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Fragments of Ancestors: Disarticulated human remains and early Neolithic ancestorhood  

 

Dan Boothby, University of York 

 

Disarticulated human remains are a common feature of British Neolithic archaeology, 

particularly in funerary and monumental contexts, with chambered tombs being the focus of 

this research. These remains have long been held to be indicative of a belief in some sort of 

“community of the ancestors” in the Neolithic. In recent years this normative view has been 

developed and framed by concepts of corporeality and personhood, while still continuing in a 

broadly similar vein. This paper argues that Bayesian modelling of radiocarbon dates leads to 

a reconsideration of this view.  

 

The 2007 Histories of the Dead Bayesian modelling program provided in-depth accounts of 

the sequences of activity at five early Neolithic chambered tombs in southern England. The 

most significant finding was that these sequences of activity were much shorter and more 

condensed than had previously been considered to be the case. For example, the primary 

mortuary use of West Kennet Long Barrow, once thought to have occurred over several 

hundred years, has been shown to span a period of only 30 years. Similarly constrained 

sequences were found for the other chambered tombs in the series. 

 

The results of the 2007 Histories of the Dead program, in tandem with other strands of 

evidence, leads me to argue that the pervasive view that disarticulated human remains are 

indicative of a “community of the ancestors” is untenable.  



 

This paper suggests a few ways that the understanding of chambered tombs, disarticulation, 

personhood, and “ancestors” needs to be reorientated. As such, an alternative view of ancestors 

and personhood is offered, emphasising the potential individuality of those interred in 

chambered tombs, and encouraging consideration of a plurality of personhoods in the early 

Neolithic. 

 

Context and Design: Grooved Ware Pottery in the Upper Thames Valley 

Sarah Jayne Botfield, University of Manchester 

The later Neolithic period saw the emergence of Grooved Ware pottery within Britain and 

Ireland. The four British styles are often associated with henge monuments, pit groups or 

passage graves and accompanied by unusual or complex deposits. However, it is not clear 

whether the depositional practices of all four British styles of Grooved Ware pottery followed 

the same pattern, or were treated differently. In the Upper Thames Valley many of the known 

Grooved Ware sites are situated on the lower gravel terraces and although this distribution may 

be a reflection of where developer-led archaeology has occurred, it does not help to explain 

why they were placed there initially and why other areas were avoided, such as the large henge 

monuments within the Upper Thames Valley. This paper analyses the depositional contexts of 

the three English styles of Grooved Ware pottery within the Upper Thames Valley and 

evaluates these from a landscape perspective, to determine whether all three styles were 

deposited in similar contexts to each other. Their distinctive decorative designs are also 

examined in an attempt to ascertain whether they held any iconological significance, thereby 

influencing how the pottery was treated and therefore governing both choice of location and 

manner of deposition 

 

Micro-spatial histories for prehistory: finding human scales of narrative in the 

archaeological record 

Samantha Brummage, Birkbeck College, University of London 

The River Colne is a northern Thames tributary and although lacking visible architecture for 

the Neolithic, a prehistoric landscape has been recorded.  Features, flint scatters and chance 

finds in the area suggest occupation and activities at different paces; archaeological rhythms of 

the monumental and the mundane.  Yet the Colne Valley is not well-known, and the 

archaeology carried out there has been commercial or governmental, rather than research-

based.  The implication of this is a place where the interest has been piecemeal and concentrated 

on areas of fixed features or dense ‘site’ signatures.  More transient materials; small flint 

scatters or isolated spot finds, for example, have frequently been ignored or considered to 

contain too much ‘background noise’.  However, it is often these signatures which reflect the 

detail of movement and connection between people who inhabited this valley.   



