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Prelude and Acknowledgements

As a young student at the age of 23 I could not 
imag ine that the future would lead me to write a 
PhD thesis on Late Prehistoric Spain. I started to 
learn the Spanish language at the Special Languag-
es Centre (Fachsprachenzentrum) of the Univer-
sity of Tübingen in autumn of 2008, while I was 
actually studying at the departments of Prehistory, 
Early History and Medieval Archaeology (major 
subject), Near Eastern Archaeology and Palaeo-
anthropology (minor subjects). I was interested in 
the language as well as in the country but had just 
begun to learn about the archaeological treasures 
of the Iberian Peninsula. A lecture on the Iberian 
Prehistory in the summer semester of 2008 held 
by Martin Bartelheim, who had just started as the 
director of the Department of Late Prehistory in 
spring, sparked my interest. During the same win-
ter semester of 2008/2009 when I started with my 
Spanish lessons, I attended another lecture of Mar-
tin Bartelheim on Bronze Age. Especially two areas 
and periods captivated me: the Únětice ( Aujetitz) 
Culture of Central Germany as well as the Argar 
Culture of southeastern Spain. Both should accom-
pany me from now on.

When I told Martin Bartelheim that I was in-
terested in joining an excavation in Spain and 
maybe in studying there for a semester because I 
was learning the language as well, he advised me 
to contact Francisco (Paco) Contreras Cortés, direc-
tor of the Department of Prehistory and Archae-
ology of the University of Granada in Andalucía. 
Paco enabled me to take part in his excavations 
at Peñalosa, an El Argar site close to the town of 
Baños de la Encina in the province of Jaén. With 
just one year of Spanish lessons in August of 2009 
and realising that it was not an option to commu-
nicate with the team in English, the Andalusian di-
alect made me realise the following: ‘That must be 
how someone feels when they just started to learn 
German and decides to visit Swabia fi rst instead of 
Hamburg or Hannover’.

Finally we managed my linguistic incapacities, 
I became part of one very interesting excavation as 
well as part of a welcoming and competent team.

Thus, it became obvious, the semester abroad 
had to take place in Granada. To make a long story 
short: After choosing to write papers on Andalu-
sian Megalithic and Portuguese walled enclosures 
in different seminars at the University of Tübin-
gen, my way led me to a semester abroad in Gra-
nada right after an archaeological excursion to 
the south of Portugal in autumn of 2010. A time of 
new archaeological and private experiences I did 
not want to miss.

While studying archaeology in Granada the 
plan evolved to write a master thesis on the com-
parison of Únětice and El Argar child burials.

Being back in Germany in spring of 2011 the 
master thesis faded a little into the background 
as my focus shifted to fi nancing my daily life and 
I started waitressing while still attending lectures 
and seminars in archaeology as well as taking 
Spanish lessons at the university. Eventually, in 
summer of 2012 I registered for the Master of Arts 
exams (since I wanted to bring that to an end be-
fore my 28th birthday).

I had to admit that writing a comparison of El 
Argar and Únětice child burials was too complex 
for a master thesis and decided to treat the  topic 
in Central Europe only. Almost at the same time 
when I handed in the thesis at the beginning of 
2013 Martin Bartelheim and others applied for a 
Collaborative Research Centre (Sonderforschungs-
bereich, SFB) at the German Research Foundation 
(Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) and the 
Chalcolithic of the Iberian Peninsula was sup-
posed to be topic of a project with two PhD candi-
date positions. Of course, I decided to choose the 
topic ‘Prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula’ for my 
oral exam in June 2013, shortly before the SFB was 
approved.

In a nutshell, that is how this South German 
woman started to work on a PhD topic focussing 
on Late Prehistoric Central Spain in October 2013.

During the time of employment in the SFB, 
the archive and fi eldwork as well as after my time 
at the SFB and working full-time in a different 
position at the State Offi  ce for Cultural Heritage 



Prelude and Acknowledgements12

Baden-Württemberg (Landesamt für Denkmal-
pfl ege im Regierungspräsidium Stuttgart),1 many 
people supported and helped me with the thesis, 
be it with practical advice and work or motivat-
ing as well as sometimes teasing words. I want to 
thank the colleagues and friends from the SFB as 
well as my colleagues and friends from the Offi  ce 
of Cultural Heritage. With both the SFB  people 
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Preface

This PhD thesis was developed within the frame-
work of the Collaborative Research Centre (SFB) 
1070 RESOURCECULTURES at the Eberhard Karls Uni-
versity of Tübingen. During the fi rst phase 21 dif-
ferent projects were dealing with the socio-cultur-
al impact of tangible and intangible resources on 
human societies. The theoretical construct of the 
SFB has also been applied on Iberian Late Prehis-
tory (late 4th and 3rd mill. BC) in the centre and the 
southwest of the peninsula. The following work 
focusses on the Spanish Central Plateaus, espe-
cially on the southern one, with new fieldwork 
conducted in the west of the province of  Toledo 
( Castilla- La Mancha), close to the province of 
Cáceres ( Extremadura). This area was said to be 
a deserted space with  little evidence for human 
presence during the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
periods, with people living a more or less semi- 
sedentary life. This at least was the predominant 
view of archaeological research. In contrast the 
populations of the southwestern coastal regions 
of Spain and Portugal appeared to have lived in 
a more structured, hierarchised society. To re-
vise this view on the prehistory of Central Iberia 
detailed archive studies as well as fi eldwork fa-
cilitated new insight into the topic of settlement 
structures, the organisation of the surroundings 
including the use and exploitation of material and 
immaterial resources. This work will also provide 
an impression of the networks of communication 
and a valuation of arguments that are in favour of 
a predominantly sedentary life of the communi-
ties of Central Spain.

For a better understanding of the initial con-
text, I start with an explanation of the SFB’s theo-
retical framework and aims (chapter 1; Introduc-
tion). It describes in detail the concept of the SFB 
as well as the sector divisions. Chapter 2 serves 
to lay out the key questions and initial assump-
tions of the project on Late Prehistory of the Ibe-
rian Peninsula and explains the choice of Azután 
(west of the province of Toledo) and its megalithic 
tomb forming the focal point for further studies. 

After discussing definitions specific for the SFB 
the terminology part of chapter 2 (chapter 2.3) is 
presenting topics closely related to the Late Neo-
lithic and Chalcolithic research on the Iberian 
Peninsula. Current models and research ques-
tions concerning Iberian Late Prehistory will be 
approached.

Before dealing closely with the archive studies 
as well as the fi eldwork and the newly generated 
data, chapter 3 gives an overview of the history 
of investigation, the available archaeological data 
former theories were based on and the published 
archaeological information of the micro region of 
Azután. Subsequently, for a better understanding 
of the modern and prehistoric environmental con-
ditions, available data for a reconstruction of the 
palaeoenvironment in the west of the province of 
Toledo will be discussed (chapter 4). With this pri-
or knowledge the focus of this thesis will be on the 
archive work, the different campaigns of fi eldwork 
and the detailed description and discussion of the 
new results as well as the scientifi c analyses con-
ducted on different materials (chapter 5 and 6).

Chapter 7 concentrates on the resources de-
tected during the fi eldwork and in other sites of 
the micro region but on the possibility of the ex-
ploitation of further materials in the surroundings 
as well. Additionally, immaterial resources will be 
included and discussed, leading to the next chap-
ter on the organisation of the Chalcolithic land-
scape (chapter 8). Gateways and central places will 
be key issues as well as the possible functions of 
the prehistoric sites, reasons for the choice of ex-
actly these spots, including potential confl ict areas. 
The study will close with a synthesis – a conclusion 
and future perspectives – of the new information 
about Late Prehistory on the southern central 
plateau of the Iberian Peninsula (chapter 9). We 
are faced with societies without written sources, 
only accessible through modern interpretations 
of the structures and materials that survived the 
millennia. Due to the new, impressive results on 
the southern terrace of the Tagus River in the 
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municipality of Azután chapter 9 will also address 
the topic of ditched and walled enclosures of the 
so far less detailed studied areas of the peninsula 
(chapter 9.1).2

Finally, the catalogue (chapter 10 in the on-
line appendix) will provide insight into the col-
lected information of the published and unpub-
lished sites of the province of  Toledo, the tables 
of the survey material and the excavated fi nds as 
well as the compilation of walled and ditched en-
closures. All data and information collected and 
generated during the work on this PhD thesis are 

2 As they are already published in an exemplary manner, 
the enclosures of southern Portugal as well as Andalucía 
and Murcia were not included.

provided for further research and are accessible 
via the scientifi c data management of the Univer-
sity of Tübingen (Open Research Data Portal3). This 
serves to check the information  given here and fa-
cilitates further work with and development of ta-
bles and maps for future studies.

The catalogue and some extensive tables can 
be found in the online appendix, which is avail-
able under <http://hdl.handle.net/10900/176122>. 
The corresponding tables are marked with an * in 
the text (*tab. 16–21).

3 <https://uni-tuebingen.de/forschung/forschungsin-
frastruktur/digital-humanities-center/projekte/open-re-
search-data-portal/>; <https://fit.uni-tuebingen.de/Home/
Home>.
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1 Introduction

The work on this PhD thesis was part of the fi rst 
phase of the Sonderforschungsbereich (SFB) 1070 
RESOURCECULTURES (October 2013–July 2017), an in-
terdisciplinary collaborative research centre fund-
ed by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, 
German Research Foundation). Twenty-one pro-
jects investigated resources and their infl uence on 
socio-cultural dynamics, among others from an ar-
chaeological and ethnographic perspective. Start-
ing in October 2013, researchers from different 
academic fi elds have been working on identical 
objectives, trying to answer key questions such as:
  – What was regarded as a resource in a certain 

area or period and are there any traceable in-
dications for a culturally connoted handling of 
resources?

  – What kind of social processes are observa-
ble and how are they related to the use of 
resources?

  – Are there any detectable multifaceted pro-
cesses (ResourceComplexes) connected to 
the introduction of new technologies, utili-
sation strategies and patterns of exchange of 
resources?

To obtain a better understanding of the theoreti-
cal and terminological framework in which this 
dissertation developed, a short introduction to 
the SFB – its conceptual basis, ideas and prelimi-
nary objectives – will be given. The SFB-specifi c 
definitions of resource, ResourceComplex and 
 RESOURCECULTURES will be outlined.

1.1 The Concept of Resources and Resource-

Cultures

Resources in the view of the SFB 1070 are defi ned 
as tangible or intangible means that can be used 
for the formation, preservation or modification 
of social relations and roles. A resource does not 
stand for itself but appears in interaction with 
 other resources. Together they act as a part of 
social processes and therefore form Resource-
Complexes. These are characterised by the ‘com-
bination of objects, individuals, knowledge and 

practice’ (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 13). In 
consequence, the use of a resource includes all the 
stages of its ‘life’ together with the way it is used 
(e. g. the production, refining, exchange, sacral 
or profane use etc.), enclosing both the social rel-
evance of it as well as its role in a ResourceCom-
plex. Therefore, resources trigger and infl uence 
certain dynamics and multi-layered processes that 
change and hence concern either special parts or 
all of society. Before explaining the different pro-
ject divisions that encompass the social dimension 
resources are embedded in, the specifi c defi nitions 
of the SFB will be outlined, starting with the key 
subject resource.

