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The genesis of urnfields: economic crisis
or ideological change?

HARRY FOKKENS*

CC intro: The genesis of urnfield cemeteries and of Late Bronze Age culture change is
often related to an economic and environmental crisis. In the Lower Rhine Basin, changes
in burial rites, settlement structure and hoarding practices show a transformation of
ideology, consistent with the dissolution of a society into smaller, more autonomous
social units.

In most parts of continental Europe, the first
appearance of urnfields marks the beginning
of a new archaeological period: the Late Bronze
Age. The development of large cemeteries, of-
ten with hundreds of cremation graves, signi-
fied a fundamental break with the burial practice
of the earlier period: a single inhumation or
cremation grave covered by an earthen burial
mound. At the same time many new types of
pottery were introduced which in fabric, form
and decoration differed completely from their
Middle Bronze Age predecessors.

For a long time there has been hardly any
debate about the explanation for these changes:
the obvious answer was: migration. The author
of this theory, Gordon Childe, showed that not
only in temperate Europe, but also in Asia and
the Mediterranean, crises prevailed at the be-
ginning of the 12th century BC. The Mycenaean
civilization and the Hittite empire collapsed,
the Greeks were invaded by the Dorians, and
other barbarian tribes raided the Levant and
Egypt. In Childe’s view (1958: 178) it seemed
‘... plausible to connect these barbarians with
the practice of cremation and burial in urnfields
and also with the habit of wearing safety-pins’.
In other words, the barbarians originated from
the core area of the urnfields, central Europe,
with the Lausitz culture as the probable mother
culture.

Nowadays the migration paradigm has been
abandoned as a general explanation. Since the
1970s social change has become the magic ex-

planatory concept. But social change does not
occur spontaneously. It has to be triggered by
something. Since the development of the New
Archaeology, more often than not economic
processes or crises have been identified as trig-
gers. This has also been the case with respect
to the changes in material culture that mark
the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in many
areas of northwestern and central Europe. Yet
economic crises are difficult to demonstrate and
in the identification process use is often made
of circumstantial evidence derived from archaeo-
logical and ecological data. Moreover, economic
crises mostly fail to explain ideological aspects
of culture, for instance changes in burial rites,
hoarding practices, etc.

In this paper, I will argue that an economic
crisis was not the main reason for Late Bronze
Age culture change, but rather a social and ideo-
logical transformation that first became visible
in the burial practices. Instrumental in this trans-
formation was, in my opinion, the expansion
of the exchange networks. The processes I try
to describe and explain are derived from data
in the Lower Rhine Basin, but of course they
are related to processes that occurred within
the larger framework of the northwest Euro-
pean plain. As such the implications of this
article reach farther then the Low Countries,
but only in general terms.

First I will introduce the reader to three cat-
egories of data: burials, settlements and bronze
exchange. These categories have often been
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FIGURE 1. A map of northwestern Europe, indicating the most important waters. The Netherlands are
indicated in grey, the borders between countries as dotted lines.

treated separately: in this study I explore how
the transformations that we witness in these
realms of material culture can be explained in
coherence with each other.

Case study: the Lower Rhine Basin

In the Netherlands the first urnfields occur c.
1100 BC, in the north and the northeast prob-
ably a little earlier than in the Middle and the
South (Van den Broeke 1991: 194). This regional
difference between the areas north and south
of the delta of the rivers Rhine and Meuse, a
constant feature since the Neolithic, is in the
Middle Bronze Age expressed in the distinc-
tion between two archaeological cultures: the
Elp culture in the north and the Hilversum
culture in the south (FIGURE 1). The north has
affinities with Scandinavia and north(western)

Germany, the south with the Belgian lowlands,
northern France and the adjoining German area.
This division did not lead to large cultural dif-
ferences, but in many respects regional varia-
tions are traceable.

Burial rites: dispersed ‘hierarchical’
barrows replaced by ‘democratic’ urnfields
From the Late Neolithic until the Late Bronze
Age, the earthen barrow was the dominant form
of burial monument in the Low Countries. Flat
graves, i.e. graves without a covering barrow,
are relatively few in number. In the Late Neo-
lithic (2900-2000 BC) and in the Early Bronze
Age (2000-1800 BC) the barrows contained only
one central grave, usually an inhumation grave.
No secondary use of these barrows has been
attested from the same chronological period
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FIGURE 2. A Middle Bronze Age ‘family’ barrow
excavated near Mander, eastern part of the
Netherlands.