My PhD research uses archaeological archives to examine contextual relationships between 

assemblages in a Mesolithic-Neolithic landscape.  It examines records of excavation, field-

walking, chance finds and palaeoenvironmental survey across the Colne Valley, and considers 

dispersed signatures and background movements, as well as material from ‘site-based’ 

archaeology.  People were not ‘transitioning’ from a Mesolithic to a Neolithic way of life; it 

was possible to be part of contradictory and corresponding practices, and these are reflected in 

the archaeological material.  This project is beginning to reveal some of those diversities; the 

overlapping and co-existing pulses in daily life as well as phases of different movements, 

connections and relationships.  This is not an alternative chronology but an invisible one; a 

narrative of diverging movements and daily micro-histories and how they came together in the 

making and re-making of landscape. 

 

Sacred precincts during the Pre-Potter Neolithic of the Near East? 

Mattia Cartolano, University of Liverpool 

The Neolithic forager-farmer transition, the domestication of animal and plant species and 

sedentism in Southwest Asia constitute some of the most important shifts in human evolution. 

This paper aims to investigate the cognitive underpinnings that allowed the appearance and 

expansion of such key social developments. In particular, this paper would like to present the 

anthropomorphic and zoomorphic material culture objects and their relationships with the 

socio-demographic developments of Pre-Pottery Neolithic communities (9700-6200 cal BC). 

It will explore how humans began building connections between individuals and communities 

through increasingly complex symbolic and ritual systems that permitted increasing levels of 

social cooperation and community interactions. 

One of the many Neolithic innovations is the cultural creation of “sacred” precincts that 

distinguish the daily working life from special areas where socially significant acts could take 

place. An example that illustrates this concept is the division of the building space of Boncuklu 

and Çatalhöyük houses into ‘dirty’ and ‘clean’ areas. Also, the enclosures at Göbekli Tepe or 

the ‘skull building’ at Cayönü Tepesi indicate how some more ordinary practices (such as 

cooking food) were not usually performed in these special areas. The idea of sacred and profane 

is more likely to be a social convention occurring in later periods, however, already in the 

Neolithic of the Near East, it is possible to identify some behavioural patterns that suggest the 

appearance of more formalised and highly engaging practices aimed to separate everyday 

routines from unusual and ‘history-making’ acts. Previous research has already demonstrated 

that symbolic artefacts do not significantly increase during the forager-farmer transition despite 

the significant demographic expansion of early farming communities; nevertheless, this work 

aims to outline the diverse and innovative symbolic usage of human and animal representations 

that might have had a great impact in the social cognition of large groups. 

 



Co-mingled cave burials as evidence for complex burial culture in Neolithic Britain, with 

a case study of Carsington Pasture Cave, Derbyshire, England 

Leah Damman, Cambridge University 

Mortuary customs and beliefs in Neolithic Britain (4000-2500 BCE) provide critical insight 

into a period of British prehistory which remains relatively poorly understood due to the rarity 

of surviving artefacts or material evidence from this period. In this paper I want to focus on a 

specific aspect of the mortuary archaeological record for this period: commingled human-

faunal interments in caves. Both factors – the mixing of faunal remains amongst human 

(especially when fragmented) and the location of interments within naturally formed caves 

rather than human-made structures have historically discounted, or resulted in dismissive 

conclusions about these burials and their importance. Cave burials and the presence of faunal 

material in them during the Neolithic, such as Carsington Pasture Cave in Derbyshire, England 

were not merely sites of discard, deviant burials or alternatives to the ‘proper’ monumental 

burials of the Neolithic as has historically been supposed. These cave burials with their 

disarticulated, co-mingled human and faunal remains are clear examples of deliberate, complex 

and monumental burials. Through in-depth taphonomic analysis of the co-mingled human and 

faunal skeletal assemblage from Carsington Pasture Cave and a thorough study of caves in the 

Neolithic landscape – physical and cultural – I argue that these historically dismissed burials 

are equal to, and as frequently utilised as, the various human-constructed monumental burials 

of the period and can increase our knowledge of the peoples and cultures of Neolithic Britain. 