1.1.1 Resource

Deriving from the French ressource, which is 
translated as ‘means’ or ‘source’, the term 
‘ resource’ originates from the Latin adjective 
resurgere that can be translated as ‘well up’ or 
‘spring up’.  Having a look at its defi nition in the 
Duden dictionary of the German language one is 
confronted with the traditional defi nition of re-
sources: a natural stock of something specifi c, used 
for a certain reason, especially needed for human 
consumption and economic production. Or it is re-
ferred to as a stock of fi nancial means (source of 
money) someone can draw on (Duden 2017). Eco-
nomic sciences for example already use a more 
differentiated defi nition of resource that consid-
ers the term from different economic perspec-
tives: Depending on the theoretical concept used, 
resources may be seen as a production factor, an 
organisational prerequisite or a means for main-
taining systems (Müller-Christ 2011, 167–170). The 
division into tangible and intangible resources is 
essential. While tangible (material) resources com-
prise of e. g. land, financial capital or workers, 
intangible (immaterial) resources describe rele-
vant factors like knowledge, relationships, social 
structures etc. (Storberg 2002, 469). Especially the 
study of immaterial resources was intensifi ed in 
economics over recent years. Tendencies towards 
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a more open resource term can also be observed 
in social sciences.

Other defi nitions of resources regard them as 
means and abilities of a political consolidation as 
well as giving access to material aspects of life. 
More widely, resources can be described as eco-
nomic and cultural capital, that incorporates skills, 
titles and objects alike that are dependent on the 
background of social capital (Bourdieu 1983). In 
cultural anthropology, resources are considered 
to be means for actions of people (social practice) 
but also serve as identifi er or delimiter for other 
 people or groups. Psychology developed the re-
source term beyond its economic context and di-
vides resources into temporal, fi nancial resources 
and control altogether embedded in social con-
tracts (Giddens 1984; Bourdieu/Waquant 1992; 
Greenblatt 2002; Schlee 2006; SFB ResourceCul-
tures 2016, 16).

One may justifi ably wonder how far cultural 
sciences got discussing the term resource. What 
and where is the contribution of e. g. archaeology 
and cultural anthropology to the development of 
a new resource approach? Due to being based on 
the material culture, prehistoric research tends to 
concentrate on all kinds of raw materials – espe-
cially metals – and agriculture as central re sources. 
Though automatically dealing with resources 
when studying a certain period, a real defi nition 
of what constitutes a resource in archaeology was 
absent. Neither scientifi c handbooks and encyclo-
paedias nor approaches on archaeological theory 
and practice include specifi c entries for resources. 
Everyone uses the term, but no one ever defi ned it.

The SFB 1070 presented a comprehensive 
working defi nition including both the tangible and 
intangible sphere of resources. The defi nition of 
the term ‘resource’ was extended by the immate-
rial dimension to include the developments in eco-
nomic and social sciences. The functional view on 
resources was added meaning that nothing is a re-
source by nature but by function and context only. 
Resources are not only crucial for the survival of 
individuals but they are essential for the emer-
gence, preservation and change of individuals 
and groups (social actors) and their relations, net-
works, institutions or systems. The particularity of 
cultural sciences had to be taken into account and 
with it the theory of contingency and variability of 

socio-cultural phenomena. Culture may not simply 
be reduced to certain necessities but regarded as a 
range of possibilities. Those possibilities can result 
in a diversity of believes, organisational forms and 
practices throughout distinct periods in different 
environments. Both the resource and the social 
are subject to this cultural openness. Raw materi-
als and natural products (e. g. soil, water, ore) are 
therefore not only fundamental for survival but 
culturally connoted as well (SFB ResourceCultures 
2016, 17; Hardenberg et al. 2017, 14). A conclu-
sive defi nition of the term ‘resources’ for cultural 
sciences including the above-mentioned state-
ments would see resources as ‘the means to create, 
sustain and alter social relations, units and iden-
tities within the framework of cultural ideas and 
practices’ (Hardenberg et al. 2017, 14).

Further points can extend the working defi-
nition of resources, including categories, terms 
and processes closely connected to resources. Re-
sources also are an analytical category. When re-
garding different times and regions, the question 
arises which differentiations other people made or 
are currently making. Originating from this ques-
tion, resource is no longer just the object of inves-
tigation but also an analytical category, capturing 
phenomena that so far were not classifi ed to the 
semantic sector of the object. Alongside becoming 
an analytical tool, resources are under constant 
transformation because they are strongly depen-
dent on their cultural context, existing practices 
and the interpretation of social actors. The con-
text changes with shifts in believes and values as 
well as with the introduction of new technologies, 
other social practices and new social contacts or 
differentiation. Resources normally do not stand 
alone but rather appear in combination with  other 
resources – often a combination of objects,  people, 
knowledge and practices. Hence, a resource needs 
other resources for its maintenance, distribu-
tion or use acting and reacting together within a 
ResourceComplex. As the focus of the SFB 1070 
RESOURCECULTURES is on resources or ResourceCom-
plexes, which are of central signifi cance for social 
relations, units and identities the term ‘reserves’ 
gets a different meaning in the context of cultur-
al science as well. ‘Reserves’ do not describe eco-
nomically used resources but elements of a local 
culture, for example certain social networks or 
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religious practices, which are used in emergency 
conditions or under unstable conditions. Within 
the fi eld of social relations and social actors it is 
not primarily the organic but the social life that is 
of relevance. This does not mean that individual 
actors vanish from the focus of consideration as 
without the actions of social actors, social relations 
would remain theoretical constructs. These actors 
can be both human and nonhuman. Therefore, the 
social area can include interactions between hu-
mans and animals, plants, ancestors and so on that 
a social agency is assigned to. Regarding social en-
tities, they are defi ned in a broad sense as related 
terms that are used in the interdisciplinary com-
parison. Consequently, terms such as ‘community’ 
or ‘society’ are used in a polythetic way. A series 
of socially distinctive features is determined that 
can be of relevance for the comparison (SFB 1070 
ResourceCultures 2016, 17–19; Hardenberg et al. 
2017, 14–16).

Eventually, the SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES pre-
sented the following defi nition of resources:

‘‘Resources’ may be understood as a category for 
analysis, serving to expand the semantic horizon 
of the term by the use of a comparative perspec-
tive. Resources generally are seen as means to 
create, sustain and alter social relations, units and 
identities within the framework of cultural  ideas 
and practices. It is assumed that resources are 
variable not only culturally, but chronologically 
as well, and are affected by historical  change. Re-
sources often occur in ResourceComplexes, each 
having its own specifi c history of origin and dis-
tribution. They are bearing reference to other 
ResourceComplexes and are evaluated or hierar-
chised in their relation to each other. Acting on 
the fundamental assumption that resources (and 
ResourceComplexes) based on a culturally con-
structed interest, go along with learnt practices 
and do have social relevance, resources (and Re-
sourceComplexes) that are used and are of practi-
cal signifi cance can be studied. The use of resourc-
es implies the actions of social actors, taking into 
account that a number of societies also see non- 
human beings, such as animals, plants, ancestors 
or gods, as actors with social relevance. These ac-
tors can be assigned to very different social units, 
distinguishable by categories, such as homogenous 

or heterogeneous, real or imagined, predeter-
mined or acquired, territorially and socially limit-
ed or unlimited’ (Hardenberg et al. 2017, 16).

1.1.2 ResourceComplex

ResourceComplexes have already been addressed 
as part of the defi nition of resources. This chapter 
will provide the theoretical background Resource-
Complexes are mainly based on.

As aforementioned, ResourceComplexes com-
prise of several resources because resources in 
general do not appear isolated. These complexes 
are predominantly a combination of people, ob-
jects, knowledge and practices (SFB ResourceCul-
tures 2016, 18). If for example pottery production 
is the central ResourceComplex of an economy, 
then several resources are crucial. Besides good 
and rich clay deposits, tools are needed for the 
extraction as well as people to perform the ex-
traction. These individuals and maybe animals 
are necessary as well for the transport of the clay 
to the production site of the pottery. Tempering 
material may have to be collected to prepare the 
clay but certainly experienced people are re-
quired for the further processing of clay in  order 
to produce a pot. Usually, the clay is worked with 
water to keep its texture smooth, adding an other 
resource to the complex. Finally, the vessels have 
to be fi red at just the right temperature to keep 
their form and wood and other organic combus-
tibles (e. g. animal dung) have to be collected. 
Further details of the distributional process if 
the ceramic objects were not produced for pri-
vate purposes will be neglected here and even 
the extraction and production processes are only 
outlined and far from complete. It becomes ap-
parent anyway that resources such as people, ob-
jects, raw materials, experience, knowledge and 
communication form part of a ResourceCom-
plex. In particular, knowledge and communica-
tion are crucial. If it is not for the exhaustion of 
the known clay deposits, then it can be the lack 
of knowledge where to fi nd good clay or how to 
produce the most functional pot as well as the 
unwillingness to communicate experiences and 
knowledge that can change or bring down the 
dynamic of the ResourceComplex.
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ResourceComplexes have a specifi c history of 
appearance and dispersion, they affect each other 
and are valued or hierarchised in relation to one 
another. The term ResourceComplex corresponds 
to the ‘base’ concept of S. Gudeman: The base is 
‘consisting of entities that people appropriate, 
make, allocate and use in relation to one another. 
The base is locally and historically formed. In the 
Latin American countryside, a farmer considers as 
base his house, land and crops; a university’s base 
includes its library, laboratories, offi  ces, commu-
nication systems and concepts linking research-
ers […]’ (Gudeman 2005, 97 f.). Like the defi nition 
of resources or the composition of ResourceCom-
plexes, the base also changes over time and may 
vary throughout history. In general, communities 
construct their base and are combined by shared 
interests, hence relationship networks constitute 
communities and connect people within the base. 
The examples given by Gudeman, that describe 
what constitutes the base of a farmer, a university, 
an education system or an artist, indicate that mul-
tiple bases are shared. Constantly, people change, 
multiply, cross or negotiate bases. As a Resource-
Complex ‘base’ combines different areas and con-
sists of objects, knowledge, people, skills and prac-
tices (Gudeman 2005, 94–98). These areas are ‘part 
of a changing heritage that is always necessary for 
market trade, from language to hand signs and 
from cognitive skills to values’ (Gudeman 2005, 98). 
A community can also specify actions and/or mate-
rials that are prohibited to use in the base or sup-
ported by it; access to a certain resource thus can 
be limited, for example, for ritual reasons. To ex-
press and reinforce power and continuance, a base 
uses central symbols. The base is the means to con-
nect and relate people of a community among each 
other as well as to the base by giving them an iden-
tity. Some bases are defi ned as unlimited, others as 
limited, it signifi es that some bases have unrestrict-
ed access and are open, whereas the limited bases 
are restricted to certain people, ideas or materials 
(Gudeman 2005, 97–102).

The term ResourceComplex includes the the-
ory of Gudeman and combines it with the new 
definition of resources by taking it away from 
a mainly economic background. They form the 
framework, more specifi cally the social, cultural 

and economic overall constellation for the use of 
resources as the basis of a functioning society.

1.1.3 Cultures and ResourceCultures

Before describing what can be understood as a 
 RESOURCECULTURE, the concept of culture itself and 
how the SFB defines it will be outlined. It was 
necessary to fi nd a defi nition compatible for the 
interdisciplinary work in the SFB, especially be-
cause culture is one of its most central topics and 
at the same time the most controversial concept 
in cultural sciences. In public and economy, the 
term culture is usually used in a broad sense, de-
scribing art as well as continuous characteristics 
of people of common ancestry or shared customs, 
traditions and ideas of individual societies. For 
the SFB, a different concept of the term culture is 
of signifi cance: the scientifi c concept (Beer 2012, 
54 f.). It offers opportunities for certain perspec-
tives on and interpretations of resources. During 
the last years, many papers and books discussing 
the term culture were published. They summa-
rise different defi nitions of the term as well as the 
criticism of the concept of culture (e. g. Beer 2012; 
Bernbeck 1997; Eggert 2008, 303–316). Throughout 
the history of cultural sciences, many theoretically 
differently orientated defi nitions of culture were 
used. The concept of culture also depended on the 
approach focussing on structures or subjects, on 
discourse or practices (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 
2016, 20; Hardenberg et al. 2017, 16 f.).

