the 
recycling of old statues in new constructions, as here where a head is 
included in the masonry of the rear wall of Ahu Nau Nau (northern 
coast). (Photo: Pierre Cattelain)

Fig. 21.6: An ahu (platform) on the southern coast of Easter Island. 
The first impression is that this monument is in ruins, but the statue 
(moai) lies intact in front the ahu, covered by the stone cairn. To left 
and right can be seen the intact landward wall of the platform. Instead 
of ruin or destruction, evidence indicates the transformation and 
closure of these monuments. (Photo: Nicolas Cauwe)

Fig. 21.7: Ahu of Hanga Te’e on the south coast of Easter Island. The 
eight intact moai (statues) of the monument are lying in perfect order, 
which excludes destruction of this site by violence or by a natural 
phenomenon. (Photo: Nicolas Cauwe)
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of funerary practices and a loss of monumentality, that is to 
say the cessation of opportunities for ostentatious display. 
The parallel with the European megaliths is very strong. In 
both instances we may observe a dynamic and expensive 
architecture, investments in large monuments for short 
periods, evolution through the time of the function of these 
monuments with a growing emphasis on funerary use and 
a reduction in ostentatious display, and finally complex 
processes of closure with organised partial destruction. 

Unfortunately, the first ethnographic studies in Rapa 
Nui were too late in time to understand the real context 
of the transformation of ahu-moai, and the toppling of the 
images. We do, however, have some indication of a similar 
cultural transformation on Tahiti, through the logs of 
Samuel Wallis, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville and James 
Cook (Salmond 2012), the reports of priests of the London 
Missionary Society (William Ellis [French edition 1972] 
and J. M. Orsmond [report partially lost but reconstructed 

in 1928 by his granddaughter Teuira: Henry 1928; see also 
Babadzan 1993]), and the publication of the Dutch voyager 
J. A. Moerenhout (1877; republished in 1959). It seems that 
during the 18th century the islanders began to compete for 
political leadership and at the same period changed the order of 
importance of their gods, ‘Oro becoming the leading divinity 
to the detriment of Ta’aroa, the creator god. The European 
explorers of the 18th century were used by the people of 
Tahiti during this crucial period. Each family that was striving 
for supremacy took a European “chief” or “god” as a symbol 
of their ambition, and the flags left by the Europeans were 
recycled during these rivalries (Salmond 2012). In addition to 
sometimes very violent physical engagements, the erection of 
new marae (megalithic cult monuments) was fundamental to 
the process. It seems that the Mahaiatea Marae, on the south-
west coast of Tahiti, was built at this time (Fig. 21.10). It was 
the highest ever erected on the island, indicating the full value 
of ostentatious display despite (or because) of the turbulent 
period during which it was built.

The Easter Island story during the 17th, the 18th and 
the beginning of 19th centuries appears to have been quite 
similar. We do not have direct testimony for conflicts, but 
the first explorers and missionaries found a society for 
whom the god Makemake had recently become the most 
significant divinity. The older megalithic tradition, with 
its cult platforms (ahu-moai), declined from that moment 
onwards, and a process of closure ensured (toppling of the 
tall statues and the raising of large cairns over the platforms; 
Cauwe 2011). In its place, ostentatious display focused 
around Rano Raraku, the volcano where the images (moai) 
were carved. There, dozens of new moai were erected inside 
deep pits on the inner and outer southern slopes of the 
volcano (Fig. 21.11), while others were carved as a new form 
of rock art, without any possibility for detaching them from 
the bedrock. The rivalry was henceforth expressed by the 
size and the number of statues assembled on Rano Raraku. 
Times and religious values had changed, but the system of 
ostentatious display persisted. The number of workmen 
needed and the food storage required for such an initiative 
is hard to imagine, as are the economic resources on which 
the promoters were able to call. All too often, the end of 
Easter Island is presented as a disaster or a collapse, with 
tribal warfare, starvation and destruction (Bahn & Flenley 
2011; Diamond 2005). In reality, through social, economic 
and religious changes, a new way of expressing ostentatious 
display and expense was devised, the only purpose of which 
was the maintenance of the social order.

Conclusion
In the Pacific area, it can be seen that all of the collective 
projects (large structures, kula ring exchange and so on), imply 
extensive remuneration for the workmen, through feasts, food 
provision, and social obligations. The result in each case was 

Fig. 21.8: Burial vault dug through the terrace of an ahu and 
covered by an intact statue: Ahu te Niu (west coast of Easter Island), 
excavations by the Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire of Brussels in 
2008. (Photo: Nicolas Cauwe)

Fig. 21.9: Funeral pit dug through the closing cairn of Ahu te Niu 
(west coast of Easter Island). (Photo: Nicolas Cauwe)
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the consolidation of the social structure and the accession to 
a higher position for those who had expended the necessary 
resources. The social objective was achieved by ostentatious 
displays, including the raising of megaliths on several islands, 
especially in Eastern Polynesia, and by the accumulation 
of valuable exchange items. The megaliths of Easter Island, 
whatever their functions and symbolism, participated in 
such a process through their monumental nature, supporting 
a political project that demanded ostentatious display by a 
plutocratic elite. 