 

Colour Out of Space – Colour as communication in the monuments of Neolithic Atlantic 

Europe 

Penelope Foreman, Bournemouth University / Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust 

Colour is a fundamental human experience – it shapes how we react to the world around us in 

complex socially, culturally, and ritually constructed ways. Deeper still, it seems to be the case 

that specific colours re-appear in human art, iconography, ritual and folklore as a leitmotif 

running through our cultural evolution; that is, the colours red, white, and black.  

 

The aim of this research was to survey a sample of Neolithic monuments across Atlantic 

Europe, and see if there are any commonalities, significant patterns, and demonstrable signs of 

specific colour selection that may hint at colour being an important part of Neolithic cosmology 

– regionally, locally, or culturally. Colour was recorded via both human perception and through 

the use of a digital recording device, custom designed for this project. Recording these colours 

using a digital tool achieves two things: namely, to go some way towards compensating for the 

fallibility of the human visual cortex, and to provide a vector for the material properties to 

speak without being directly interpreted by a human intermediary. This taking into account of 

the material agency of the stones themselves played a key role in understanding the networks 

of influence that colours may have had on Neolithic peoples, and how this could have affected 

their cosmologies.  



 

Now, at the end of the three-year research, findings are collected and presented. What if colour 

is more than just an arbitrary aesthetic choice – what if it is redolent with meaning, brimming 

with whispered communication of ideas and concepts time-deep and suggestive of an intricate 

cosmological web of understandings? 

 

Celtic Origins: Archaeologically Speaking       

Johnnie Gallacher, Guard Archaeology Ltd, Glasgow/ Independent Researcher                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Whilst firmly rooted in archaeology, this paper holds an eclectic, multi-disciplinary theoretical 

framework as this allows for optimal insight into the past. Traditionally the Celtic language is 

deemed to have originated in the Iron-age in the Austria area (Renfrew, 1987: 212-213, 234-

235). Contrary in both time and space to that traditional explanation, this paper shows that 

Celtic may also have emerged earlier, during the Neolithic or early Bronze-age periods of the 

Atlantic façade. To avoid any ambiguity, the definition of ‘Celtic’ remains purely linguistic: 

Celtic is a subfamily of the Indo-European language family. Therefore, when analysing Celtic 

origins, attention on how Indo-European reached Europe is beneficial. The two major 

competing hypotheses for Indo-European’s origins and spread are presented and evaluated (on 

the bases of archaeology, genetics and numerous forms of linguistics). These two hypotheses 

are the Anatolian hypothesis, which attaches Indo-European language onto the spread of 

agriculture into Europe from Anatolia starting around 6000 BC (Renfrew, 1987), and the 

Steppe hypothesis, which holds that Indo-European language spread outwards from the Pontic-

Caspian steppes from around 5000 BC with the migrations of nomadic pastoralists (Anthony, 

2007). The Anatolian hypothesis is compatible with a Neolithic origin for Celtic, seeing the 

Passage Grave tradition as the archaeological manifestation of the earliest Celtic-speakers 

(Renfrew, 1987; Cunliffe, 2013: 246-249; Cunliffe, 2018: 58). The Steppe hypothesis is 

compatible with the idea that Celtic originated in the Beaker Bronze-age of Ireland and Britain 

(Koch, 2013); an idea which needs further study due to linguistic palaeontological-criticism 

(Mallory, 2013: 258-261). The Steppe hypothesis is also compatible with the orthodox Iron-

age explanation for Celtic origins, which is only mentioned briefly due to its existing fame.  
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 “iuxta sanctorum martyrum loca: Explaining the content of barrows in Later Medieval 

England.” 

Lily Hawker-Yates, Centre for Kent History and Heritage, Canterbury Christ Church 

University 

My PhD research focuses on the interpretation of prehistoric barrows in Later Medieval and 

Early Modern England as places of concealment; that is, as places in which things were hidden, 

and as places which themselves were secret or sheltered, where activities which required 

secrecy, such as witchcraft, could be carried out. The majority of this paper will focus on the 

first aspect, discussing what people in Later Medieval and Early 

Modern England expected to find in barrows.  