For the collaboration in an interdisciplinary 
network, the concept of culture has to guarantee 
a plurality of the term on the one hand and on 
the other hand a certain kind of exaggeration as 
culture is one of the key issues of the concepts of 
the SFB. The interpretative or meaning oriented 
approach under the basic assumption of cultur-
al contingency is of special relevance. The inter-
pretative discourse basically states that people 
at all times and in all regions existed in a world 
of meanings. These meanings – both ideas and 
practices, learned and shared to a different de-
gree – are expressed by different practices as 
well as objects, bodies, language, knowledge and 
symbols. The world of meanings is not chaotic 
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but structured and refers to each other, which is 
subject to change and processes dependent on in-
teractions among social actors. Based on these as-
sumptions, a fi rst defi nition can be proposed that 
‘cultures are contested systems of meaning, learnt, 
shared and negotiated in various ways, that are 
expressed empirically for example by language, 
written documents, knowledge, objects, bodies, in-
stitutions, symbols and a wide variety of actions’ 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 20; Hardenberg 
et al. 2017, 17).

As it is only a fi rst defi nition of culture, fur-
ther clarifi cations are needed and the categories 
included will addressed briefl y. Overall, materi-
ality plays a significant role when investigating 
cultures and especially in prehistoric archaeology 
the main resources are defi ned by their tangible 
character. Being often reduced to their physical 
characteristics in earlier research more recent 
studies discovered the symbolic and social mean-
ing of objects. The orientation of prehistoric ar-
chaeology to material culture manifested within 
the contextualisation of objects with other objects, 
landscapes, people and their actions. Materials 
also have abilities and effects, which are often 
directly connected to and involved in representa-
tion and social relations. Culture is dependent on 
basic existential functions, which means that the 
cultural dimension of resources does not exclude 
socially relevant resources having a basic func-
tion providing life to human beings. Based on the 
concept of contingency, the use of resources is not 
in a predictive manner or necessarily assigned 
by the existential function. Subsistence activities 
as well as distribution and practices of consump-
tion very often trigger the formation, renewal or 
change of social relations for example between 
gender, generations, age groups, ethnical groups. 
Consequently, there is no contradiction between 
existential functions and cultural constructions of 
resources within the conceptual ideas of the SFB. 
While earlier monothetic comparative categories 
and a single culture term were used, a shift to 
poly thetic categories and a plurality of the term 
occurred during the last decades. It was ques-
tioned if cross-cultural or cross-temporal compari-
sons were and are still legitimate. In the polythetic 
context, comparisons have a particular heuristic 

value by pointing at aspects that remain unnoticed 
when only studying a single case. Other than that, 
comparisons can indicate formal similarities, re-
curring structural principles. These cultural com-
parisons are often concentrated on phenomena 
and processes that are regionally and temporally 
interwoven but can also be completely discon-
nected from each other. Comparing case studies 
of different times and forming analogies leads to 
generalisations about societies and cultures. At the 
same time they are subject to a relativising and 
differentiating approach through the spatial and 
temporal subjective as well as objective refl ections 
of the investigator. Considering social and cultural 
systems, the SFB is following the holistic perspec-
tive, which means there is no division between the 
two spheres; they cannot be separated. The social, 
the cultural, material and symbolism are connect-
ed and infl uencing each other while often being 
ordered differently in different cultures. There-
fore, the term socio-cultural shall express that 
the idea and use of resources lead to dynamics, 
which infl uence social relations, entities or iden-
tities. These relations, entities and identities have 
already and always been symbolically constructed 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 20–22; Harden-
berg et al. 2017, 17–19).

Eventually, the aforementioned additional 
statements result in the following holistic defi ni-
tion of cultures:

‘Cultures are contested systems of meaning, learnt, 
shared and negotiated in various ways, and are ex-
pressed empirically for example by language, writ-
ing, texts, knowledge, objects, bodies, institutions, 
symbols and a wide variety of actions. The aspects 
of these systems of meaning are interrelated and 
result in a more or less meaningful whole. These 
systems of meaning are assigned to the tangible 
world, but a strict dichotomy between tangible 
and intangible has to be avoided, because human 
beings themselves are part of the tangible world. 
The fact that the contextually changing character-
istics of objects and matters (including resources) 
affect the emergence of systems of meaning and 
their related practices has to be kept in mind. Cul-
tures are contingent, their respective ideas and 
practices, and the ways these change, cannot be 
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reduced to general or natural conditions, but in-
stead are a result of specifi c horizons of meaning. 
Presupposing cultural contingency, comparisons 
in cultural studies use polythetic categories and 
are focussed on the understanding of cultural dif-
ference as well as on the investigation of formal 
similarities, such as analogical courses of action or 
repetitive principles of composition and structure. 
The assumption of contingency does not imply 
that the importance of resources for basic human 
needs is denied. Instead, it stresses the point that 
the perception and resource use is not determined 
by general or natural principles. Still it is assumed 
that especially resources needed for human sub-
sistence and survival as well as practices related 
to them, are those to which cultural meaning is as-
signed. The perception and use of resources leads 
to dynamics referring to social relations, units and 
identities that are always constructed symbolically 
beforehand’ (Hardenberg et al. 2017, 19).

What constitutes RESOURCECULTURES and how are 
they effected by the SFB’s defi nitions of cultures 
and resources? First, ideas, values and practices 
that are learned and shared influence the per-
spective on resources to a certain extent, which 
conclusively is always a culturally influenced 
perception. Second, the exploitation, the distri-
bution, the consumption etc. of a resource are 
culturally specific and may find different ways 
of expression. Resources are means and the base 
for the emergence, preservation or change of so-
cial systems. Resources are always used by people 
connected to each other because of their similar 
interests and therefore have an impact on social 
organisation. Consequently, RESOURCECULTURES dif-
fer from cultures as they are interwoven with re-
sources, closely connected with ideas, practices 
and values as well as social relations, structures 
or identities. As a result, RESOURCECULTURES underlie 
specifi c socio- cultural dynamics; they are in mo-
tion. These dynamics are both multidimensional 
and open, which is why societies can develop or 
change through the use of resources while social 
processes can also infl uence the kind of resource 
use. Culturally constructed interest in resources 
can lead to spatial developments and processes for 
the acquisition of resources, which may have an 

impact on social orders and identities (everything 
is in motion, non-static). Symbolic representations 
have an effect on resources and give or refuse 
them a value. The symbolic interaction with a re-
source can turn into a resource for society itself 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 22 f.; Harden-
berg et al. 2017, 19).

Summarising the concept of the SFB with the 
specifi cation of RESOURCECULTURES they ‘may be un-
derstood as specifi c, dynamic models connecting 
certain resources, social forms of use, social re-
lations, units and identities in a contingent, yet 
meaningful way’ (Hardenberg et al. 2017, 20).

1.2 Project and Sector Divisions of SFB 1070

With the terminological framework of the col-
laborative research centre in mind, the structure 
of the SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES can be outlined. 
As aforementioned, resources both trigger and 
infl uence social dynamics and processes that in 
turn change and affect certain parts of a society 
or the whole society. To achieve a better insight 
into these processes, the SFB focusses on three 
core  areas (or project divisions of the research 
centre) of socio-cultural dynamics and groups the 
research projects into: A. DEVELOPMENTS, B. MOVE-
MENTS and C. VALUATIONS (fi g. 1). Resources are part 
of these permanently happening social processes 
and included in the human evaluation of every so-
cial activity. Every project division is focussing on 
one of these different types of ResourceComplexes 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 13).

1.2.1 A. Developments

Societies and resources are in a reciprocal rela-
tionship (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 23). 
Project division A investigates processes of cultur-
al, social and political change. In this case, change 
is not seen as a unilinear evolution but as a dy-
namic within social structures and respective cul-
tural expressions. The focus of this project division 
is on historical situations that enabled access to 
raw materials and natural products, both on a lo-
cal and regional level but also along continuously 
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established routes. Through extraction and use, 
these materials and products have been convert-
ed into resources and entered the social sphere. 
Structural changes in societies have been a main 
research area of cultural studies since their very 
beginning. Especially archaeology allows to track 
formation processes over longer periods while 
cultural anthropology rather captures present 
times. During periods without or with scarce 
written sources only, as it is the case for Pre- and 
Protohistory, analogies played an important part 
in the interpretation of archaeological fi nds and 
structures. Because of the temporal distance of the 
finds to modern Western cultures, comparisons 
for these early societies were mainly taken from 
two disciplines: history and cultural anthropolo-
gy. In this regard, analogies concerning the emer-
gence of hierarchies have always been of special 
interest. In particular, studies of the 1960s and 
1970s considered hierarchical social structures as 
a continuous development from simple to com-
plex. Even though this simplistic point of view had 
been widely accepted, it has also been criticised: 
firstly, for its unilinear view and, secondly, for 
the application of ethnoarchaeological methods 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 38).

Alternative perspectives of change in societies 
confront the previous doctrine with other possible 
models: The long time dominant view in archae-
ological research of a linear development from 
egalitarian social structures to complex, hierarchi-
cal societies is shifting. Wave-like ups and downs 
in the formation of hierarchies in a society or cy-
clical movements of the prehistoric cultural devel-
opments have become traceable. A look ‘beyond 
elites’ was suggested as ancient societies have 
been reduced to a vertical differentiation instead 
of intending to get an insight into the diversity of 
social relations on a horizontal level. The study of 
social structures is closely connected to the foun-
dations of their development – maintenance and 
change. For the study of prehistoric societies, the 
investigation of economic conditions is the cen-
tral approach to record the interaction of social 
entities. In this context, especially the use of re-
sources, mainly raw materials, agricultural strate-
gies or exchange systems are considered in close 
connection with the emergence and maintenance 

of hierarchies. Therefore, access to resources is 
deemed to be the reason for cultural and social 
change. Within the SFB, resources became a mutu-
al analytical category. Not only does the use of re-
sources infl uence and change societies but social 
processes have an impact on the use of resources 
as well (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 39).

1.2.2 B. Movements

The culturally constructed interest in a resource 
leads to spatial developments and processes of 
acquisition of resources. Those again have an im-
pact on social orders and identities (SFB 1070 Re-
sourceCultures 2016, 23). MOVEMENTS involve people 
(individuals, parts of bigger groups or whole com-
munities) who are not or not exclusively staying at 
one place or in one region but who are changing 
residence temporarily, for longer periods of time 
or permanently. Contrary to the terms used in re-
search to describe movements which are already 
loaded with valuations like migration, colonisation 
or mobility, this project division intentionally uses 
the underlying, neutral term of MOVEMENTS. ‘Migra-
tion’ normally describes a longer lasting reloca-
tion of individuals, families or groups. However, 
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Fig. 1. Model of the structure of SFB 1070 RESOURCE-
CULTURES, showing the interconnection of the project 
and sector divisions (Scholz et al. 2016, 7, fi g. 1).
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it implies bigger groups of people who begin to 
move because of differing reasons and often cover 
larger distances. The term ‘colonisation’ is mostly 
applied to a target-oriented process that strives 
towards a geographically distant destination in or-
der to occupy and exploit the land. ‘Mobility’ can 
both start from and come back to a certain point 
and can be restricted to movements on a rather 
small-scale level. Often, the movements of individ-
uals are categorised under that term (individual 
mobility). Besides a spatial mobility also a social 
mobility can be considered. A more or less target-
ed action where people relocate from old to new 
spaces is described in a neutral sense by the terms 
’spatial development’ or ‘spatial occupancy’, more 
generally also called ‘settlement’. Occasionally, the 
term ‘land grabbing’ is used in the same sense in 
the German language, usually in context of medi-
eval processes. An ecological push is assumed as 
the main reason for the movement of people in 
pre-industrial times. Therefore, resources are dis-
cussed as the cause for many of these movements 
in both archaeology and cultural anthropology. A 
lack of resources – e. g. soil or arable land in con-
nection with overpopulation or excessive use of 
the land – is thought to be the central point for spa-
tial development. Economical, technological and 
social aspects play a signifi cant role as well. In ar-
chaeology, the traceability of the role of resources 
is of central concern from a methodological point 
of view (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 39–41).