(Lohof 1994). In the Middle Bronze Age (1800-
1100 BC) existing barrows were re-used in sev-
eral ways. Sometimes they were entirely covered.
with a new layer of turves over a new central
grave. More often, especially in phase B (1500—
1100 BC), an existing barrow was used to bury
the dead in secondary position, mostly on the
flanks of the barrow. Due to the latter practice
the Middle Bronze Age barrow is also referred
to as the ‘family’ barrow, since the secondary
graves are supposed to belong to the direct
descendants of the person who is in the pri-
mary grave (FIGURE 2). Lohof (1994: 114) and
Theunissen (1993), who recently made detailed
analyses of the social aspects of burial rites in
the Netherlands, think that the majority of these
graves can be attributed to women and children.

It is quite obvious that not every person was
entitled to be buried in a primary or even a
secondary grave in a barrow. The relatively small
number of barrows, the absence of child buri-
als, and the probable under-representation of
female burials in primary graves, suggest that
predominantly (but certainly not exclusively)
elder males were allowed to be buried in those
contexts (Lohof 1991; 1994). The question is:
who were they?

Since the 1970s the evolutionist answer to
this question was almost obvious: they were
chiefs! Renfrew’s model for the origination of
chiefdoms in Wessex (Renfrew 1973) was widely

applied. ‘Prestige, Power and Hierarchies’
(Champion et al. 1984: chapter 7) became the
accepted way of characterizing Bronze Age
societies, especially through the influence of a
few classic studies, like those of Frankenstein
& Rowlands (1978), Gilman (1981), Kristiansen
(1978) and Randsborg (1974). Although these
studies undoubtedly had their value in distin-
guishing general patterns, they have moved
interpretations away from the regional level.
Even more so when a World Systems approach
is applied (e.g. Frankenstein & Rowlands 1978;
Kristiansen 1994). Yet regional developments
determine whether and how innovations and new
ideas are incorporated in local and regional com-
munities. It is to be expected that transformations
of culture are regionally specific, although they
may be influenced by external stimuli.

Regionally specific historical developments
undoubtedly played an important role in the
origination of the Wessex chiefdoms. Certainly
these developments were quite different from
those in other areas. Probably they even were
unique in western Europe. It should therefore
not surprise us that recent research, like that
of Lohof (1991) and Theunissen (1993), has
found no grounds to believe that anything like
a chiefdom existed in the Dutch Bronze Age.
Lohof and Theunissen, by a thorough analysis
of several attributes of graves and grave gifts
in the Netherlands, see that the tribal society
was probably divided into autonomous seg-
ments. They are identified as kin groups, di-
rected by elder males. According to Lohof (1994:
114) these kin groups were in the Late Neolithic
still united into larger (regional) corporate
groups; in the Middle Bronze Age the family
barrows show that kin groups based in local
communities had become the basic social unit.
The people buried in the primary graves un-
derneath barrows are the representatives of these
regional or local groups. Their authority was
supposedly based on sex, age, their position
in the kinship hierarchy, and probably also on
special abilities: one had to be ‘fit for the job’.
Both Lohof and Theunissen think that only 15%
of the population was visibly buried in or un-
derneath a barrow.

Apart from the evidence from the graves
themselves, the location of the barrows in the
landscape also indicates the importance of the
kin group. Settlement data indicate that — at
least in the Middle Bronze Age — the barrows
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FIGURE 3. An urnfield from the Late Bronze Age (elongated grave ditches) and the Early Iron Age (round
grave ditches) excavated near Vledder (north of the Netherlands). (After Kooi 1982: figure 46.)

were erected in the vicinity of farmsteads
(Roymans & Fokkens 1991: 16; IJzereef & Van
Regteren Altena 1991: 63ff). For the late Neo-
lithic the relation between barrow and settle-
ment is less clear, as only very few settlements
have been located or excavated; a similar rela-
tionship is assumed. In the Middle Bronze Age
one single barrow probably was a focal point
for burial for more than one generation. Dur-
ing such a period a farmstead may have been
moved two or more times over a distance of
several hundred metres (see below). In the Late
Neolithic these barrows lie solitary; in the Mid-
dle Bronze Age clusters of barrows originated,
like the famous group at Toterfout-Halfmijl in
the southern Netherlands (Fontijn 1996; Glas-
bergen 1954; Theunissen 1993).