 

People in Medieval England dug into ancient burial mounds on a scale which has not previously 

been acknowledged. Drawing on the archaeological record, chronicles, court documents and 

literature, this paper will use an interdisciplinary approach to examine the scale of these 

excavations, the reasons for them, and how people interpreted the grave goods and human 

remains they found when they dug into barrows. It will discuss events such as the miraculous 

recovery of the bones of St Amphibalus (a completely fictional saint) revealed in a dream by 

St Alban to be concealed in a barrow. It will also explore the lengths to which men, even kings, 

would go to in order to find the ‘treasure’ they believed was hidden in lowes, hilles and hogas, 

including the summoning of spirits. 

 

Double Houses in the 3rd Millennium BC in Orkney and Shetland 

 

Katie O’Connell, University of the Highlands and Islands 

 

Double houses are considered a standard domestic architectural type of the Bronze Age of the 

Northern Isles. This paper reconsiders the typology of these structures and their temporal 

assignation. In contrast to the late 4th and early 3rd millennia BC, the late 3rd millennium BC 

in Orkney is understudied. Historically, Shetland has received much less attention than Orkney 

and suffers from a lack of research. Considering these archipelagos in relation to each other 

offers a chance to develop our knowledge of each, as well as a wider regional narrative. 



Examining double houses, as domestic architecture found in both island groups, is a means of 

drawing out relations between Orkney and Shetland - particularly during the Late Neolithic 

and Early Bronze Age. 

Regarding architecture as a practice, the overall form and particular aspects of double houses 

are considered in relation to associated material culture and set within an historical context. 

Charting the development of double house architecture and its associations, a possible narrative 

is created for the increased prevalence of these structures at the end of the 3rd millennium BC. 

Previously unidentified distributions of double houses reveals relations between the Northern 

Isles, and with northern Scotland. These new insights into double houses can be used to develop 

a finer understanding of the Neolithic - Early Bronze Age transition in this region. Rather than 

appearing as fully-formed structures in the Bronze Age, double houses emerged from older 

architectural practices in local contexts. Though the Chalcolithic is regarded as a time of novel 

practices and materials, the increase and spread of double houses at this time demonstrates a 

degree of continuity as well as local difference. 

 

Exploring changes in mobility between the Neolithic and the Bronze Age in Britain 

 

David Osborne, University of Nottingham 

To study the mobility of people in the landscape is to focus on a fundamental part of human 

life and society. Mobility brings many social activities into view, including material exchange, 

trade networks, migration, cultural influence, and marital and kinship links (Sørensen, 2015). 

Sørensen argues that the challenge to archaeology is to recover, from ‘fossilised residues that 

are entirely stationary and static’, the traces of mobility in the past. 

This paper describes research to explore whether a change in mobility of people and animals 

in Britain can be detected between the Neolithic and the Bronze Age. This is important because 

it would support the idea of a transition from Neolithic agriculture and pastoralism practised in 

the context of a mobile way of life, to a more sedentary way of life by the Middle–Late Bronze 

Age, suggested by the development of extensive field systems. Using Lincolnshire and the Fens 

in eastern England as a study area, isotope analysis of excavated faunal and human remains 

will be used as a proxy for mobility, with reference to the strontium biosphere map of Britain 

(Evans et al., 2010; http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/biosphereisotopedomains/) and other 

“isoscapes”. Analytical results will be combined with those from published data and other 

studies, such as the Beaker People Project (Parker Pearson et al., 2016), to allow a synthesis 

and comparison between the study area and other areas of Britain. 