In framing his argument Testart used ethnographical 

comparisons from the Northwest Coast of North America and 
northeast Asia. Here, we have added the case of Easter Island 
with its famous colossal statues. Each region has its story 
and its own trajectory, but all of these cultural entities can 
be classified within the same general framework. We cannot 
call upon direct testimonies to inform us about the social 
structure of the European megalithic people and we cannot 
translate 18th century Oceania to Neolithic Europe. The 
Oceanic example shows, nonetheless, that we must consider 
the building of megaliths in Western Europe as an activity 
with social impact, not only as serving symbolic, funerary or 
religious ends. The Testart hypothesis hence provides a good 
starting point to address the European megalithic societies 
and their evolution through the time in a new light.
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Diffusionist theories for the Neolithic in western Europe 
were completely reversed when the first radiocarbon dates 
were obtained from Breton sites such as Carn and Barnenez 
(Giot 1960). Those diffusionist theories had identified 
Millares as the place of origin of west European megalithic 
structures, emanating from eastern influences. Moreover, at 
that moment another tradition began; one of regional studies 
that are only now beginning to be superseded. Diffusionist 
ideas have been in vogue for such a long time that they have 
left a powerful legacy, especially in the southern part of 
the Atlantic façade. There are even differences between the 
Iberian Peninsula, France, and Italy. France was divided into 
three areas: the south with its Mediterranean coast; the Paris 
Basin, which is oriented more towards Continental Europe; 
and the west, which has academic connections with the 
British Isles and the Atlantic region of the Iberian Peninsula. 
This division is partially explained by the historiography 
and social framework of the different countries. The Iberian 
Peninsula retained ideas of distant origins and late dating for 
its megaliths (Almagro and Arribas 1963). In the other areas, 
archaeological analyses were developed that moved beyond 
the location of the megaliths (Joussaume 1985) and took 
social perspectives into account (Renfrew 1984).

Major projects were carried out in the west of France in 
the 1980s and 1990s: for example, at Champ-Châlon or 
Pé-de-Fontaine in the west-central region (Joussaume 1999; 
Joussaume 2006); at Dissignac, Gavrinis, Saint-Just, Er-Grah, 
and La Table des Marchands in Brittany (L’Helgouach 1996; 
Le Roux 1985; Briard et al. 1995; Le Roux 2006; Cassen 
2009); and at Ernes in Normandy (Dron and San Juan 
1997). These projects provide information that helps to break 
away from the static image of the megalithic monument. 
All of them add valuable data for the interpretation of this 
architecture, and allow important methodological advances, 
such as those developed at the Bougon necropolis, and at 
Prissé-la-Charrière (Mohen and Scarre 2002; Laporte et al. 
2002; 2015; Scarre et al. 2003).

In the south of France, studies by Guilaine at Saint-
Eugène and Pépioux deserve special mention, as does Pajot’s 
work in Quercy and D’Anna’s work on Corsica (Guilaine 
and Guilaine 1998; Pajot 1999; D’Anna 2002). However, 
Arnal’s synthesis of the 1960s has not been replaced by a 
new interpretative model. New ideas have been more closely 
linked to the development of new methodologies in physical 

anthropology and excavation technique, such as those carried 
out by Duday (2005) at Villedubert. More or less the same 
occurred in the Paris Basin with, for example, the work of 
Leclerc and Masset (2006) on collective burials in a number 
of gallery graves. This academic tradition started in the 1960s 
with Leroi-Gourhan’s work at the Marne Valley hypogea and 
is still alive today.

The most innovative project in the Iberian Peninsula 
was that developed by Vítor Jorge and the Porto University 
team in the Serra da Aboboreira. This project stands at the 
beginning of a new way of working with Iberian megaliths. 
An integrated excavation and research strategy was employed, 
including study of the mound, the paleoenvironment, and 
C14 sampling (Jorge 1984; 1995). Subsequent research 
at Viseu (da Cruz 1995), Tras os Montes (Sanches 1997) 
and in the north (Silva 2003) can be considered to owe its 
origin to that methodological and theoretical design. The 
new theoretical perspectives of Galician archaeology (Bello 
Dieguez et al. 1987), known extensively from Criado’s and 
Fábregas’s publications (Criado 1989; 1991; Fábregas Valcarce 
1992) could be considered another result of Jorge’s critical 
way of thinking. The same goes for the first compilation of 
information by Arribas and Molina (1984).

In the 1990s, research in the Iberian Peninsula ran 
parallel to Anglo-Saxon research. At this time, some of the 
most prominent issues in the study of European megalithic 
monuments were addressed: the polymorphism of the earliest 
tombs (the geographical extension beyond the coastal zone; 
regional sequences; and the development of an altogether more 
realistic perspective. Large scale projects were carried out at 
Los Millares, El Pozuelo and Ambrona, at sites in the Toledo 
region, and at Dombate (Bueno Ramírez 1991; 1994; Tarrús 
2002; Molina and Cámara 2005; Nocete 2004; Rojo Guerra 
et al. 2005; Carrera et al. 2005); and in southern Portugal 
(Oliveira 1995; Gonçalves and Sousa 2000). New aspects 
were considered, including anthropological perspectives, and 
the relationship between spaces for the living and spaces for 
the dead (Delibes 1995; Senna-Martinez et al. 1997; Bueno 
Ramírez et al. 2002). Territorial studies were a prominent 
feature of research in the Iberian Peninsula (Hurtado and 
Garcia-Sanjuán 1997). At the same time, the need to record 
the decoration of the monuments, and the large number of 
important menhirs in south-west Portugal (Calado 1997) 
became clear: megalithic art and representations on stelae and 
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menhirs suggested connections between the Iberian Peninsula 
and Brittany (Bueno Ramírez and Balbín Behrmann 2002; 
Calado 2002).