How did this structure change in the Late Bronze
Age? In several ways, but most striking — for
us as archaeologists — is the emergence of
urnfields. Instead of solitary large barrows with
several secondary burials, cemeteries emerged

northern Netherlands

barrow period graves/
groups (years BC) century
BA barrows 77 (111) 1800-1150 12 (17)

LBA urnfields 60 1150-800 17

population increase of 1-4 (1) times

consisting of numerous — often low — barrows
raised next to each other (FIGURE 3). The larg-
est urnfield found in the Netherlands is esti-
mated to have contained more than 1000 graves
(Bloemers 1993), but the average urnfield is
much smaller, about 200 graves. In the north
of the country the changes are even more con-
spicuous because at the same time inhumation
is replaced by cremation as a dominant way of
body treatment. In the south a similar transi-
tion in burial rite had already taken place at
the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age
(Glasbergen 1954).

Although sex and age determinations of cre-
mations from urnfields are still scarce, it is
usually assumed that the urnfield graves rep-
resent the entire population. Whether this is
true in all respects can be disputed. It is clear,
for instance, that not all graves contained only
one individual (e.g. Roymans 1988). In general
representativeness can be accepted, as long as
we are aware that population estimates based
on the number of graves in an urnfield will be

southern Netherlands

barrow period graves
groups (years BC) century
55 1800-1050 8

85 1050-800 34

population increase of 4-:25 times

TABLE 1. An exercise with numbers: a comparison of the numbers of barrows from the Middle Bronze
Age and urnfield cemeteries from the Late Bronze Age in the north and the south of the Netherlands. For
the northern Netherlands the actual number of known barrows is 253 (365 including second periods
with a primary grave). This number is corrected in order to correspond with Roymans’ barrow groups.
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on the low side. Even so, it can easily be dem-
onstrated that the populations using an aver-
age urnfield represent only small communities
of 10 to 20 people (Kooi 1979: 174; Verlinde
1985: 324). In other words, an urnfield belonged
to a group of three or four farms of the small
Late Bronze Age type (see below), a group of
about the same size as the communities that
buried their dead in Middle Bronze Age bar-
rows. Continuity in the use of burial grounds
is suggested by the fact that a Middle Bronze
Age barrow regularly forms the core of a Late
Bronze Age urnfield.

From the above it can be concluded that the
larger number of graves in urnfields as com-
pared to the Middle Bronze Age barrows, can-
not be used to demonstrate population increase
in the Late Bronze Age. Roymans (1991: 67ff),
however, observes that urnfields occur in sev-
eral areas that have no barrows, which in his
view demonstrates that the occupation had
expanded into previously uninhabited areas.
In the area between the rivers Meuse, Demer
and Scheldt, for instance, Roymans counted 55
Middle Bronze Age groups of barrows (with c.
180 barrows, inf. E. Theunissen) and 85 Late
Bronze Age urnfields (1991: 67). Calculating
that in that area 8 Middle Bronze Age barrows
were erected per century, against 34 Late Bronze
Age urnfields (TABLE 1), he interprets this as
proof of a considerable population increase.

This conclusion stands in a different light
if one turns to the north of the Netherlands.
There substantially more barrows are known:
as many as 253 barrows with 365 primary burial
phases from the Middle Bronze Age have been
recognized (Lohof 1991: 37). Using the same

If

method of calculation only a minor population
increase is visible (calculation based on Kooi
1979 (maps); Verlinde 1987: figure 143); a third
of ‘population growth’ in the south.