Project division B focusses on the role of re-
sources within socio-cultural circumstances that 
led to a movement of communities. Clearly re-
source-related actions like the colonisation of a 
region in order to exploit its resources represent 
just one superfi cial reason for moving. The valu-
ation of resources or their symbolic meaning play 
a decisive role in the emergence of their demand. 
If they are not available locally, people are eco-
nomically and maybe also socially forced to move 
towards them. Movements in the context of re-
sources therefore are the initial point of several 
investigations on the economic-, social-, symbolic- 
or identity-related role of resources in the clear-
ance of the landscape and the settlement of spaces. 
Through variable processes of clearing spaces and 
diverse resource-based identities, socio- cultural 

development of respective societies can be recon-
structed (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 41).

1.2.3 C. Valuations

Symbolic representations, on the one hand, have 
an effect on the identifi cation and the use of re-
sources and can, on the other hand, be convert-
ed into a resource for the community themselves 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 23). Terms like 
‘value’, ‘valuation’ or ‘added value’ in the connec-
tion with resources are often defi ned from an eco-
nomical point of view. ‘Value’ is seen in the sense 
of results or positions that individuals achieved 
because of their efforts or it can be considered as 
the description of a measurement of goods with-
in their exchange, differentiating between a sub-
jective usage value and objective exchange val-
ues. Dependent on the approach, the value can be 
expressed by the demand for goods, the price or 
through the services, functions and features used. 
Resources are the essence that facilitates this addi-
tional value for instance in the form of material or 
immaterial assets.

This economic comprehension value is de-
signed for certain academic fields (economy, fi-
nance etc.) and differs largely from its usage in 
other disciplines such as philosophy, psycholo-
gy or sociology. As the SFB especially focusses on 
the role of resources within social phenomena, 
the defi nitions of social sciences like psychology, 
sociology and cultural anthropology are of rele-
vance. Values can be considered something de-
sirable. Following this approach, sociology and 
psychology dealt with questions of the origin of 
values, their relation to oneself and personality 
as well as for the motivation of actions infl uenced 
by values or how and why values change. The re-
search interests of the SFB lead to an investiga-
tion of the way how specifi c values – maybe even 
cross-cultural ones – motivated the search for and 
the use of resources and whether changes in RE-
SOURCECULTURES are an expression of a change in val-
ues (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 41). Project 
division C and the valuation of objects used as well 
as practices performed revealed a methodolog-
ical problem for prehistoric research: Grasping 
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valuations in the archaeological context is compli-
cated because the equivalent is mostly unknown.

While universalists hold the opinion that there 
is a worldwide existing core of values, which di-
versifies under different environmental condi-
tions and historic processes, cultural relativists 
postulate the uniqueness of cultural value systems. 
Following this concept, a value is understood as 
something learned supra-individually, integrating 
cultural elements meaningfully and creating the 
whole system. Thus, in terms of signifi cance, val-
ue establishes relations or systemic connections. 
Within symbolic or structural anthropology as 
well as in the same branches of archaeology, rela-
tionship systems that may become visible in ritual 
actions, architecture, settlements or the arrange-
ment of burial gifts are investigated based on this 
idea of values. In this perspective, resources are 
means to express value as an indicator of social 
hierarchies or of organisations. With the term 
‘ added value’ the SFB intends to investigate how 
values convert something into a resource for so-
cial relations, entities and identities. What kind of 
practices or organisational structures develop to 
acquire the valuable, to explain its value compre-
hensibly to others and to use the value? Especially 
different ways of representation and symbolisa-
tion as for example myths, legends, historiogra-
phy or translations are main issues because they 
legitimise demands, preserve knowledge and ena-
ble changes. These types of added values thus can 
become a resource for society within themselves 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 41 f.). For Pre-
history, the sphere of myths, legends and transla-
tion remains largely inaccessible. It is legitimate 
to remark and have notice of these areas as they 
surely existed but it is beyond any proofs and 
therefore rather a tool for anthropology or history 
and to some extent for protohistory.

1.2.4 Curse, Confl ict and the Sacred

Social effects can occur in societies because of the 
use, disuse, a shift in the value or the impact on 
the environment of a resource and may lead to 
both positive and negative events affecting the so-
cio-cultural dynamics. As resources have a certain 

impact on society, they can be a curse or a bless-
ing, an object of sacralisation or a cause for con-
fl icts on various levels. These resource- infl uenced 
processes formed the Sector Division of the re-
search centre’s first phase (fig. 1; SFB 1070 Re-
sourceCultures 2016, 26).

The ‘curse of resources’ concept derives from 
the economic debate about the mechanisms of so 
called ‘natural resources’. In economy, the con-
cept refers to raw materials (oil, gas, ores, precious 
metals etc.) that have an economical use. The ex-
tended socio-cultural definition of resources on 
which the SFB is based clearly exceeds the one of 
‘natural resources’. According to this, other types 
of resources that could develop curse-like charac-
teristics can be defi ned. Certain religious behav-
iours can be used as resources for the stabilisation 
of societies, for example. But there is also the pos-
sibility that these stabilising means could convert 
into a curse. If rituals successfully created shared 
identities but the surroundings perhaps changed, 
and the religious resources did not adapt to the 
new situation, the resource may have a negative 
impact on parts of society. Knowledge, experience 
and expertise are also important, as the impact of 
the curse often leads to confl icts because of insti-
tutional knowledge or the lack of it (SFB 1070 Re-
sourceCultures 2016, 43 f.).

Resources in the context of confl icts are often 
investigated with a focus on power and social in-
equality. Early approaches of conflict theory al-
ready considered resources to trigger conflicts, 
wars or revolutions. The unequal distribution of 
means of production and power was said to be the 
reason for class confl icts in Marxist theory, for in-
stance. It can be assumed that confl icts themselves 
form a kind of resource. Not only do they destroy 
social relationships but ironically also contribute 
to social cohesion as within the context of confl ict 
solution collaboration is crucial. Hypothetically, 
a mutual relationship between a specifi c society 
and their characteristic conflicts is supposed to 
exist. Thus, social order infl uences which resourc-
es cause confl icts and how these confl icts will be 
dealt with. Vice versa confl icts and the resulting 
actions aiming for confl ict resolution affect social 
entities and require social change (SFB 1070 Re-
sourceCultures 2016, 44 f.).
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‘Sacralisation’ as the last Sector Division opens 
a vast fi eld for interdisciplinary and spatially as 
well as temporally spread studies of resources. 
Depending on the use and the cultural connec-
tion, resources are categorised as sacred, profane, 
prestigious or useful. At the same time, they can 
be divided into several categories. The sacred has 
a lot in common with resources. Both include tan-
gible and intangible dimensions like objects, land-
scapes or specifi c knowledge. The sacred as well as 
resources in the sense of the SFB are closely con-
nected to social relationships, entities and identi-
ties. Everything related to the sacred sphere and 
resources is understood as socio-culturally con-
structed and historically changeable. The approach 
especially highlights processes, strategies, media 
and practices as a fruitful area for interdiscipli-
nary research. The investigations of the conditions 
that are needed for something or some actions to 
become sacred and which political consequences 
would be inherent in this process are in the focus 
of research. The role of sacralised resources might 
play a central part within the emergence of hier-
archies and possibly resulting social inequalities 
(SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 45 f.).

It is obvious that resources, the way they were 
used and the socio-cultural dynamics that are 
connected to them, are closely interlinked and in-
teract with the concept and the practices of socie-
ty. As this varies strongly from culture to culture, 
the comparative perspective of the SFB is a good 
tool to identify differing RESOURCECULTURES. This can 
be achieved through an insight in the kinds of so-
cio-cultural dynamics that derive from the use 
of resources. Of course, archaeology – especial-
ly prehistoric archaeology – is mainly restricted 
to tangible resources. But as different academic 
fi elds from the Palaeolithic to modern times work 
together within the SFB, researchers benefi t from 

the results of different disciplines what might lead 
to ideas on how to approach the intangible side of 
resources in archaeology (SFB 1070 ResourceCul-
tures 2016, 13 f.). Nevertheless, the intangible side 
of resources in prehistoric archaeology has to re-
main object of speculation and can only be an in-
terpretative part of the research work.

SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES has been structured 
in three different levels to facilitate a mutual com-
munication, infl uence and learning. On the macro 
level, all projects related to the SFB describe and 
compare their own models of what RESOURCECUL-
TURES are. How these models connect to the so-
cio-cultural dynamics of resource use can be dis-
cussed on this scale. On the meso level, the project 
divisions (A, B and C) deal with specifi c dynamics, 
again with the aim of comparing and discussing 
hypotheses. Finally, on the micro level, within 
each project itself, a huge variety of comparable 
issues exist, for example investigating the dynam-
ics within the same time frame, a shared geology, 
similar political systems and further contexts. In 
the case of project A 02 – of which this PhD-study 
was part – it would be the same region and time 
frame (Iberian Copper Age). Despite the fact that 
they share a common chronology and a similar 
material culture, the areas of the two case stud-
ies within the project differ highly in geology and 
apparently also in social structures. Due to having 
common features (material culture, time frame) 
as well as differences (geology, social structures), 
the project was predestined for further research 
on settlement and social structures. According to 
the theory of the SFB, research questions arise if 
certain resources, a set of resources or a differ-
ent handling of them played an important role 
for the seemingly different socio-cultural dynam-
ics of the Iberian Chalcolithic societies (SFB 1070 
 ResourceCultures 2016, 14).
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2 Guiding Light – Project, Case Study, Terminology

Regarding the description of the case study, which 
is the core topic of this work, a specifi c theoret-
ical approach and definitions related to central 
research questions of the Late Prehistory of Ibe-
ria will be stated. This chapter will serve as a 
guide to the most common terms and topics of 
this PhD-thesis. It aims to provide both the frame-
work of the project and the initial situation of the 
surroundings of the area the case study is located 
in. The project A 02 ‘Many Ores and Little Water. 
Socio- Cultural Change in Connection with the Use 
of Resources in the Later Prehistory of the Iberian 
Peninsula’ executed research on the prehistory of 
the Iberian Peninsula. Two case studies were con-
ducted during the fi rst phase of funding (October 
2013–July 2017) in different regions of Iberia – one 
in the middle Tagus Basin, province of Toledo, and 
another in the lower Guadalquivir Basin, province 
of Sevilla – focussing on the end of the 4th and the 
whole 3rd mill. BC (Chalcolithic Period/ Copper Age). 
In addition to details on the project, the chapter 
will provide defi nitions beyond the concept of the 
SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES. Certain processes and 
activities or structures investigators are regularly 
confronted with when dealing with the settle ment 
and economy of late prehistoric societies on the 
Iberian Peninsula will be discussed.