These developments led to the adoption of new 
methodologies, focusing on those aspects of the evidence that 
were most important for the new interpretations. There was a 
remarkable accumulation of C14 dates. This work formed the 
basis of an evolutionary scheme that proposed a progression 
in tomb architecture in Brittany from the simplest to the 
most complex (Arnaud 1983; Boujot and Cassen 1992). 
Nonetheless, by the 1990s it was called into question. The 
rigid hypotheses that argued for the spread of chamber forms 
from a single area of origin to multiple areas were flawed. 
These flaws could only be overcome by thorough regional 
documentation (Soares 1997; Bueno Ramírez 2000; Laporte 
2011; 2015).

In the 1980s, the availability of new dating evidence led 
to revised chronologies that overturned previous theories 
regarding the development of megalithic monuments in the 
south of Europe, particularly in southern France. From the 
1990s, a similar reassessment occurred through the application 
of territorial analysis in the Iberian Peninsula (Boaventura and 
Mataloto 2009; Fernandez-Eraso and Mújika 2013; Garcia 
San Juan and Linares 2010; Molist and Clop 2010). Another 
feature was the growing interrelationships between the 
various research teams, and the development of collaborative 
projects between different European institutions. This opened 
the way for new discussion groups, and the first of a series of 
conferences on megalithic art. Wider debates, following from 
those in Moesgård and Groningen in 1950 and 1960, were 
revisited at the Bougon conference in 2002 (Joussaume et al. 
2006).

Despite this progress, several topics that were resolved or 
examined in detail in some regions were not considered a 
focus of interest in others, or were not even taken into serious 
consideration. These distortions were especially noticeable 
in countries where there were no common frameworks for 
research objectives, such as Spain. Certain regions have a 
strong appreciation for archaeology as a feature that marks 
their identity, whereas others have little regard for that. One 
consequence is that established research teams with disappear, 
as the team leaders retire and are not replaced or succeeded 
by new researchers. This trend is also present to a lesser extent 
in France.

The European Megalithic Studies Group: interpretations 
at the broader scale
Many of the key issues that in recent research on megalithic 
monuments of the Atlantic zone were raised in the volumes 
arising from meetings of the European Megalithic Studies 
Group We hope that the present volume will carry forward 
this practice. The northern school of megalithic research has 
recently attained a clearly dominant position, as opposed 

to the older southern traditions. This is now beginning 
to change, as the south is contributing new themes for 
discussion. Thus, there is once again a true dialogue among 
the west European scientific community around the topic of 
megalithic monuments.

One such aspect relates to the more finely tuned 
chronologies (Scarre et al. 2008). A broader consideration 
of the social system that underlies architectural structures 
built of large stones is required. This should include the 
age of the earliest megalithic structures in western France 
and the Iberian Peninsula, compared with the slightly later 
developments in the north (Bayliss and Whittle 2007). In 
this, we feel the evaluation of such architecture as the result of 
many complex social relations provides the essential starting 
point. Discussions at the successive EMSG meetings have 
contributed to this. It has been agreed that analyses that focus 
on the understanding of supposedly “primitive architecture” 
must be set aside. Instead, we focus on studying a social and 
cultural product that was made material in very powerful 
architecture.

This interpretational framework is meant to draw closer 
attention to the social and cultural parameters that may explain 
west European megalithic monuments. From this perspective, 
we have learnt to nuance the role of architectural development 
as a classic evolutionary process. We believe there was clear 
polymorphism from the beginning, when the builders of the 
oldest European funerary architecture employed a number 
of different formulae for the housing of their ancestors. To 
connect this type of study with that of identity (Furholt et al. 
2011) requires historical analyses about those societies that 
generated and sustained highly complex funerary behaviour. 
The variety that we accept for the structural morphology 
should also be applied to the function of these monuments. 
It is not easy to define a single function for monuments that 
have undergone several transformations. We should therefore 
develop a nuanced understanding in interpreting “changing” 
architecture in the coming years.

Throughout the Rennes meeting of 2012, participants 
discussed architecture, time, space, and action. In different 
ways, these concepts were applied to landscapes, monuments, 
and megalithic chambers. They were also applied, however, 
to temporal or operational sequences, such as time scales and 
geography (Fig. 22.1). Many participants employed terms 
such as construction, reconstruction, and experiment, as 
well as reuse, integration, incorporation, and modelling. Not 
surprisingly, we discussed monuments and large stones, which 
can be exposed in order to convey ostentation, or hidden 
to keep it secret. Many monuments required a tremendous 
collective effort for their creation, although evidence of 
more casual construction processes was also presented. 
Taken together, we often look for a social, technical, and /or 
symbolic function for a given feature, although even elements 
that appear to us to us to have had no useful purpose may 
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sometimes have had their own significance.
One of the objectives of the Rennes meeting was to 

approach these monuments and their funerary spaces in 
terms of architecture. This introduces a perspective in which 
Neolithic builders carefully planned these architectural 
projects, even before any work in the field began. In several 
examples, rows of stones discovered below the mound, can be 
suggested to have acted as precise guidelines for the building 
process: they can be found in Danish [Chap. 6: Dehn], 
west French [Chap. 2: Laporte], and British passage graves. 
Whether mound construction was always an integral part of 

the architectural project was discussed both for Danish [Chap. 
8: Eriksen and Anderson] and British [Chap. 5: Cummings and 
Richards; Chap. 7: Scarre] dolmens. This leads us to question 
whether their present day appearance should be understood 
as a ruin. Taphonomic arguments, for example, identify 
enclosing platforms or circuits of walling that could have 
never been covered. Similar elements have also been noted at 
5th millennium monuments in southern France, surrounding 
cists and, more rarely, around standing stones. Reserved areas 
surrounded by ditches, predating mound construction, are 
also a feature of some of the west French long monuments. 