Actually, T believe that such games with
numbers are quite useless because differential
destruction should be taken into consideration.
Barrows disappear more easily than urnfields:
often containing no urns, they are less conspicu-
ous than urnfield graves (e.g. Kooi 1979: 1;
Roymans 1991: 66; Fokkens 1991a: chapter 5).
Research factors may have been an important
source of bias as well (Fokkens 1991a). There-
fore, rather than explaining the data of TABLE
1 in terms of population dynamics, we should
look at differences in the history of research
and reclamation between the north and the
south. Together with differences in archaeologi-
cal visibility, these factors probably can be held
responsible for most of the ‘observed’ devel-
opments. In this respect it is revealing that —
using aerial photography — in the last few years
archaeologists from Gand (Belgium) discovered
over 600 ditch circles of disappeared Bronze
Age barrows in West-Flanders, an area where
previously not one barrow was known (Ampe
et al. 1995).

Settlement and economy: wandering
farmsteads and mixed farming

Switching now to settlement evidence, the image
of culture change is less strong. Since the ex-
cavation of the first Middle and Late Bronze
Age farms in the 1950s many sites have been
discovered in all parts of the Netherlands, al-
lowing us to build a reliable model of the set-
tlement structure and the settlement system
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FIGURE 5. Comparative survey of house plans from the Middle and Late Bronze Age (top) and the Late
Bronze Age-Early Iron Age (below) in the north (left) and the south (right) of the Netherlands (from

Roymans & Fokkens 1991: figure 5).

(Roymans & Fokkens 1991; Fokkens 1991b). In
the Middle Bronze Age, the average farm was
a large rectangular building, 5x25 m or longer
(FIGURE 4). Smaller farms also occur, a minor-
ity in the presently known number of plans (but
see Waterbolk 1986; 1987). Characteristic of this
type of farm are a living area and stable com-
bined under one roof. The stalls could hold 20—
40 head of cattle. When the stalls can be
distinguished in the ground plan, which is of-
ten not the case, the living area appears to have
been just as large as the stable (e.g. FIGURES 5a,
5b), ¢. 12-15 m long and 5 m wide, and could
easily have housed a multiple family house-
hold of 15-20 persons.

The farmsteads were fenced in with low
wattle work fences, which enclosed an area of
approximately 50x50 m. Apart from the farm,

the farmyards contained a few out-houses of
either four or six posts. These structures, com-
mon in north-western Europe, are generally
interpreted as granaries, although they may have
served other purposes. On the higher sand soils,
in areas where the ground water table was not
too high, grain was also stored in silos, both
inside and outside the houses.

Between the north, the south and the west
of the Netherlands minor differences in house
structure exist, but the basic principles remained
the same from the beginning of the Middle
Bronze Age (FIGURE 5). In neighbouring coun-
tries, like Scandinavia (Jensen 1987; Rasmussen
& Adamsen 1993; Nielsen 1993), northwestern
Germany (Wilhelmi 1981), northwestern Bel-
gium (Crombé 1993) and low-lying regions of
France (Blouet et al. 1992), almost identical
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FIGURE 6. A model of the distribution of farms and
barrows or urnfields within one settlement area.

a: Middle Bronze Age (one moment in time). b:
Middle Bronze Age (after 100 years). c: Late
Bronze Age (one moment in time). d: Late Bronze
Age (after 100 years).

three-aisled farms with stables and four- or six-
post outhouses were common in that period
(FIGURE 5). This type was characteristic for the
farming system practised in the northwest Eu-
ropean lowland plain: a mixed farming economy
with an emphasis on cattle breeding. Farms with
stables enabled the farmers to collect the dung
and to manure the arable land; at the same time
they demonstrate the close relationship between
the farmer and his cattle, because strictly speak-
ing there is no reason why farmer and cattle
should be living under one roof. Roymans (1996)
explains this in terms of a pastoral ideology,
which in his view characterizes the northwest
European lowland plain until the Roman pe-
riod.

The distribution of the farms across the land-
scape can be characterised as a system of open
settlements consisting of only two or three farm-
steads at considerable distance from each other
(FIGURE 6). The farms were rebuilt every 20—

30 years, usually not on the same location: only
occasionally do we find overlapping house plans
which belong to the same period. Apparently,
when it was to be abandoned, a new farm was
rebuilt at some distance from the old one. This
model of wandering farmsteads is applicable
to the largest part of the later prehistory in the
northwestern Europe. Only from the Late Iron
Age, were farms rebuilt on the same spot
(Schinkel 1994: 198).