2.1 Project A 02 on the Iberian Peninsula

As the title ‘Many Ores and Little Water. Socio- 
Cultural Change in Connection with the Use of 
Resources in the Later Prehistory of the Iberian 
Peninsula’ suggests, resources and their possi-
ble infl uence on socio-cultural dynamics are the 
central issues both case studies have dealt with. 
The studies aimed to obtain comparable archae-
ological information from different areas, giving 
a supra- regional and long-term temporal per-
spective. The key question is whether change can 
be triggered by resources or if change can be re-
strained by not using a certain resource. What 
changed since the end of the Neolithic or during 
the Chalco lithic, and did this transformation 

happen because a new resource was used? Often 
the use of copper ore was said to have had chang-
ing infl uences on socio-cultural dynamics and the 
structure of society during the Copper Age. Apart 
from the role of ores, it can be discussed  whether 
the local settle ment conditions or some of them 
might have caused changes in society as well. In 
2013, it still seemed that the different regions of 
the Iberian Peninsula were very heterogeneous 
in their socio-cultural developments. This view 
had been shaped by the low number of excava-
tions and the unawareness of the research carried 
out on the Spanish Central Plateau (Mesetas)4 in 
comparison to the well-researched and therefore 
normative south of the peninsula. Whether this 
heterogeneity of the archaeological record is re-
fl ecting the actual state of the Chalcolithic society 
and environment, or whether it only developed 
due to the different amounts of archaeological in-
vestigations in the centre compared to the coast, 
was supposed to be tested with two case studies 
within the project (Bartelheim 2013, 87 f.; 2016). 
They were carried out as PhD-studies, one in an 
area in Andalucía near Valencina de la Concepción 
( lower Guadalquivir Basin, province of  Sevilla) 
where archaeological fieldwork had been car-
ried out for more than 100 years already (García 
et al. 2013). The other study was conducted in the 
southern Meseta (middle Tagus Basin, province of 
 Toledo) in the surroundings of the mega lithic buri-
al of Azután, which was first excavated in 1981 
(Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a). On a macro-
scopic level, both regions show a similar cultural 
context (artefacts, burials etc.) but seem to have 
very distinctive natural settlement conditions (for 
details see chapters 3 and 4).

Among other topics, the works dealt with re-
sources used during the Iberian Copper Age and 
intended to detect more or different resources, 

4 In the following text, the Spanish Central Plateau will 
be referred to with its Spanish term Mesetas for both the 
northern and the southern part together, or as northern or 
southern Meseta when writing only about one of the pla-
teaus.
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which can be traced in the archaeological record 
and may have played a role in socio-cultural dy-
namics besides copper ore and agriculture alone. 
The key questions that had to be addressed to the 
detected resources to approximate to their former 
value/meaning were the following ones:
  – How are these resources evaluated?
  – What are the reasons for the given value and 

is a different evaluation possible?
  – Can the modern valuation of a resource be 

proofed in a persuasive way?
By fi nding possible answers to these questions, an 
approach to changes in settlement structures and 
in the control mechanisms as well as in the routes 
of communication that involve the handling of 
certain resources was made possible and the ob-
jective of this thesis, which conducted research in 
on the southern Meseta, province of Toledo (Bar-
telheim 2013). But fi rst of all, the situation of the 
strongly differing amount of research at the begin-
ning of project A 02 and the case studies in 2013 
will be described briefl y before the central ques-
tions and objectives will be specifi ed.

2.1.1 Initial Research Situation and 

 Assumptions

Since antiquity, the Iberian Peninsula has been 
known for its wealth in raw materials (mainly 
mineral resources) and one of the most favoura-
ble agricultural landscapes in the Mediterranean 
area (emphasised already by the antique authors 
Strabo, Herodot and Hesiod). There is no archaeo-
logical proof that exploratory trips of people from 
other Mediterranean regions did take place before 
Phoenician times. During the millennia before 
the ‘discovery’ of the peninsula by external cul-
tures, supra-regional exchange was said to have 
happened rarely, thus forming only a minor eco-
nomic factor – at least this was the opinion of re-
searchers mainly operating at the coastal regions. 
The famous abundance of raw materials and nat-
ural products primarily refl ected the situation of 
the coastal areas and formed a clear contrast to 
the circumstances of the arid interior of the pen-
insula. This contrast can be traced to differences 
in the landscapes: The coastal regions were char-
acterised by economic growth and favoured by 

agricultural and organic raw materials, whereas 
the inland regions had to deal with a lack of water 
and harsh climatic conditions. Almost all of the so 
far existing models of the Chalcolithic society and 
environment of the Iberian Peninsula are based 
on the archaeological record of the climatically 
favoured South and the Mediterranean coastal 
area (Bartelheim 2013, 88 f.). This is due to the fo-
cus of research on the Chalcolithic in this region 
as well as a larger number of construction activi-
ties in the respective regions close to the sea and 
larger numbers of excavations and fi nds. For the 
Mesetas, only a smaller number of archaeological 
finds is recorded. Similarities in burial customs 
and the material culture indicate that close cul-
tural connections to the South must have existed. 
In general, the low number of fi nds and features 
is explained by less favourable climatic condi-
tions: An economic focus on animal husbandry, 
the policultivo ganadero, forced people into mo-
bility with long-term transhumant cycles (Bartel-
heim 2013, 89; Bueno et al. 2011; Harrison/Moreno 
1985). Especially later in the Bronze Age, a rather 
low vertical social differentiation is presumed and 
discussed for these predominantly mobile socie-
ties. Unfortunately, this assumption is based on a 
low number of excavated settlements and burials 
as well as on survey fi nds and is wide open for 
critique.

Hitherto, the archaeological record for the 
Chalcolithic of the Mesetas knows only few settle-
ments of limited size and mainly consists of burial 
sites, especially of the megalithic tomb type, most 
often without related settlements. The central pla-
teaus of Iberia were seen as regions of unfavour-
able ecological conditions that did not allow suffi  -
cient nutrition for a large group of people and thus 
it was impossible to centralise the political power; 
societies were regarded as barely stratifi ed in the 
interior of the peninsula. Hence, strongly central-
ised and stratifi ed ruling systems based on a co-
ercive system as developed and discussed for the 
south of the Iberian Peninsula (e. g. Arteaga 2001; 
Nocete 2001; Lull et al. 2010) cannot be assumed 
for the central plains (e. g. Garrido-Pena 1994; 
Díaz-del-Río 2004). Supra-regional connections did 
not seem to have played an important role back in 
the Copper Age of the Mesetas. Despite the pres-
ence of imported goods and material like ivory 
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or amber (Schuhmacher 2011; Murillo/ Martinón 
2012), the Iberian Peninsula seemed to have been 
largely isolated from long distance routes over 
a long period of time due to its geographical and 
topographical location (Bartelheim 2013, 89).

2.1.2 Key Questions and Objectives

During the last decades, investigations showed a 
higher variety both within the archaeological re-
cord of the Mesetas and the coastal areas ( Blasco 
et al. 2007; Bueno et al. 2016a; Cerrillo 2011; 
 Delibes et al. 2014; García et al. 2013; Valera et al. 
2013 and futher more). The project aimed to test 
and verify or falsify the assumption of the egalitar-
ian and mobile centre vs. a hierarchical sedentary 
South by conducting research on a supra- regional, 
comparative level. To achieve these goals, both 
case studies followed key questions to assure com-
parability of the results within the PhD-projects:
  – What was considered to be a resource and 

how was it used?
  – Which technological and logistical conditions 

were needed to use these resources and what 
kinds of ResourceComplexes can be identifi ed?

  – Which connections between the use of re-
sources and socio-cultural dynamics are visi-
ble in the different regions of the case studies?

  – Do these connections explain the clear dif-
ferences in the socio-cultural developments 
of the south and the interior of the Iberian 
Peninsula?

  – Does the archaeological record of the study 
 areas provide indications for a characterisation 
of a utilisation strategy (of resources) during 
the emergence, the preservation and change of 
social entities that can be applied to other parts 
of the Iberian Peninsula (Bartelheim 2013, 90)?

With the concept of the SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES 
and the central questions especially concerning 
project A 02, several key objectives are aimed at 
this phase of the project:
  – Both the dynamics and the diversities of socio- 

cultural manifestations in relation to the use of 
resources shall be analysed and reconstructed. 
With the concept of the SFB, it should be easi-
er to trace and identify resources more clear-
ly within these processes as before. First, the 

available and used resources in the respective 
regions have to be determined.

  – Resources are socially and culturally shaped 
constructs. This offers the chance to try and 
go beyond the traditionally discussed  metals 
or agricultural products as trigger for social 
change in the Chalcolithic. It needs to be dis-
cussed whether potential resources were 
available that were not used. And if so, what 
might have been the reason?

  – Relations between varying natural condi-
tions, ways of resource use as well as dif-
fering socio-cultural interaction and trans-
formation processes will be analysed. This 
especially applies if certain resources were 
culturally connoted and may not have ful-
filled a purpose important for subsistence. 
Also, the identifi cation of the role re sources 
played in socio-cultural dynamics under 
different natural conditions is a signifi cant 
point, if detectable in the archaeological re-
cord (Bartelheim 2013, 87 f.).

This summary of the project’s initial ideas, its ar-
chaeological framework and the embedding with-
in the concept and theories of SFB 1070 RESOURCE-
CULTURES helps to show the common theme of this 
thesis: resources, societies and development. 
 Project A 02 is located in the core area of A. DEVEL-
OPMENTS. It is investigating ‘development’ on at least 
three different levels: Development 1) through 
time, 2) connected to subsistence strategy and 
3) under different natural conditions in compar-
ative case studies. A closer look at the case study 
that served as the starting point for this thesis will 
clarify the intriguing initial situation and interpre-
tation as well as the location of the investigations 
on the southern Meseta.

2.2 Case Study – Azután (Toledo, Castilla-La 

Mancha)

Without going into detail, a short introduction in 
time and space of the case study will be given in 
the context of SFB 1070 RESOURCECULTURES. Both the 
geographical background and chronology as well 
as the history of archaeological investigation will 
be covered at length in their respective chapters 
(chapters 3 and 4).
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Especially the analysis of the settlement structure, 
the dynamics of these structures during the Cop-
per Age and the natural conditions of each case 
study area are paramount the approach to an-
swers regarding the key objectives of the project. 
Both case study areas are located in nowadays 
mostly agriculturally used landscapes. In com-
parison to urban and industrialised zones, a rela-
tively good conservation of the archaeological re-
cord and paleo geographic information as well as 
a good accessibility of the potential sites could be 
assumed in a predominantly agricultural environ-
ment (Bartelheim 2013, 90).

Hitherto, the archaeological record of the 
southern Meseta does not allow an interpretation 
of social differentiation with distinct hierarchies 
as assumed for the south of Iberia during the Cop-
per Age. To compare the archaeological evidence 
and the credibility of the existing socio- cultural in-
terpretations, the two case studies simulta neously 
investigated predominantly the Chalcolithic 
 period, both detecting new, impressive sites. The 
surroundings of the Chalcolithic site of Valencina 
de la Concepción in the province of  Sevilla (lower 
Guadalquivir Basin) formed the centre of the fi rst 
case study (Escudero et al. 2017). The second case 
study was located on the southern Meseta ( middle 
Tagus Basin, province of Toledo) in an area where 
only megalithic burial mounds of the Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic period were known from pre-
historic times (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a) 
but evi dence for settlements or larger sites was 
absent. The latter region, along the Tagus River 
and in its mountainous hinterland, formed the re-
search focus of this PhD-thesis.

Both studies had the objective to focus on in-
dications that might reveal interrelations between 
different settlement conditions, to investigate the 
way resources were used and their connection 
to mobility (routes, exchange etc.) and how they 
may have impacted the socio-cultural structures 
of the research areas (Bartelheim 2013, 94 f.; 
chapter 1.2).

The valley of the Tagus River seemed to show 
a settlement cluster without evident hierarchy 
or indicators for obvious social differences and 
hardly any information on the general subsistence 
strategies. The southern Mesesta and the southern 
Iberian coast share similar Chalcolithic fi nds as 

well as types of megalithic monuments. But yet a 
better accessibility to copper ores as well as fer-
tile and favourable soil, which allowed a surplus 
production of agricultural goods, are supposed to 
have led to the emergence of centralised and hier-
archical structured societies in the south of Iberia 
(Bartelheim 2013).