Fig. 22.1: Distribution of megalithic funerary monuments in Europe (information from Soulier 1998; Darvill 2004; Scarre 2005; Ritchie 2006; 
Migdley 2006; Costa 2008; Furholt and Muller, 2011; Rzepecki 201; Rocha forthcoming; and R. Barroso and L. Millan (pers. comm.)
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Conversely, the position of the capstones in at least some 
chambered tombs is due to a deliberate intent to elevate the 
blocks in the air so as to appear to float: this was clearly part 
of the conceptualisation of the monument. Isolating this to 
a phase totally distinct from the construction of the funerary 
chamber and its surrounding structure would underestimate 
the complexity and diversity of the values and symbolism 
involved.

Study of the building site should not be seen through 
the restrictive perspective of a history of techniques. Indeed 
megalithic art must be considered part of the project and its 
development [Chap. 19: Bueno Ramírez et al.]. The ultimate 
design of the planned structure has first, however, to be 
distinguished from other more temporary devices. For example, 
studies of such different architecture as Danish passage graves 
[Chap. 6: Dehn] and Portuguese hypogea [Chap. 16: Rocha] 
emphasise that the entrance to the chamber, planned from the 
beginning as part of the project, was not always the access used 
while building work was in process. The existence of related 
structures, such as the closing stones within long megalithic 
chambers in Denmark, should perhaps be more carefully 
sought in other regions. Evidence for the drainage systems 
to improve the water-tightness of the chamber in Danish 
tombs [Chap. 6: Dehn] could also be investigated to generalise 
more broadly. The oversailing capstones of angoumoisin type 
passage graves could perhaps have been designed to achieve 
this, as could the clay layers inside some Spanish mounds and 
British long barrows. As for the different types of materials 
used for construction, it is intriguing to note the mention of 
daub walling as far north as Denmark [Chap. 13: Gebauer]. 
In northern Spain, the collective burial of La Velilla, dated to 
the second half of the 5th millennium BC, was deposited in 
a circular monument that seems to have been built entirely of 
daub. Even drystone construction needs further definition at 
a European scale. While it is often used in its strictest sense in 
France and the British Isles, the existence of a binding agent 
between the courses of stone is also attested in some late 4th 
and 3rd millennium BC structures. This binding agent can 
be prepared clay, as in the corbelled vaults of tholoi from 
southern Spain [Chap. 15: Bueno Ramírez et al.], or chalk: 
even birch bark is seen in some Danish passage graves [Chap. 
6: Dehn]. Symbolic and technical choices also highlight local 
traditions: pointed keystones were used in northern Jutland 
[Chap. 9: Westphal]; white burnt flint, red sandstone, clay, 
and even pebbles were used for the flooring in Danish and 
German passage graves [Chap. 20: Hinz and Kirleis].

The installation of capstones over the chamber, or over 
the passage, was a strategic step in the building process. 
Associated platforms and ramps have been identified within 
Danish [Chap. 6: Dehn] and west French [Chap. 2: Laporte] 
mounds. Alternative propositions, that still need to be tested, 
are discussed for portal dolmens in the British Isles [Chap. 
5: Cummings and Richards]. This step in the construction 

sequence may also have left a trace in the external elevation 
of the walling enclosing circular cairns in western France 
[Chap. 4: Cousseau]. Another question arises from the latter 
example – was the morphology of the monument, during 
what here can be shown to be no more than a constructional 
step, so different from the morphology of what, elsewhere, is 
commonly accepted as the final mound [Chap. 11: Linares 
Catela].

All architecture deals with space. In fact, identifying a place 
from which capstones can be extracted, moved, or elevated is 
one of the first requirements before work at the building site 
can begin. The presence of similar carved motifs on both a 
natural outcrop and an orthostat used in the construction of a 
passage grave [Chap. 7: Scarre] in England provides a striking 
example of the link between open air rock art and megalithic 
monuments. This has already been highlighted for the Iberian 
Peninsula. In Brittany, on the other hand, what looked like a 
natural outcrop within which a gallery grave was constructed 
was revealed to have previously been the quarry from which 
some of the tall standing stones of the Morbihan originated 
[Chap. 17: Gouezin]. The choice of the capstones, and to a 
certain degree the orthostats, also determines the dimensions 
of the chamber [Chap. 6: Dehn]. In Wales, the unique and 
sometimes enormous capstones of the portal dolmens could 
have been extracted from a pit discovered just underneath 
[Chap. 5: Cummings and Richards]. The dimensions of the 
backstone must have been strategically planned during 
the construction of Iberian polygonal chambers, with a 
standardised number of uprights and a capstone of generally 
small size [Chap. 10: Fábregas Valcarce and Vilaseco Vázquez]. 
In Iberia, former standing stones seem frequently to have 
been reused in the construction of these chambered tombs 
[Chap. 15: Bueno Ramírez et al.]. Standing stones themselves 
may have had sequences as complex as those of some burial 
mounds [Chap. 18: Large and Mens]. It is important always 
to recall the size of the space that the builders wanted to cover 
in the chamber. This was no more than 4 or 5m2 for most 
southern French passage graves [Chap. 3: Bec Drelon], as well 
as for Danish dolmens [Chap. 13: Gebauer]. By contrast, 
L’Helgouach (1996) noted that almost all the passage graves 
in Brittany are larger than that. 