Although the structure of the farmstead and
the settlement system remained basically un-
altered in the Late Bronze Age, the farms them-
selves underwent several structural changes. I
will not go into details, but will point to one
striking feature only. In the course of the Late
Bronze Age (between 1000 and 800 BC) the av-
erage farm became considerably smaller than
in the Middle Bronze Age: instead of being 20—
30 m (average 24-9 m), their length diminished
to 15 m or less (average 12-8; FIGURE 4). It can
be demonstrated that not only the stable length
diminished in the small Late Bronze Age houses,
but the living area as well. The minimal di-
mensions of both units become 4x5 m divided
by a corridor of approximately 1 m wide, giv-
ing the farm an overall length of minimally 9
m.
So far two explanations for this development
have been brought forward. According to
Roymans in the Late Bronze Age the role of
sheep- and pig-breeding became more impor-
tant at the expense of the size of the cattle herds.
Since sheep and pigs were supposedly kept in
pens outside the house smaller stables were
needed (Roymans 1990: table 5.4 and 5.5;
Roymans 1991: 68; although the majority of his
data relates to the La Téne period). Although
the bone spectra do indeed show a rise in the
relative number of sheep bones, proportionally
the role of sheep remains low in comparison
to cattle (Lauwerier & IJzereef 1994: 235; Louwe
Kooijmans 1985: 72; [Jzereef 1981: 194). Moreo-
ver, there is no evidence that already in the
Iron Age extensive heaths existed. Even though
we know that the landscape became more open
in the Late Neolithic, we have no reason to as-
sume that man had transformed the forested
sand soils into vast areas of heath at the end of
the Bronze Age (Bakels 1975: 9; Van Zeist 1991:
125).

An alternative explanation for the decline
of farm length at the end of the Late Bronze
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Age, brought forward by the present author
(Fokkens 1991a: 130), is a change in the social
structure: the multiple family households that
inhabited the large Middle Bronze Age farms
‘split up’ into nuclear family households, each
with a smaller farm and less livestock. This
would cause a two- or three-fold increase of the
number of farmsteads. Such an increase is in-
deed visible at the end of the Late Bronze Age. It
can be explained as a sign of population increase;
I prefer an explanation in social terms.

Metal distribution: the expansion of
exchange networks
To conclude this survey of Late Bronze Age
culture change in the Netherlands, I briefly
discuss some aspects of metal distribution. In
the Low Countries, never a large amount of
bronze seems to have been in circulation. Nev-
ertheless trends can be distinguished that do
not differ much from other regions in north-
western (continental) Europe (cf. Jensen 1993;
Vandkilde 1993). From the beginning of the Early
Bronze Age, the typological origins of the
bronzes show that the south of the Netherlands
had affinities with France, England and cen-
tral Germany, while the north was oriented to-
wards the Nordic region and northwestern
Germany. Most bronzes will have been imported
from those regions, although undoubtedly there
also was regional production, predominantly
of tools and small weapons (e.g. Butler 1971).
In the Early Bronze Age and Middle Bronze
Age A, 2000-1500 BC, the amount of bronzes
was relatively small; they occurr in only 11%
of the known graves (Lohof 1994: 108). Only
very few graves show a relatively ‘rich’ assem-
blage, as for instance the grave of Drouwen, con-
sidered richest of the ‘Stgel’ graves in the
Netherlands and northern Germany (Butler 1986;
1990; Lohof 1991). From the later part of the Middle
Bronze hardly any Bronze grave gift is known.
In contrast to the earlier periods, the major-
ity of bronze from the Late Bronze Age is found
in hoards, often in wet contexts. This develop-
ment has been noted by many scholars (see
Bradley 1990 for references). Moreover, the
number of hoards is much greater than in the
Early and Middle Bronze Age, which seems to
indicate that this practice had grown in popu-
larity (Bradley 1990; Butler 1959: 125). Not only
Votive deposits in watery locations but also
utilitarian hoards on dry land, like scrap hoards,