As mentioned above, the study, which is the 
main topic of this PhD-thesis, is situated on the 
southern Meseta. The municipality of Azután 
is located on the southern terrace of the Tagus 
 River in the western edge of the modern province 
of  Toledo between the Gredos Mountains in the 
North and the western foothills of the Montes de 
Toledo in the South (fi g. 2). So far, archaeological 
investigations focussed on the transitional phase 
between the Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods as 
well as the Chalcolithic (approx. 3500–2000 BC) 
(Hurtado/ Hunt 1999). The megalithic burial of 
 Azután – named after the corresponding munici-
pality – has been excavated in several excavation 
campaigns since the 1980s (Bueno 1991; Bueno 
et al. 2005a) and has been dated to 3800–2600 BC. 
The surroundings of Azután were thus predes-
tined for further, more detailed studies. Even 
though the Chalcolithic material culture from the 
Mesetas is very similar to the one from the South, 
burials defi ned as ‘rich’ as well as large ditched or 
walled enclosures were missing. While in south-
ern Portugal or Spain spaces of up to 80ha and 
more were enclosed (e. g. Hurtado 2008; García 
et al. 2013; Valera 2013a), the sites on the Mesetas 
are of sizes less than 1 to 4ha (Delibes et al. 2014; 
Díaz-del-Río 2003). Thus, the working hypothesis 
was that a different economic base of the socie-
ty, more egalitarian social structures and a low-
er population density did not have the potential 
to concentrate the manpower necessary for the 
construction of large monuments. Through the re-
construction of the landscape, settlement patterns 
and the use of resources, socio-cultural dynamics 
will hopefully be presented and compared in re-
gions with markedly different natural conditions: 
the fertile area around Sevilla and the semi-arid 
southern Meseta. Especially the analysis of least 
cost ways for an interpretation of the amount and 
signifi cance of transhumance (Galán/Martín 2009; 
Murrieta-Flores 2012) in combination with stron-
tium isotope analyses (e. g. Díaz-Zorita 2013) as a 
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measuring tool for the degree for mobility may 
lead to interesting results. This study aims at the 
reconstruction of settlement patterns as well as 
at the investigation of mobility and communica-
tion: Which ways of control of the landscape – e. g. 
trade or communication routes – had been used?

In chapter 1.2.4, the sector divisions of the 
SFB 1070 were briefl y discussed (curse and bless-
ing, confl icts, sacralisation). Throughout the work 
in the collaborative research centre, each PhD- 
project was asked to choose its own focus on one 
sector division, which resulted in the selection of 
‘confl icts’ as another motor for developments (pos-
itive, negative or neutral) within prehistoric socie-
ties for this study. Confl icts not only dominate the 
progress or regression of a society but also appear 
among different approaches of archaeological re-
search on Iberian Copper Age.

The 4th and the 3rd mill. BC on the Iberian Pen-
insula are characterised by the phenomenon of 
ditched and walled enclosures, which will form 

a central topic of this thesis, especially regarding 
social conflicts. The interpretative research his-
tory of enclosures on the Iberian Peninsula start-
ed with an interpretation as fortifi cations and a 
product of confl icts. Nowadays, it is assumed that 
the enclosures have had different and probably 
often multiple uses, each site having a different 
biography. Not every ditched or walled enclosure 
had the same use as a refuge, a ritual place or a 
cattle kraal, but each of them was to some extent 
the product of social confl icts. Indicative of this is 
the fact that spaces were surrounded by  ditches or 
walls, which created an inner and an outer area, 
maybe demonstrating possession and not only 
separating ground but also people, forming groups 
of enclosed and unenclosed. They may also have 
served as gathering points where social issues 
were discussed. As a matter of fact, confl ict pene-
trates all divisions of the SFB, as confl ict is inher-
ent in all of them: A confl ict can be both, curse or 
blessing, for a society depending on its solution 

Fig. 2. Top: Location of the research area of the study in the western part of the province of Toledo in the 
central Tagus Basin. Bottom: Location of the research area indicated on a map of the Iberian Peninsula (red).
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and the sacred world causes confl icts not only be-
tween different ritual beliefs but also within the 
same religion. Movements, developments and val-
uations have tendencies to lead to confl ict as well 
with their need for space and categorising objects 
or actions in groups of positive/negative, new/old, 
yours/mine etc. In this way, ‘confl ict’ provided the 
most holistic sector division to work with in a pre-
historic surrounding, especially for a topic that is 
confronted with a lot of different areas of social 
interaction, such as the one presented here.

2.3 Terminology as a Theoretical Approach

After having dealt with the SFB-specifi c defi nitions 
that will be applied in the following chapters, this 
part about terminology is presenting topics closely 
related to the Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic re-
search on the Iberian Peninsula. Current models 
and research questions concerning Iberian Late 
Prehistory can be approached. Though no addi-
tional or new defi nition will be stated, pros and 
cons for certain defi nitions and models will be de-
veloped in the subsequent chapters based on the 
case study results.

As already indicated in chapter 1, several key 
issues are going to be of special relevance: soci-
eties, the economy and resources. Did the use or 
disuse of a certain resource lead to varying devel-
opments within the societies of the Iberian Penin-
sula? Or does the society encourage the use of a 
resource by charging it with symbolic meaning? If 
so, how did this effect the economy? Though pre-
historic archaeology can only approach questions 
like these with the help of detected materials and 
structures, developing ideas about ancient soci-
eties is what helps to make the past a little more 
comprehensible. Reducing research to classifying 
artefacts and structure types would give prehis-
toric people an abstract and two-dimensional ap-
pearance, disregarding the complexity of social 
processes. Definitions, models of economy and 
society as well as ideas about ritual beliefs are 
the tools for creating a three-dimensional model 
of early communities considering processes and 
interactions. Besides the three core issues of the 
SFB (chapter 1.1), three further issues are signifi -
cant and will shortly be addressed in the following 

pages. Transhumance, policultivo ganadero and 
the organisation of societies focus on models of 
activities, economies and communities, mainly 
applying ideas developed in geography, ethnolo-
gy and especially prehistoric archaeology. Trans-
humance and policultivo ganadero are discussed 
as possible central subsistence/economic systems 
of Iberian Late Prehistory, and inseparably the 
question about the organisation of prehistoric so-
cieties arises. Several ideas about the organisation 
of societies will be given that are under considera-
tion for the Iberian communities. First, the mean-
ing of the term transhumance will be outlined, 
which will help with the explanation of policultivo 
ganadero, while the chapter will be closed by the 
complex situation of dealing with ancient struc-
tures of societies.

2.3.1 Transhumance

The term ‘transhumance’ has no entry in the Web-
ster Engish dictionary. When searching for the 
term (‘Transhumanz’) in the Duden dictionary of 
the German language and for foreign words in 
the German language, the following description 
can be found: Transhumance is 1) a rural econo-
my in which herdsmen drive the cattle to distant 
summer pastures (e. g. alpine) or 2) migratory 
sheep farming with repeated change between dis-
tant pastures (known e. g. from the south of Ger-
many). The term ‘transhumant’ found its way into 
German and English through the French word 
‘transhumance’ (verb. transhumer), derived from 
the Spanish ‘trashumar’, which literally means ‘to 
lead to the pasture’ and describes the act of walk-
ing with the herds. The Brockhaus encyclopaedia 
broadens the defi nition with a slightly more de-
tailed description of transhumance: It is described 
as a specifi c form of the semi-nomadic distant pas-
ture economy when, based on the seasonal climat-
ic changes, cattle or sheep and goats shift between 
pastures that are a long way from each other. It is 
most common that the herds spend the summer in 
the mountains and return to the lowlands during 
the winter months. In contrast to alpine farming, 
hibernating the animals in stables is not common. 
Whereas in pastoralism (nomadic herdsmen) 
the owners of the herds walk with their animals, 
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herdsmen are involved in the process in transhu-
mance. The description of transhumance informs 
the reader that, mainly in Mediterranean coun-
tries and the USA (here in the state of Utah), tran-
shumance is practiced and widespread. In Ger-
many, the migratory sheep farming between the 
Swabian Alb, Black Forest and Upper Rhine Plain 
is a way of practicing transhumance (Drosdowski 
et al. 1990, 788; Brockhaus 1993, 314).

D. Zöbl (1982) differentiates three types of 
pastoralism in her work about the transhumance 
of the European Mediterranean countries during 
Medieval times from a historical, geographical 
and folkloristic perspective. Zöbl’s defi nition does 
not vary extremely from the one stated above. She 
also comments on the difference between transhu-
mance and the other two pastoral systems. Trans-
humance is defined as climate-related seasonal 
migrations predominantly of sheep between the 
summer pastures in the mountains and the win-
ter pastures in the lowlands. The owners are sed-
entary farmers or exclusively dedicate themselves 
to animal husbandry, while the herd is accompa-
nied by a professional herdsman. Mainly due to 
climatic conditions, the animals are generally not 
kept or hibernated in stables. Though animal hus-
bandry and agriculture are both in the hands of 
the owner, they are not directly connected in an 
administrative context. Transhumance can easily 
be distinct from nomadic pastoralism and alpine 
economy (mountain pastures). While in nomadic 
pastoralism the livestock is accompanied by the 
whole social community, in transhumant societies 
the herd is only accompanied by professional pas-
toralists. Alpine herding practice differs in that re-
spect to transhumance by short migration in sum-
mer and climatic conditions determine the need to 
protect the cattle in stables (Zöbl 1982, 1 f.).

The article by W. Schenk and I. Eichfeld on 
‘animal husbandry and pasture farming’ in the 
‘Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde’ 
(2006) adds prehistoric and historic information 
to the different types of cattle breeding and pas-
ture economy: The entry about pastoral econ-
omies states that this economic branch, which 
probably has been practiced in several Europe-
an regions for millennia, contributed a lot to the 
formation of large areas of grassland due to the 
natural selection of plants that tolerate grazing. 

Such development of the vegetation can be de-
tected by pollen analyses, even though the recon-
struction of prehistoric pasture economy (alpine, 
nomadic or transhumant) is complex and diffi  cult 
because it barely leaves any material traces. Thus, 
a set of different analyses besides ethnological 
comparisons and historical examples has to be ap-
plied to approach the prehistoric situation. Ideal 
for a comprehensive analysis are favourable con-
ditions for the detection of sites as well as a high 
quantity of fi nds. For the Roman and the Medie-
val period, both images and written sources are 
available and can provide evidence of the practice 
of trans humance or other types of pastoralist sys-
tems. These are absent in prehistory. For those ear-
lier periods, palynological and archaeobotanical 
studies can provide an indication of a pastoral sys-
tem. As during the beginning of animal husband-
ry and agriculture, Neolithic herdsmen drove the 
cattle on pastures in the woods – open grassland 
barely existed – the environment slowly turned 
into an open, park-like landscape (clearance of 
vegetation). This results in a proliferation of heli-
ophilic (sun-loving) plants and smaller plants, like 
bushes, that can be traced by the higher amount of 
their pollen. Spores of coprophilic fungi suggest a 
signifi cant increase in animal husbandry (Schenk/ 
Eichfeld 2006, 352 f.).