The location chosen for construction must also be 
examined. Landscape is a crucial part of the architectural 
project, including both natural and artificial structures. In 
southern Spain, the visual relationship between entrance to 
the Menga tomb and the Peña de los Enamorados provides a 
good illustration of the link between a megalithic monument 
and a natural landscape feature [Chap. 1: Sanjuan and 
Lozano Rodríguez]. The large terraces constructed around 
the monuments of the El Pozuelo cemetery, in southern 
Iberia, as well as those identified at the Klekkendehøj Danish 
passage grave [Chap. 6: Dhen] highlight the integration of 
cultural feature [Chap. 11: Linares Catela]. Flanking quarries 
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along large mounds are sometimes the only features that 
have survived down to the present day. The chronology 
and locations of these monuments are also linked in central 
Spain and Denmark to sites of previous farming settlements 
[Chap. 15: Bueno Ramírez et al.; Chap. 12: Andersen]. The link 
between funerary and domestic architecture, however, can 
also be examined through conceptual models, for example, 
in the long barrows of western France [Chap. 2: Laporte]. 
Tomb cemeteries (clusters of monuments of different types, 
successively constructed by local groups) and associated 
enclosures (used for a short duration but commanding the 
involvement of a large number of people) are also explored 
[Chap. 12: Andersen; Chap. 20: Hinz and Kirleis], mostly in 
northern Europe.

Conclusion
Are these the right questions? Would specific architectural 
layouts and ways of construction be of interest for 
understanding the functions of monuments resulting from 
such collective investments? Would the process of making 
things have been more significant – including for the Neolithic 
builders themselves – than the architectural product that 
resulted from it? These questions also show what Chis Scarre 
(pers. comm.) has termed, not without some irony, as an 
informal boundary between what could be seen as “Catholic” 
and “Protestant” based academic traditions in Western 
Europe. The former emphasises the dogma of what can be 
seen or demonstrated by material evidence. The latter focuses 
more on the essence of things, which are not always accessible 
by direct observation. In this way, it is striking to note how 
some researchers would, for example, relatively readily 
accept a reconstruction using now-lost wooden elements 
within a megalithic structure. Yet the same researchers will 
be sceptical at the suggestion of a stone platform originally 
higher than it was observed in the field. On the other hand, 
those who regularly draw generalisations from well preserved 
monuments (sometimes several metres high) often forget that 
elsewhere the missing part could have been built in timber, 
turf or even daub.

The Rennes meeting was a venue for dialogue, and this 
must be reinforced. What new ideas can be proposed? What 
evidence should be considered valid to support a particular 
interpretation or reconstruction? Is reconstruction useful, or 
even possible? This dialogue is partly one between what can be 
seen today and our mental concepts. While we are all looking 
for what has disappeared, we do not give the same weight to 
specific pieces of evidence. Some insist on surviving material 
evidence. Others give more weight to what has disappeared. 
Some even focus only on the significance it had for past 
populations. This dialogue also examines the coherence of 
general trends when confronted with specifics at the local 
level. On the one hand, trying to renew ways of thinking tends 
to highlight general frameworks of interpretation inducing, 

paradoxically, a normative effect. On the other hand, re-
examining our observations tends to highlight local diversity 
but, at the same time, cannot avoid the risk of generalising too 
quickly. Both are obviously necessary. Dialogue presupposes 
diversity.
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A northern viewpoint
Chris Scarre and Torben Dehn

There is a recurrent tension in studies of the megalithic 
monuments of Western Europe. In the 18th and 19th 
centuries many of the first antiquarians to write about them 
decided that they must be the work of a megalithic people: 
the Comte du Caylus attributed them to “les hommes du 
Nord”; Nicolaus Westendorp to the Celts; and more recently 
in the mid-20th century Gordon Childe attributed them 
to the activities of “megalithic missionaries” (Caylus 1766; 
Westendorp 1822; Childe 1950). In Northern Europe, 
Montelius sought to derive megalithic tombs through 
diffusion from the Eastern Mediterranean (Montelius 1899), 
and diffusionist models continued to dominate during the 
following decades, albeit the direction of travel was reversed 
from south–north to north–south (Sjögren 2003, 33–35).

In contrast to this assumption that these megalithic 
monuments were in some way part of a unitary phenomenon 
have been the many regional studies that have sought to 
understand groups of tombs or standing stones within a more 
restricted geographical setting. It has even been proposed that 
they had independent multi-regional origins at different places 
within the west European arc (Renfrew 1976). As the long-
distance movement of materials such as Alpine greenstone axes 
and Iberian variscite becomes clearer, along with genetic and 
other analyses supporting the role of population movement 
in the Mesolithic/Neolithic transition, the argument for a 
pattern of independent regionalised origins has become more 
difficult to sustain. Neolithic communities were not static, 
isolated entities, out of contact with the rest of the world. 
At the same time, the variable chronology and character of 
Neolithic monuments in Northern Europe, Britain, France 
and Iberia obliges us to interpret them within their regional 
contexts. Looking outwards, however, a regional perspective 
also brings new insights into the megalithic pattern as a 
whole. Features long studied by specialists in one region may 
have passed unnoticed in another; while gross differences 
between megalithic traditions in different regions may not 
have received the attention and interpretation they deserve.

What then might be learned by reviewing the megalithic 
monuments of Western Europe from a north European 
perspective?