 

 

 

http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/biosphereisotopedomains/


Exploring micromammal remains from Neolithic sites (Skara Brae settlement site, 

Orkney) 

Andrzej Aleksander Romaniuk, University of Edinburgh 

Micromammals (e.g. rodents or shrews) are commonly encountered across the world, abundant 

in every habitat besides deep Arctic regions. Due to a short lifespan and fast reproduction rate 

they tend to rapidly adapt to any change occurring in their vicinity, from environmental factors 

or other species dynamics to human activity. They can take advantage of anthropogenic 

environments such as agriculture fields or human constructions and in time form a complex 

relationship with humans. In this way some species, such as mice or rats, have thrived for tens 

of thousands of years and have been introduced to a variety of new habitats across the world. 

In turn however humans may adapt to the vicinity of micromammals e.g. by adopting pest 

control methods or utilizing micromammals as food source. 

Micromammal remains from Skara Brae site, Orkney, have been extensively studied since 

2015 (Romaniuk et al. 2016) and is currently a part of a bigger project encompassing a number 

of different Orcadian sites. Despite containing only two species, Orkney voles and field mice, 

it provided a varied body of evidence, especially for likely human-animal interactions. Newer 

research has also contributed by adopting newer methods, including Scanning Electron 

Microscopy, Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy and Computed Tomography. Current 

interpretation supports the notion of complex human interactions with Orkney voles, which 

were most likely intentionally deposited within the site in refuse middens. 

Romaniuk, A.A., Shepherd, A.N., Clarke, D.V., Sheridan, A.J., Fraser, S., Bartosiewicz L. & 

J.S. Herman 2016 Rodents: food or pests in Neolithic Orkney. Royal Society Open Science 

Vol. 3 is. 10 160514; DOI: 10.1098/rsos.160514. 

Beyond the horizon: A ceramic history of Shetland in the 3rd millennium BC 

Owain D Scholma-Mason, Independent Researcher 

The Shetland Isles are the most northerly archipelago of the British Isles, lying 80km north of 

Orkney. The landscape of Shetland is replete with various prehistoric remains, ranging from 

stone-built houses to heel-shaped cairns. Despite this plethora of archaeological material, the 

region remains relatively understudied, and is often seen as marginal to wider processes of the 

period. Several recent studies have challenged this view, seeking to develop not only a better 

understanding of the archaeological record within Shetland, but the wider networks in which 

Shetland was engaged (e.g. Scholma-Mason 2018; Sheridan 2012; 2013). Despite this recent 

work several notable problems still exist, notably that of chronological resolution and 

sequencing.   

In this talk I will examine the available evidence for the 3rd millennium BC in Shetland. In the 

course of this review I will outline the available evidence and problems with this material. This 

includes as noted problems not only of dating but stratigraphic security. This will be coupled 

with a tentative outline sketching out a ceramic history for Shetland, focusing not only on 

vessel types, but the wider processes in which they were engaged.  
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Forms Of Desert Kites: Typology and the Problem of Interpretation 

Mariam Shakhmuradyan, Yerevan State University 

The present paper discusses the forms of large-scale stone structures known as ‘desert kites.’ 

Though the research of these structures has a century-long history, neither the function nor the 

place and time of their origin have yet been determined. The most widespread view is that they 

served as hunting traps for hooked animals. Other views have also been advanced, including 

that they were used as corrals or as cultic buildings.The existing archaeological data suggests 

that kites of the Near East were built between the Neolithic and Iron Ages. Based on the 

analysis of satellite images of thousands of kites in different regions, a new, detailed typology 

of kite forms has been created. Statistical analysis of the quantitative distribution of the forms 

in various regions was also carried out. Although many scholars have written about the 

diversity of the kite forms, the reason for the existence of such diversity has not been properly 

addressed in the scholarly literature. This paper aims to begin the discussion of this problem. 

Figure 1 – Most widespread forms of kites. 
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Wor Barrow’s dogs or small foxes. A question of provenance?   