demonstrate that in the Late Bronze Age the
amount of bronze in circulation had increased,
a phenomenon that is not restricted to the Neth-
erlands (Wells 1989: 176). Many new types of
bronze tools, weapons and ornaments were
produced by the application of new techniques
like cire perdue and the hammering of sheet bronze
(Butler & Fokkens: in press.). In the Nordic world
in particular, elaborate female costumes featur-
ing necklaces, belt boxes, arm rings, hair pins,
etc., appear to have signified social and regional
identities and aspects of life-style or life-cycle
(FIGURE 7; Serensen 1987; 1994b).

This increased consumption of bronze was
probably closely linked to an expansion of ex-
change networks, not only with respect to ex-
changes between people, but — in the case of
hoarding — increasingly concerning exchanges
between men and the supernatural. I return to
this point later.

The current explanation: economic crisis?
Having described the changes that mark the
beginning of the Late Bronze Age in the Low
Countries, the question is why did they occur?
This question has been given little attention,
certainly with reference to the emergence of
urnfields. Most authors follow a similar line
of argument to Champion et al. (1984): an eco-
nomic crisis was the cause of the observed cul-
tural changes, a crisis caused by population
growth, resulting in over-exploitation of the
available land. According to this Carneiro-like
scenario, land became circumscribed. Eventu-
ally a more complex society emerged (Carneiro
1970) of which the rich Hallstatt graves of the
Early Iron Age are the clearest examples.

Since many authors draw from syntheses
such as Prehistoric Europe (Champion et al.
1984), and Prehistoric farming in Europe (Barker
1985), [ want to indicate a few of their major
misinterpretations. In my opinion, Champion
et al. — but Barker as well — often use eco-
logical evidence as if it were absolute data,
without exercising enough source criticism.
Champion et al. (1984: 270ff) report palyno-
logical evidence for agricultural expansion in
many parts of Europe (Poland, Scandinavia,
French mountainous regions). However, they
do not take into consideration that most pol-
len diagrams represent only a local or at the
most micro-regional situation, almost never
useful for this type of generalization.
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FIGURE 7. The Late Bronze Age hoard of Drouwen in the north of the Netherlands, found in the ring ditch
of an older barrow. The fibula and the belt box are of Scandinavian origin, the 7 omega-shaped armrings
have probably been manufactured locally. (After Butler 1986: figures 20-22.)

In a similar way, climatic deterioration and  argument for environmental crisis (Champion
the expansion of blanket bogs are used as an et al. 1984: 277). Indeed, formerly occupied areas
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became covered by blanket bogs and were there-
fore uninhabitable; especially in the Nether-
lands we are aware of this development. Yet peat
formation is a slow process that in most areas
started long before the 1st millennium BC; there
is no reason why this should cause a crisis in
that particular period (Fokkens 1991a: 148f}).

The developments interpreted as solutions
to the supposed crisis can be criticized just as
much. The introduction of new tools like bronze
sickles and axes, the increased digging of pits
and wells, the construction of granaries and
the fixing of field systems are all interpreted
as an intensification of production. However,
these developments had already begun in the
Early and Middle Bronze Age, and extensive
settlement research in the Low Countries gives
no indication that in the Late Bronze Age there
was an increase in the activities mentioned.
Similarly Champion et al. (1984: 279) read the
concentrations of finds, especially of bronzes,
in river valleys as evidence for further expan-
sion into formerly unoccupied areas; yet the
concentration of bronzes in the river valleys is
predominantly the result of hoarding in wet
locations and probably has no relation to ac-
tual settlement activities. I could go on demon-
strating that much of the idea of economic crises
in the Late Bronze Age is based on this type of
unsubstantiated generalization, but I think that I
have made my point sufficiently clear.

Apart from the problems stated, an economic
crisis does not explain why in the Late Bronze
Age almost every individual was allowed to
become visible as an ancestor, whereas in the
Middle Bronze Age only a small selection of
the population were entitled to this ‘privilege’.
Why did the houses become smaller, or why
did hoarding practices increase? In order to
understand such developments one has to look
at ideological and social aspects of prehistoric
communities, especially in the context of ex-
change systems.