Chronology and typology
One of the key advances in the understanding of megalithic 
monuments in Northern Europe (Britain and Ireland, southern 

Scandinavia, the northern Netherlands, and north Germany) 
has been the improvement in chronological resolution. 
In southern England in particular, the multiplication of 
radiocarbon dates coupled with Bayesian modelling has 
led to detailed chronologies of both chambered tombs and 
causewayed enclosures (Bayliss and Whittle 2007; Whittle 
et al. 2011). This has confirmed earlier studies (e.g. Saville 
1990) that had argued that the duration of funerary use of 
these monuments was much shorter than had previously 
been supposed, in most cases lasting for only three or four 
generations. It also shows that the construction of these 
monuments had followed closely upon one another over a 
period of three or four centuries. Thus the first burials in the 
Ascott-under-Wychwood chambered long cairn in the 38th 
century cal BC were followed shortly afterwards by those at 
Fussell’s Lodge, then at Hazleton within 20–95 years after 
Ascott, and at West Kennet less than 55 years after Hazleton 
(Whittle et al. 2007).

Chronologies of this precision are rarely available outside 
the chalk and limestone regions where skeletal material is 
well preserved, and hence the indications of short use-lives 
are currently limited to those regions. Whether they can be 
applied more generally across the megalithic monuments of 
Western and Northern Europe, and assumed even in areas of 
acid soils and geology where human remains do no usually 
survive, has yet to be determined. Even where human remains 
are preserved, the resulting radiocarbon dates must be 
interpreted with caution. Evidence from Schleswig-Holstein 
suggests that megalithic tombs may sometimes contain older 
remains transferred from other sites (e.g. Flintbek LA 3, 
Dolmen II: Mischka 2011, 89), and the duration of tomb 
use cannot always be inferred directly from the dispersion 
of radiocarbon dates, even with the assistance of Bayesian 
analysis.

It is not only in southern Britain, that dating evidence 
indicates a relatively short phase of primary use for megalithic 
burial chambers. Radiocarbon dates from interments in 
three separate chambers within the Prissé-la-Charrière long 
mound in western France also fall within a short period of 
two centuries, and suggest that the entire development of 
the monument, from a small closed chamber, to a short 
rectangular long mound within a rock-cut ditch, and 
finally to the massive 100m long mound incorporating two 
separate passage tombs, may been comprised within that 
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relatively short period (Scarre et al. 2003). Thus even where 
a complex sequence of modification and enlargement can be 
demonstrated, the individual stages may have followed each 
other very rapidly. 

The contrasting case is where large numbers of monuments 
of strikingly similar morphology are concerned. Examples 
at the opposite ends of Europe are many of the jættestuer/
gånggrifter or passage tombs of southern Scandinavia and the 
seven-stone antas of western Iberia. The former take a variety 
of forms, but one classic variant consists of a narrow elongated 
chamber set within a mound and accessed via a passage in 
one of its long sides. The resulting T-shaped plan is highly 
distinctive and is encountered in large numbers of passage 
tombs in northern Netherlands, southern Scandinavia, and 
northern Germany. Not all Scandinavian passage tombs are 
so distinctive in their morphology, and many of the dolmens 
– the other major category of Scandinavian tomb – do also 
have passages and would in other regions of Western Europe 
be classified as passage tombs. But the T-shaped varieties have 
highly distinctive and repetitive plans.

Similarity of design and of constructional technique 
implies a unified knowledge base and would be consistent 
with a relatively short chronology. Direct dating of these 
tombs has been difficult since most of them lie in areas of 
acid geology where human remains do not preserve well, and 
furthermore several of those within the limestone catchment of 
Vastergötland, where human remains are preserved, appear to 
have been re-used during the later Neolithic (Sjögren 2011).

A breakthrough came with the dating of layers of birch 
bark interleaved between the courses of drystone work within 
several Danish passage tombs. These showed a relatively 
narrow chronology of construction, lying within a period 
of two or three centuries between 3300 and 3000 cal BC 
(Dehn and Hansen 2006). They are consistent with AMS 
dates on human remains (Sjögren 2011). Available AMS 
dates indicate that many of the Scandinavian “dolmens” were 
built during the same three centuries, although some might 
be two centuries older (c. 3500 cal BC). Thus dolmens and 
passage tombs in south Scandinavia were first built five to 
seven centuries after the first Neolithic communities became 
established in Northern Europe, and continued to be built 
for only a few generations, but in impressive numbers: some 
estimates suggest as many as 25,000 megalithic tombs may 
once have existed in south Scandinavia (Ebbesen 1985; 
Midgley 2008, 29–31).

Despite the short but intensive period of construction, 
which may have seen the building of one megalithic tomb per 
year across an extensive area of Northern Europe, the structures 
share one important feature with those of other regions of 
Western Europe. They were regularly subject to modification 
and reconstruction by their builders, a feature that even here 
seems to be deeply embedded with the megalithic tradition 
[Chap. 6: Dehn]. 

In the case of the T-shaped passage tombs, chronology and 
typology are both tightly defined. The same may be true of the 
seven-stone antas of western Iberia. These tombs are typical of 
regions such as the Central Alentejo and typically consist of 
chambers of seven megalithic slabs leaning inwards against 
each other and supporting a single capstone. The number of 
orthostats varies, but the use of seven uprights is a widespread 
and consistent feature, a morphological regularity that may be 
evidence of a strong regional tradition. These tombs appear 
to date to the 4th millennium, and may (like the T-shaped 
passage tombs) have been built in a short burst of activity, 
although direct chronological evidence is limited, and 
extensive series of AMS date are not yet available (Boaventura 
2011, 162). It is interesting to note that many of the passage 
tombs of Denmark also share a numerical characteristic, with 
seven pairs of orthostats in the passage.