Justin Ayres, University of Sheffield 

Lieutenant-General Pitt Rivers excavated Wor Barrow between 1893 & 1894. Recovered from 

the surrounding ditch were elements identified as dog (Canis familiaris), and dog or small fox 

(Vulpus vulpus). The stratigraphy indicates some elements are Neolithic and Romano-British; 

however, the majority are associated with Early to Middle Bronze Age pottery.  

In Harcourt’s 1974 seminal paper “The dog in prehistoric and early historic Britain”, he 

questions the provenance of two Bronze Age skulls from Wor Barrow, noting that skulls this 

small are not seen again until the Romano-British period.  

Biometric comparison of the cranial and postcranial elements indicates the Neolithic and 

Bronze Age specimens are substantially smaller than other British dogs from these periods. 

Some elements are comparable to small modern foxes; however, several are smaller. The size 

range of the post-cranial elements overlaps with other small Romano-British dogs excavated 

by Pitt Rivers. The two Romano-British elements are mandibles; the smaller is the same size 

as those from the prehistoric layers, the larger falls within the size range of other Romano-

British dog mandibles excavated by Pitt Rivers. 

Pitt Rivers noted the difficulty in distinguishing bones of dog from fox. Some of the elements 

are similar in size to small fox. However, the smaller elements indicate that either prehistoric 

foxes had a greater size range than modern foxes, or these small elements are dog. 

Are the specimens recovered from the Neolithic and Bronze Age levels actually small Romano-

British dogs? Could this be due to bioturbation, or the insertion of seventeen Saxon burials into 

the ditch? If so, why are no other Romano-British artefacts in other levels?    

Is the Neolithic and Bronze Age provenance correct? The methodical recording practices of 

Pitt River suggests the stratigraphic locations of the elements are accurate. If they are not 

Romano-British dogs are they actually Neolithic and Bronze Age dogs and/or small foxes? 

 

Rhythms and Routes in the Neolithic Spread throughout the Southwestern Europe.  

 

Francisco Sánchez Díaz, University of Sevilla 

 

The "Neolithic revolution" was the most radical transformation that human societies have 

known, both because of the relevance of the changes and their speed. However, the causes and 

rhythms of the changes were not the same everywhere. In Europe it was an exogenous process, 

with the introduction of the complete "neolithic package" at a faster speed, In only a few 

centuries, from 8000 to 7200 cal. BP, brought the new mode of production from Greece to 



Poland and Portugal. Later, this rate slowed down to finish towards the 5700 cal. BP with the 

complete occupation of Scandinavia and British Isles. 

The routes, rhythms and forms of this expansion drawn a first moment of rapid demic 

(demographic and geographic) diffusion, followed by a slower cultural assimilation by 

Mesolithic peoples. In the case of the south-western Europe, the "cardial" culture of Neolithic 

settlers travel along the Mediterranean coast at a rate of more than 8 km/yr,  In contrast, in the 

northwest of the Iberian Peninsula was a much slower and later process of acculturation, at an 

average speed of 0.6 km/yr.  

The  maps show the main geographical guidelines of this expansion: 

- the Neolithic breakthrough in the Iberian Peninsula occurs around 7500 cal. BP from the 

northeast, in Catalonia. 

- Neolithic colonization does not occur in "oil stain", but by coastal enclaves far from each 

other, approximately 350 km on average. 

- from these enclaves an advance towards the interior takes place through the valleys of the 

main rivers in Levante, Andalusia and Portugal. 

- between 7300 and 7100 cal. BP the process accelerates and reaches expansion rates above 

1300 km2 / year. 

- during the seventh millennium cal. BP there is a diffusion towards the inland much slower, 

in a process more cultural than demic, just like the LBK in Germany. 

- around 6300 cal. BP the speed of expansion is reduced to less than 100 km2/yr 

- the coast of the Cantabrian Sea don't know the farming until the beginning of the sixth 

millennium cal. BP, at the same time as Scotland. 

 

 