Social and ideological aspects of Late
Bronze Age culture change

In previous paragraphs I have argued that the
Middle Bronze Age long houses were occupied
by multiple family households. Supposedly the
head of this domestic group, the eldest man or
woman, was the person with authority. S/he
represented the household in dealings with other
similar groups. In my opinion the same struc-

ture is reproduced in the arrangement of the
dead in barrows and secondary graves: the head
of the household, or of a few households be-
longing to a kin group, is buried in a primary
grave underneath a barrow, his relatives in sec-
ondary graves. Settlements and cemeteries there-
fore depict Middle Bronze Age society in the
Low Countries as an assemblage of more or less
autonomous communities based on kinship.
This structure existed since the genesis of the
Beaker Cultures, around 2900 BC, when the
Single Grave round barrows replaced the mega-
lithic collective burials of the larger corporate
groups of the Middle Neolithic (Barrett 1994:
145ff; Fokkens 1986; in press).

From the beginning of the Late Neolithic the
representatives of local communities were prob-
ably buried in the neighbourhood of their farm-
steads. This is inferred from the wide distribution
of barrows in comparison to megalithic graves
(Fokkens 1986), although the lack of excavated
settlement landscapes debar substantiation of
this model. This change from collective tombs
to individual barrows marks a fundamental
change in ideology. Essential is that the burial
ritual does not take place on a predefined spot
any longer, the location of the communal grave;
the ritual takes place on a different location
every time. The new barrow ritual therefore lays
emphasis on the identity of the dead person,
through the grave gifts, and on the location in
the landscape (see Barrett 1994: 47ff). The an-
cestors are not concentrated in a collective tomb
any longer; dispersed over the landscape, they
claim parts of it for themselves and for their
descendants.

In the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age
these burial locations were exclusive: the bar-
rows often lay solitary and were not used for
secondary burials, at least not in the Nether-
lands (Lohof 1994). If we consider the world
of the ancestors an idealized (but incomplete)
representation of the world of the living, this
exclusiveness could reflect the authority of the
dead buried underneath the barrows in the world
of the living. In the Middle Bronze Age this
situation changed: the barrows became a focus
for secondary burial. On the one hand this dem-
onstrates involvement with the ancestor bur-
ied in the primary grave and recognizes his
ranking; on the other hand it shows a dimin-
ished social distance to that person in compari-
son with earlier practice. :
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In the Late Bronze Age burial rites this ex-
pression of involvement and authority appears
again to have been transformed fundamentally.
In the urnfields, though grouped in cemeter-
ies, the graves are separated from each other,
and secondary burial does not seem to have
been practised: almost everyone, regardless of
sex, age and status, is now entitled to a pri-
mary grave. There are, however, many sizes and
forms of urnfield barrows, of burial forms and
of cinerary urns. Urnfields, appearing demo-
cratic (Childe 1950: 200), in fact reflect more
differences in treatment of the dead than were
visible before. These differences may have been
related to an equal range of status positions in
the world of the living, status positions which
are not necessarily related to differences in
achieved power — there are almost no ‘rich’
Late Bronze Age urnfield graves — but cer-
tainly also to differences in age and sex. A new
ideology has emerged which allows practically
everyone, infants as well, to be transformed to
ancestors.

In the settlement development we have noted
a similar process of increasing ‘individualiza-
tion’ — if we follow my explanation of dimin-
ishing farm lengths as the splitting of multiple
family households into nuclear families. The
new ideology emphasizes individuality: but at
the same time the collective is not forgotten or
dismissed. The urnfields seem — through con-
tinuous use — to express the solidarity of a
group and to emphasize its territorial history.
A consolidation of territorial structure is also
expressed by the origination of extensive Celtic
fields systems. Both the urnfields and the Celtic
fields may have been used by the same local
community: groups of 10~20 persons (Waterbolk
1987; but compare Kooi 1979: 175 who thinks
that one Celtic field was used by two or three
urnfield communities).

It appears that in the Late Bronze Age kin
groups, still a fundamental part of the social
organization, no longer form the basis for so-
cial differentiation. The collectively approved
authority of the kin group elders has been re-
placed by achieved authority of individuals.