Thus despite their prominence and permanence, many 
megalithic tombs in both Northern and Southern Europe 
may have been the outcome of “events” lasting only two or 
three centuries. Furthermore, in none of these regions do they 
fall at the beginning of the Neolithic but several centuries 
later: three centuries or so in the case of the British long 
mounds; seven centuries or so in the case of passage tombs 
in Brittany and Scandinavia, and as much as a millennium 
and a half in the case of the seven-stone antas of Iberia. They 
are the product of particular social dynamics that we are only 
now beginning to grasp. Thus the study of tomb chronologies 
in Northern Europe may have identified regularities that are 
more widely applicable.

Orthostats, standing stones and petrified people
The megalithic monuments of Western Europe span a wide 
range of climate and geology, from the limestones of Andalusia 
to the glaciated boulder clays of the North European Plain. 
The varying geologies have of course dictated the materials 
that were locally to hand for the construction of megalithic 
monuments, but even in northern Europe, where some 
monuments are built in areas with exposed bedrock outcrops 
(e.g. Västergötland) and others in moraine landscapes, 
offering very different challenges and opportunities in terms 
of the materials available, the fundamental concept and 
intention appears to be the same. Of course, in some cases 
materials were brought from a distance. Extreme examples 
of the latter are the Stonehenge bluestones and the Grand 
Menhir Brisé at Locmariaquer, but most megalithic transport 
probably involved distances of only 1–2km (Bevins et al. 
2012; Cassen 2009; cf. Thorpe and Williams-Thorpe 1991). 
Studies in the moraine landscapes of Northern Europe have 
also indicated predominantly local origins, as in the geological 
study comparing the stone blocks of Kong Svends Høj and 
other passage tombs in the region with locally available stones 
in dikes, piles, and quarries. The conclusion was that the 
materials for the tomb were locally derived (Dehn et al. 1995, 
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141–158). This does not exclude the possibility, however, 
that significant stones may have been transported over longer 
distances.

The forms taken by megalithic monuments will hence have 
been dependent in some measure on the size and qualities 
of locally available stone blocks. The relationship between 
monuments and source materials is not unidirectional, 
however, nor is it deterministic: tombs were not built in the 
way they were, just because certain materials were locally 
available. The concept of the megalithic monument itself was 
very likely inspired by the natural features of the landscapes 
in which they were built. They may indeed represent the 
replacement of the veneration of natural “monuments” by the 
construction of artificial monuments (Scarre 2009; 2012).

In that context one of the most striking features of the north 
European monuments is the exclusive focus on chambered 
tombs. Dysser (or “dolmens”) and jættestuer (or passage tombs) 
are constructed of glacial erratic boulders. These erratics had 
often been split, presumably by natural glacial action, and 
the smooth fracture plane that resulted was positioned by the 
builders facing into the chamber interior. Elsewhere in the 
megalithic domain, chambered tombs form only one of the 
varied series of megalithic monuments, among which standing 
stones are a conspicuous component. Standing stones are 
themselves a broad category, including unworked stone slabs 
set upright, the finely smoothed menhirs with carved motifs 
of Iberia and north-western France, and the statue-menhirs 
of southern Europe. The latter are overtly anthropomorphic, 
and many have suggested that standing stones more generally 
may represent people, a line of argument that draws support 
from Madagascan ethnography in particular (Bueno Ramírez 
2010; Jorge 1998; Bloch 1995; Scarre 2009; 2010).

In a number of regions, standing stones are particularly 
common. A recent survey counted no fewer than 1122 sites 
with prehistoric standing stones as compared with 1182 
Neolithic funerary monuments in Brittany. Those sites, 
however, do not comprise only single standing stones. The 
majority consist of multiple stones in settings that culminate 
in the well-known stone rows of the southern Morbihan. 
Altogether, a total of at least 6800 standing stones potentially 
of Neolithic age were documented (Laporte et al. 2015). 
The numbers for Britain are similar (Swarbrick 2012: 896 
prehistoric sites with 1228 standing stones, although some 
of the details are to be regarded with caution). In Britain, 
once again, and in Ireland, many more standing stones are 
assembled into circles and alignments (Burl 2000). In Iberia, 
likewise, standing stones may be single isolated features, or 
(in Portugal) elements of the stone enclosures known locally 
as cromlechs (Calado 2002; 2006). Although the dating 
of standing stones remains a challenge, and some of the 
prehistoric examples may have been erected in more recent 
periods, evidence suggests that the majority belong to the 
Neolithic. This is supported by the re-use in the construction 

of megalithic burial chambers of what had originally been 
individual standing stones, a practice documented in Iberia, 
France and Britain. Furthermore, in northwest France and 
southwestern Iberia, the limited chronological evidence that 
is available suggests that standing stones may have been the 
oldest of all megalithic monuments, pre-dating the earliest 
burial chambers. It is hence possible to envisage early 
Neolithic societies in which ambitious individuals coopted 
members of the community to drag stones from distant 
quarries and set them upright, as reported of the holy men of 
the Angami Naga people of Assam in the early 20th century, 
or more recently of the Kusasi of northern Ghana and the 
Merina of Madagascar (Hutton 1921; Mather 2003; Kus and 
Raharijoana 1998).