Transhumance is a pasture farming system 
with a seasonal change of locations and, as already 
mentioned, not the whole family or community is 
moving with the animals, but single herdsmen ac-
company the cattle from pasture to pasture, while 
the majority of the sedentary community that is 
not moving with the animals is engaged in agri-
cultural activities, locational animal husbandry 
and probably hunting to guarantee the surviv-
ing of society. Taking its agricultural and pasto-
ral components together, it becomes evident that 
it is – for the main part of society – a sedentary 
form of agropastoralism. Predominantly animals 
that are adapted to a mobile life and used to liv-
ing in herds are kept for breeding. These are goats, 
sheep and cows for the alpine economy or sheep, 
cows and horses in the nomadic pastoralism. In 
the transhumant economy, the most common an-
imals are sheep. Hence, transhumance is an agri-
cultural-pasture farming supplementary economy 
and especially common in regions in which the 



Guiding Light – Project, Case Study, Terminology34

mountain areas can be used as pasture during 
the summer. When the mountains are covered 
in snow during the winter, the milder climate of 
the lowlands provides the necessary pasture. The 
 other way round, in lowland areas, which become 
too hot and dry during the summer, the more tem-
perate climate of the mountainous areas is used as 
pasture during this time of the year.

Transhumance can be divided into three main 
types, referring to the direction of the path: as-
cending (normal), descending (inverse) and inter-
mediate (mixed) transhumance (fi g. 3), depending 
on the seasonally changing climatic background 
of a region. The latter means that the place of de-
parture is situated between summer and winter 
pastures. Besides this horizontal transhumance, 
there are also examples for vertical transhumance 
(for example ascending transhumance etc.) as for 
example practiced in Flanders. As transhumant 
pastoralism is in direct competition with other 

economies like forestry and agriculture for land 
use, fi rst written testimonies regulating the use of 
paths and areas appeared early: Specifi c rules are 
mainly known from the High Middle Ages. In this 
connection, it is uncontroversial that this type of 
pasture farming seems to have played a signifi cant 
role in the development of peripheral settlement 
areas at least during the formation and use of new 
pastures and path systems (Schenk/Eichfeld 2006, 
352–355).

For the Iberian Peninsula, written evidence 
of transhumance exists since the establishment 
of the mesta.5 As soon as rules and authorisations 
appear in written form, it can be deduced that 
the subject of these rules has been practiced long 

5  The mesta in Spain was ‘the guild of owners of transhu-
mant livestock, especially merino sheep, founded in 1273 by 
Alfonso X to enforce the payment of certain taxes, and hav-
ing great political power’ (Lexico 2020).

1) Ascending transhumance

3) Intermediate transhumance

2) Descending transhumance

settlement

settlementpasture

pasture

settlement

walking directionspasture pasture

Fig. 3. Model of the three main directional types of transhumance: 1) ascending, 2) descending and 3) inter-
mediate transhumance.
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before. For several decades, a connection between 
megaliths and transhumance ways was discussed. 
It was hypothesised that these Neolithic and Chal-
colithic sites (tombs or stelae) had been construct-
ed as visual markers for the least exhausting and 
safest paths besides other social meanings which 
they certainly possessed (e. g. ritual, ancestral tra-
dition, territorial markers). Thus, the location of 
megaliths in the investigated areas was compared 
to the courses of the cañadas reales.6 Certain cor-
respondences between them were detected; for 
example, the location of the dolmen in the west 
of the province of Toledo along the cañada real 
 leonesa (Higgs 1976; Bueno et al. 2005a; Galán/
Martín 2009). Also, the calculation of least cost 
paths between megaliths and other contempo-
raneous sites matches the transhumance routes 
(Murrieta-Flores 2012). These correlations are 
commonly interpreted as a proof for transhumant 
practices back in the 4th and 3rd mill. BC (chap-
ters 7 and 8). Later on, during the Iberian Iron 
Age, rock carvings of rams situated along transhu-
mance paths were interpreted as confi rmations of 
seasonal migration (Klein 1920). It has been tried 
to prove transhumant activities for the Visigoth 
 period ( Toledean Empire: beginning of the 6th until 
the fi rst quarter of the 8th cent. AD) with passages 
from the ‘Lex  Visigothorum’. The resulting  ideas 
are highly questionable, as they either referred 
to shepherds or to travellers, but not to herdsmen 
moving with their fl ock. Hence, these references 
cannot serve as proof of practiced transhumance. 
It is not until the time of the Spanish Reconquis-
ta that transhumance eventually can be verifi ed 
as a practiced economic system thanks to written 
sources. This development of transhumance be-
ing a major economic system was a consequence 
of the conquest of the southern pastures, which 
assured the hibernation of cattle of the northern 
territory in the mild South. During the 11th and 
12th cent. AD, an intensification of animal hus-
bandry can be observed in the north of the Iberi-
an Peninsula that is refl ected in the allocation of 

6  Cañadas reales are the traditional transhumant paths 
in parts still used as transhumance ways nowadays. The 
paths that are called royal (reales) go back to the foundation 
of the mesta by Alfonso X in 1273 and were regulated by 
royal edict.

grazing rights. Amongst other examples, a mon-
astery in Navarra gained the privilege to let its 
herds graze in the whole kingdom of Navarra. Al-
though the written sources do not contain direct 
evidence for a transhumant economy, migration 
can be assumed due to the topographical situation 
of the Navarran territory, which enabled season-
al change of pastures (Zöbl 1982, 7–10). The use of 
grazing areas that were predominantly assigned 
to the monasteries obviously increased the confl ict 
potential between peasants and pastoralists. The 
use of pasture areas was not part of the written 
sources till the end of the 13th cent. AD when the 
mesta was founded.

What made the formation of the mesta nec-
essary? The heart of its development lies in the 
competition for spaces between transhumance 
and other economic systems. Because of that, the 
royal protection of single herd owners was re-
newed and extended to all herd owners to assure 
safe travels on the migration routes. It was written 
down in 1273 AD and allowed the members of the 
mesta tax-free transport of all means necessary to 
sustain both sheep and shepherd. A minimisation 
of local taxes along the routes was supposed to 
relieve the transhumant economy by minimising 
the taxes for shepherds to town gates only. Addi-
tionally, they were given the right to sell up to 60 
animals tax-free in the towns along the way. Of 
course, the crown had a claim to the taxes paid at 
the town gates and in return promised to maintain 
the transhumance ways and to protect the shep-
herds on their way. By the end of the 14th and the 
beginning of the 15th cent. AD, this system did not 
work anymore. The reality showed that the royal 
offi  cials were not able to keep local taxes on the 
mandatory level, leading to many herd owners es-
tablishing direct agreements with the local author-
ities without taking the offi  cials into account (Zöbl 
1982, 13).

This heavily abbreviated presentation of the 
historical context of the mesta on the one hand 
explains why Spain to this day is considered to 
be a traditional country of transhumance, and on 
the other hand demonstrates the historical and 
probably also prehistorical depth of transhumant 
practices. Obviously, such a structured and or-
ganised system as the mesta cannot be applied to 
prehistoric societies but it serves as a description 
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of the development of the transhumant type of 
pasture farming. A closer look at the traceable de-
velopment of transhumance during the centuries 
AD can support the development of ideas on how 
transhumant practices may have manifested dur-
ing Neolithic and Chalcolithic times – if they were 
practiced at all – and what might remain visible of 
them.

Not only the calculation of least cost ways and 
the connection of megaliths and historic cañadas 
reales hint towards a high mobility or at least in-
terconnection in late prehistory (e. g. Bueno et al. 
2005a; Galán/Martín 2009; Murrieta- Flores 2012), 
but faunal and human remains as well as objects 
and sites can reveal mobility and contact. Sim-
ilar objects and site types on the northern and 
southern Meseta and in the south of the peninsu-
la suggest that at least objects and  ideas travelled 
throughout the Iberian prehistory (amongst oth-
ers Bueno et al. 2016a). Strontium isotope anal-
yses of enamel of human molars (Hillier et al. 
2008; Díaz-Zorita 2013) conducted on southwest-
ern Chalcolithic sites point to mobility of humans 
and animals as well. In the case of La Pijotilla, al-
most 30% of the investigated individuals showed 
non-local traces in their isotopic fingerprints 
(Díaz-Zorita 2013, 256). The cited examples give 
clear indications of mobility both in the south 
and in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula. The 
suggested transhumance for the Mesetas has au-
tomatically been regarded as a nomadic way of 
life in former research. Remembering the defi-
nitions of transhumance, it can be clearly distin-
guished from nomadic pastoralism because not 
the whole social group, but professional herds-
men are walking with the herds, while the rest 
of the group is sedentary and dedicated to agri-
culture. As already stated in the paper of Schenk 
and Eichfeld (2006), transhumance cannot be 
proven with written sources in prehistoric times. 
Several analyses can help to trace indicators of 
a transhumant lifestyle. Besides an analysis of 
strontium isotopes as direct indicator of mobili-
ty, analyses of pollen, phytoliths and macro fauna 
give indirect proof of agriculture and animal hus-
bandry. Especially since the end of the 1990s, pal-
ynological and archaeobotanical methods have 
been applied to sites in Central Iberia, revealing 

interesting results concerning the question of a 
nomadic versus a sedentary way of life. Luckily, 
two sites in the province of Toledo (the Valle de 
Huecas and the dolmen of Azután) also contrib-
uted data to the reconstruction of both the vege-
tation of their surroundings and the subsistence 
strategy of the prehistoric communities. The re-
sults of the Toledean sites – especially  Azután 
and the tumulus of Castillejo – demonstrate that 
the location on river terraces and close to arable 
land are preferred for prehistoric settlement. The 
palynological studies support a clearance of the 
landscape, as they show an increase of grasses, 
herbs, shrubs and bushes as well as oaks through-
out the Neolithic. An increasing amount of pollen 
of coprophilic fungi indirectly indicates a rise of 
the number of animals, too. This was also record-
ed in the structures below the chamber of the dol-
men of Azután, which clearly date back to times 
before the erection of megalithic monuments at 
the beginning of the 4th mill. BC. The presence of 
cereals that derived from Castillejo (Huecas) and 
from the dwelling below the dolmen of Azután 
additionally confi rmed the practice of agriculture 
in the 5th mill. BC on the southern Meseta. The in-
vestigation of faunal remains from the site of Los 
Picos ( Huecas) revealed pigs (both boars and do-
mesticated) as the dominating part of the fauna, 
followed by sheep/goat and cattle. In the dolmen 
of Azután, ovicaprids clearly dominated. The pro-
cessing or use of olives, wheat, acorns and other 
plants was proven by phytoliths, pollen and resi-
due analyses as well as the use of honey. The plant 
types detected in the analyses of materials from 
Huecas and the dolmen of Azután ripen during 
different times of the year. Thus, cereals, honey, 
olives and acorns as well as wild and domesticat-
ed animals provided the food supply throughout 
the seasons; a nomadic lifestyle cannot be sup-
ported by this data (fi g. 4). An occupation of the 
sites throughout the year may be indicated by 
the presence of seasonally available food or the 
slaughter age of animals, contradicting an une-
qual distribution of mobile animal husbandry and 
agriculture. The results of the conducted analyses 
point clearly to a sedentary way of life: the clear-
ance of the landscape, an increase in domesticat-
ed animals and an adaption to the seasonality of 



Terminology as a Theoretical Approach 37

wild and domesticated plants. This does not mean 
that people or objects were not mobile, as the 
comparison of site types and material culture be-
tween the northern Meseta and the south and the 
southwest of the Iberian Peninsula indicate con-
tacts with the southern  Meseta (Bueno et al. 2002; 
2005a; 2009; López/López 2005; López et al. 2009; 
Liesau 2009, Sánchez 2005; Tresserras/ Matamala 
2005). Transhumance in the centre of the Iberian 
Peninsula cannot be considered a nomadic prac-
tice of animal husbandry, but all the data ana-
lysed so far are pointing to transhumance being 
a part of the way of living of a sedentary society 
of which parts walked with the herds, while most 
of the community practiced farming and used 
the resources of the rivers and forests. Re sources 
near Neolithic and Chalcolithic sites formed a 
supplementary source of nutrition in addition to 
domesticated animals and agriculture, ensuring 
subsistence. Whether animals like sheep, goats 
and cattle were driven to pastures far away or 
whether transhumance has rather been practiced 
on a regional level could not yet be established.