Ideology and exchange

As 1 have indicated before, these changes in
ideology and social organization have to be
explained in the context of exchange. By ex-
change I mean gift-exchange as a complex of

transactions between people, and between peo-
ple and supernatural entities (Bazelmans 1996:
79). In the observed developments we witness
an increased production and deposition of
bronzes, suggesting an increase in competition
for participation in these exchanges. In pres-
tige models this development is seen as an eco-
nomic process set in motion by a continuous
struggle for power. From that perspective hoard-
ing of bronzes has even been interpreted as a
deliberate act of the élites artificially to create
scarcity in order to maintain their superior
position as a provider of bronzes (e.g. Cham-
pion et al. 1984: 220).

In my view this approach ignores the mean-
ing that bronze may have had in constituting a
person as a member of society (Bazelmans 1996:
21). A sword or a razor are not simply symbols
of wealth, but probably were symbols of man-
hood, of a warrior (Treherne 1995). This ap-
proach places the sets of grave gifts and the
composition of hoards in an entirely different
light, alongside the change in deposition of these
sets from graves to rivers and bogs in the Late
Bronze Age and back to graves in the Hallstatt
C period. These complex transformations in
exchange ideology are part of a more extensive
study by David Fontijn that has recently started
in the context of a joint project of the Univer-
sities of Leiden and Amsterdam (Fontijn: in
preparation). In this article I emphasize only
the aspect of increased individualization and
competition, also in exchange networks.

Until the Late Bronze Age people lived in
relatively large domestic groups represented in
contacts with the outside world by their elders
who determined the social network created
through exchanges. In the Low Countries there
is no evidence for chiefs acting as representa-
tives of tribes or subtribes and subsequently
redistributing bronzes among their subordinates,
a model often suggested for other areas.

In the Late Bronze Age the number of actors
in the social field and therefore also in the ex-
change system appears to have multiplied: many
more hoards are being deposited; all people are
entitled to a single grave; nuclear families have
become the prime household unit. I see these
developments as part of the same process. The
authority of the traditional leaders in matters
of exchange is replaced by autonomy of the
nuclear family. There is no longer an a prior!
consensus about who represents the larger so-
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cial group, and competition arises over that
status. Personal ability to create social contacts
through gift-exchange and to obtain the benevo-
lence of the gods through ritual deposition be-
comes important. Ritual deposition may have
increased because it has a two-way effect: as
an exchange with the gods, it is beneficial to
the community as a whole. By the same token
it brings prestige to the principal actor, seen as
the negotiator between gods and men. There-
fore, much more then burial ritual, ritual depo-
sition can be susceptible to manipulation. Maybe
that is one reason why in the later Middle Bronze
Age the emphasis of deposition shifts from burial
to hoards.

There is yet another shift to be witnessed in
the use of bronzes : in the course of the Middle
Bronze Age the number of grave goods in sec-
ondary (female) graves increases at the expense
of the bronzes in primary (male) graves (Lohof
1994: 110). Lohof (1994: 117) interprets this as
a sign of the increasing importance of women
in society:

The social position of the group is no longer legiti-
mized by the person buried centrally in the mound,
but through the status of the wives or women ac-
quired through the alliance network that was con-
trolled by men.

Although from a gender perspective this may
not be a valuable statement, I agree with Lohof
in this respect. It has been demonstrated that,
apart from gender- specific symbolism, bronzes
are used by women to signify regional identi-
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Concluding remarks

In this paper I have left many questions unan-
swered: I hope to have demonstrated that an
understanding of social and ideological aspects
of the Bronze Age society is vital to explaining
culture change. This idea, not new, is often
neglected. Some people may object that, espe-
cially for the Bronze Age, ideology has always
played arole in interpretation. Yes, indeed, but
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good ideology’ as explanation that reduced lo-
cal communities to marionettes in power plays
on a European scale. I think — for a while —
we should steer away from that, and analyse
the ways in which bronze was used to construct
(gender) identities, and how that influenced
burial ritual and ritual deposition, our main
sources of information. The approaches of
Bazelmans (1996) and Treherne (1995) are useful
steps.
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