It is all the more striking that among the thousands 
(originally tens of thousands) of megalithic monuments in 
Northern Europe, standing stones are rare. Furthermore, 
the few standing stones that are known have not been dated. 
In Germany, there are no confirmed Neolithic examples 
in the northern provinces of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, 
Niedersachsen and Schleswig-Holstein (Groht 2013). It is 
hard to imagine that standing stones could survive in the 
intensively cultivated Danish landscape. Indeed, within 
Denmark, it is only on the island of Bornholm that standing 
stones are present in large numbers, but most of these are 
of Iron Age date, and this island is the only area in present-
day Denmark with bedrock outcrops. Recent episodes of 
destruction may account for the absence of standing stones 
elsewhere. Nineteenth century descriptions of ancient 
monuments describe several monoliths and ship settings that 
have since completely disappeared. Single standing stones were 
easier to remove and reuse to build bridges and houses than 
those incorporated into the structure of megalithic tombs. To 
conclude – we do not know if standing stones were a common 
feature in Northern Europe, but if so, we cannot expect them 
to be preserved. At present, however, the absence of standing 
stones is a feature that sharply differentiates Northern Europe 
from Britain and Ireland, France, and Iberia.

Unity in diversity?
That brings us back to the fundamental tension cited at 
the beginning of this short review: the recognition, despite 
occasional arguments to the contrary, that the megalithic 
monuments and chambered tombs of Neolithic Western and 
Northern Europe share in some degree a common origin; and 
the evident diversity in form, activity and chronology that 
makes specific linkages difficult to identify.

One element which both units and divides is the symbolic 
legacy of the Bandkeramik long house, which is widely 
claimed to underlie the early long mound traditions of 
northern Europe, Britain, and northern France (e.g. Midgley 
2005; Scarre 2002; 2003; Laporte and Marchand 2004; 
Bradley 2001). The parallel was proposed over half a century 
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ago, and has received support from the positioning of long 
mounds directly over former Bandkeramik longhouses at 
Balloy in France (Duhamel 1997). In Northern Europe, 
such a direct superpositioning has not yet been encountered 
but long mounds appeared in areas of southern Poland 
where Bandkeramik long houses had been built only a few 
centuries earlier. The link between the two appears very 
strong. In Denmark, Niels H. Andersen [Chap. 12] has 
discovered a number of houses under long mounds around 
Sarup, and others may hitherto have escaped attention. 
The phenomenon may be much more common than has 
hitherto been recognised, especially in areas where structural 
remains of Neolithic houses have proved difficult to identify. 
Furthermore recent discoveries in north-western France 
have extended the distribution of Villeneuve-Saint-Germain 
longhouses into Central Brittany, providing a potential 
inspiration for the long rectangular tertres that are an early 
component of the Breton monumental tradition (Blanchet et 
al. 2010; Tinévez et al.2015).

For Britain, the relationship is more problematic. Formal 
similarities between the Early Neolithic long mound and those 
of northern Europe have long been noted (Madsen 1979), 
but the ceramics of earlier Neolithic Britain belong to the 
Carinated Bowl tradition of northern France and Belgium, 
an area from which long mounds that could be ancestral to 
the British series are largely absent. Thus the connection with 
the Bandkeramik longhouse tradition is at best remote, and 
rather than seek direct antecedents it may be more realistic to 
conclude that the British earlier Neolithic drew on a number 
of sources (Thomas 2013, 335; Scarre 2015).

Britain nonetheless seems to fall within the longhouse/
long mound zone, in contrast to Iberia and France south 
of the Loire where a tradition of circular Neolithic houses 
prevails, linked perhaps to a Mediterranean-focused Cardial 
Early Neolithic (Laporte and Marchand 2004). Yet this 
fracture line does not find expression in other features of the 
west European megalithic tradition. Thus if long mounds 
are restricted to northern France and regions to the north, 
megalithic art is found in Iberia, northern and western France, 
Britain, and Ireland, with a further group of decorated tombs 
around Halle in central Germany (Schierhold 2012). How 
far megalithic art can be considered a unified or connected 
phenomenon is difficult to assess. There are parallels in motifs 
and techniques between different areas, and notably between 
Brittany and Iberia where an early phase of art involving 
crooks and axe blades appeared on standing stones (Calado 
2002). Geometric motifs are widespread, but could perhaps 
be attributed to transfer from other materials such as textiles, 
rather than direct transmission between the different regions. 
Recent discoveries of painted megalithic art in Brittany and 
Orkney show that similar motifs may have been present (but 
no longer preserved) in monuments of other regions [Chap. 
15: Bueno Ramírez et al.]. At present, however, megalithic art is 

unknown from the extensive series of monuments in northern 
Europe; a surprising feature, perhaps, given the elaborately 
decorated TRB pottery that is often found deposited in front 
of the passage tombs.

The widening distribution of megalithic art provides a 
pendant to the northern focus of the longhouse/long mound 
parallel, and draws the centre of gravity back to southern 
Europe. It was here that 20th century archaeologists such 
as Forde and Childe sought the origins of the European 
megalithic chambered tomb tradition (Forde 1930; Childe 
1950). Despite the difficulty of dating these structures, 
especially in areas where associated human remains are rarely 
preserved, it seems that Iberia and north-west France were the 
locus of the earliest manifestation of this tradition, during the 
5th millennium BC. It was only later, in the 4th millennium, 
that similar structures began to be built in Britain and 
Northern Europe. The presence of megalithic art and other 
features connects the British tradition to the Atlantic seaways 
and the south, but despite morphological parallels the direct 
link with Northern Europe is hard to document. That there 
was such a link, however, it is difficult to deny. The practice 
of burying the dead at ground level within a stone chamber, 
one furthermore that was often built of megalithic blocks, was 
often furnished with a passage to provide permanent access, 
and frequently opened to the east or southeast, is hard to 
account for in any other way.
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