A stronger focus on the reconstruction of the 
environment of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC (consid-
ering both fl oral and faunal remains) as well as 
a discussion of the paleoenvironmental data of 
several Central Iberian sites close to the study 
area will be presented in chapter 4.2. As already 
mentioned earlier, transhumance and agriculture 
are inseparable topics. Because of that, the fol-
lowing subchapter will deal with what has been 
introduced to prehistoric research as policultivo 
 ganadero in more detail.

2.3.2 Policultivo Ganadero – A Type of 

 Agropastoralism

The concept of policultivo ganadero is inspired 
by A. Sherratt’s (1981) model of the so-called Sec-
ondary Products Revolution and it was tested on 
faunal remains of late prehistoric sites of Ibe-
ria between 5000 and 1000 BC (Harrison 1985; 
Harrison/ Moreno 1985). Sherratt describes the use 
of secondary faunal products (traction, dairy prod-
ucts etc.). An increase in their use is visible in both 
the quantity of animal bones in the archaeological 
record and in traces on the skeletons of domesti-
cated animals. Archaeozoological studies on fau-
nal remains show that animals – besides the use 
as meat provider – have been used for traction as 
well as for the production of dairy products. This 
animal husbandry combined with the Mediterra-
nean polyculture7 based on plants is called policul-
tivo ganadero (Harrison 1985, 75). A specialisation 
in animal husbandry on the Iberian Peninsula has 
been detected by R. J. Harrison’s research for the 
second half of the 2nd mill. BC, especially when 
comparing sites over a large area (Harrison 1985; 
Harrison/Moreno 1985).

In his model of the Secondary Products Rev-
olution, Sherratt states that certain abilities or 

7  Polyculture is the opposite of monoculture. A mono-
culture comprises of large agricultural areas based on just 
one plant species and one annual harvest (single crop). 
Polyculture based on different plant species of an ecosystem 
enables multiple crops because the plants ripen at different 
times throughout one year (amongst several dictionary en-
tries see also Chrispeels et al. 1994).

Fig. 4. Example from the burial mound El Castillejo (Huecas, Toledo) for the seasonality of the human diet as 
well as the slaughter age of the domesticated animal. Besides the sedentary character of this community the 
use of secondary products is indicated as well (after Bueno et al. 2012a, 71).
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utilisation methods of domesticated animals were 
not included in the original complex of domestica-
tion in oriental Europe and western Asia but ap-
peared approx. 3000 to 4000 years later. These sec-
ondary products include the option of using cattle 
for traction as well as to breed animals for milk 
and wool production. The use of these secondary 
products is accompanied by the intensifi cation of 
agriculture as well as an intensifi ed transport of 
goods and people, hence both exchange and the 
personal mobility increased. Additionally, ploughs 
pulled by cattle enabled the people to transform 
larger areas into arable land. Other secondary an-
imal products such as the milk of cows, sheep and 
goats as well as the wool of predominantly sheep 
facilitated the development of a strong economy 
in areas that were initially regarded as unfavour-
able for the maintenance of large groups of  people 
because they lacked the amount of fertile soil nec-
essary for the nutrition of larger groups. Milk and 
fabric production centres could emerge in the 
formerly considered unfertile areas as products 
made of wool and milk could be traded for suffi  -
cient food. Eventually the secondary products fos-
tered the settling of marginal areas as well as the 
expansion of the pastoral economy with a supra- 
regional transhumant economic branch. Sherratt 
even extended the impact of the Secondary Prod-
ucts Revolution from economy to society arguing 
that not only economic but also social develop-
ment took place (Sherratt 1981, 262 f.; Harrison 
1985, 75). The key points of Sherratt’s model fi nd 
empirical support in the collections of faunal re-
mains from Iberia (Harrison 1985, 75). Starting in 
the 5th mill. BC, the archaeological sites are charac-
terised by a large range of domesticated animals as 
well as some cereal plants (sheep/goat, pig,  cattle, 
wheat and barley). A rapid increase in animal hus-
bandry and a larger interest in milk and traction 
does not become visible in the archaeological re-
cord until the Bronze Age. This is especially well 
traceable in the Bronze Age sites of La Mancha 
and Andalucía, mainly due to excellent faunal col-
lections (Harrison 1985, 75–78). Harrison’s opinion 
is based on the archaeological record available in 
the 1980s. Residue analyses of the earliest pottery 
of the eastern Mediterranean proved the existence 
of milk lipids in vessels. As sheep and goats of the 
western Mediterranean mostly derived from the 

East, it is very probable that the secondary prod-
uct ‘milk’ has been used long before the Bronze 
Age (Evershed et al. 2008).

Particularly regarding the discussed signifi-
cance of transhumance on the Spanish Mesetas 
and the reputation of the centre of Iberia as an 
almost deserted, marginal area, the statement of 
Harrison about sheep and goats as the animals 
dominating the transhumant economy in more 
arid regions will be stressed. It emphasises that a 
higher number in sheep and goats does not nec-
essarily refl ect a lower degree in social organi-
sation, but mainly shows a good adaption to cli-
matical and geographical conditions. Sheep/goats 
have a huge potential for a stabilisation and an in-
creased effi  ciency of mixed farming. In addition, 
they can function as a buffer in times of distress 
and confl ict. As Harrison states explicitly ‘these 
animals have many advantages over the larger 
livestock; they breed at an earlier age, and more 
quickly, and so are easier to replace; they have a 
marked tolerance of the droughts which are a per-
ennial feature of the Iberian climates; and they 
provide milk, manure, and the ability to tread a 
seed bed to a fi ne tilth. Perhaps most importantly 
of all, they are a basic resource to which commu-
nities can turn in their moments of greatest stress. 
When drought or crop failure strikes, or pesti-
lence or destructive raiding by other groups saps 
the strength of the community, sheep and goats 
provide a buffer against complete destitution for 
the survivors. They can extract nourishment from 
abandoned or marginal lands, either in a pasto-
ral system of exploitation, or a loose-herding one’ 
(Harrison 1985, 92 f.).

The adaption of sheep/goats to a more arid and 
warmer climate might be visible in the percent-
age of individuals in the archaeological material 
of prehistoric sites. The more arid the surround-
ing environment the higher the number of sheep/
goats should be while the amount of cattle should 
decrease. The comparisons of animals per site and 
per period between 5000 and 1000 BC and predom-
inantly of southwestern sites in Spain revealed that 
cattle remained at almost the same  ratio through-
out the periods, whereas the amount of sheep in-
creased during the 2nd mill. BC compared to the pre-
vious millennia. These differences are more likely 
to have emerged due to a higher level of regional 
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economic integration than because of a worsening 
of climate to drier and warmer conditions (Harri-
son 1985, 96). As Zöbl (1982) stated and is further 
supported by scientifi c analyses (chapter 2.3.1), the 
different types of animal husbandry are dependent 
on many factors and their development is specifi c 
to the historical and geographical background of 
the region pasture farming is practiced in.

Policultivo ganadero as a type of agropastoral-
ism can be described as the combination of farm-
ing and animal husbandry to probably equal ex-
tents. The defi nition of transhumance points out 
that the farming component increases as societies 
live a sedentary life and only few professional 
herdsmen travel with the animals. The concept of 
the policultivo ganadero developed as a reaction to 
more arid conditions in Central Spain. In analogy 
to historical economic systems and on the base of 
archaeozoological material deriving from excava-
tions of prehistoric settlement sites, an econom-
ic concentration on animal husbandry has been 
postulated. Why is policultivo ganadero important 
for a case study dealing with the period between 
the end of the 4th and the end of the 3rd mill. BC? 
Closely connected to the breeding of mobile an-
imals like cattle, sheep and goats is the mobility 
of the human owners or herdsmen, which often 
oblige to long-term transhumance cycles. This mo-
bility is used as an explanation and responsible 
factor for a rather temporary seeming settlement 
architecture until the Iron Age of Central Spain. 
Primarily mobile societies are usually considered 
to have had a comparatively low vertical differ-
entiation (Harrison/Mederos 2000; Bartelheim 
2013). So far, the mixed crop agriculture and an-
imal husbandry had mainly been appointed to 
the Bronze Age in which a specifi cation in animal 
husbandry becomes extremely evident (Harrison 
1985; Harrison/ Moreno 1985). The ideas of Har-
rison were established over 30 years ago and are 
hence based on the archaeological record of the 
early 1980s. As already indicated while discussing 
the term trans humance, the image of the Central 
Iberian Neolithic and Chalcolithic has shifted dur-
ing the past years due to a larger amount of inves-
tigations. The ideas of the practice of policultivo 
ganadero and thus a rather sedentary population 
can nowadays be applied to and tested on these 
periods also because the amount of known 4th and 

3rd mill. BC sites noticeably increased since the 
 mid-1980s. Nowadays the known number of Chal-
colithic settlement structures of the Mesetas is still 
low and they are mainly of small dimensions. This 
is contrasted by a higher number of burial sites 
– though still less than in the Iberian Southwest – 
dominated by megalithic tombs.

Environmental data derived from the excava-
tions at the sites of Huecas and of the dolmen of 
Azután (Bueno et al. 2002; 2005a; 2012a; López/
López 2000; 2005; López et al. 2007a; 2009) in the 
province of Toledo and additional data from the 
province of Cáceres point to a practice of the poli-
cultivo ganadero in Central Iberia long before the 
Bronze Age. The development of an early  dehesa 
landscape and its related economy, typical for 
modern Iberia, played a central role in the emer-
gence of this type of agropastoralism. A dehesa is a 
savannah or park-like landscape comprised of vast 
grassland with scattered trees and two main vege-
tation layers. The tree level consists of oaks, domi-
nated by holm and cork oaks. The herbaceous level 
varies much more; this in part includes vegetation 
covers of cereals or native plants, which are then 
used as pasture for grazing animals. The dehesa is 
an anthropogenic ecosystem, shaped by people in-
tervening in the pristine forest and encouraging its 
deforestation either by fi re or by using it as graz-
ing space for the livestock. This causes the cover 
of shrubs and bushes to disappear and generates 
new open spaces where even more cattle can be 
fed. In the traditional system of the dehesa sheep, 
goats, pigs and cattle played an important role and 
formed a highly diversifi ed economy that compris-
es of a multi-purpose agroforestry until today. For 
the herbaceous level, the trees serve as a water 
resource because their shade provided by the leaf 
canopy creates a cooler climate and enables the 
roots of the tree to store water. Additionally, a well-
kept dehesa secures the availability of nutrition 
for animals and people (grass, cereal, acorn) and 
is sometimes also used as a source for fi rewood or 
construction material (Joffre et al. 1988; 1999, 57–
62; López et al. 2007a, 494).

Nowadays dehesa is frequently used to de-
scribe this certain type of landscape but original-
ly the term did neither refer to a certain structure 
of forestry nor to a type of landscape or a special 
type of agropastoralism. The term dehesa derives 
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from the Latin ‘defensa’, which means ‘defence’ 
or ‘ restriction’ and referred to a restricted terri-
tory that primarily comprised pastures.  Dehesa 
described a parcel or plot of land with special 
regulations concerning grazing rights. In any 
case, the term as it is used today is ambivalent 
and describes a concept regularly used in politics, 
economics as well as in different academic fi elds 
(Ezquerra 2009, 6; López et al. 2007a, 494). A sub-
sistence system based on dehesa as described es-
pecially by J. A. López and his colleagues (2007a) 
is assumed to have already existed in late prehis-
toric periods of Iberia. But how can the beginnings 
of a dehesa-like landscape be approached? How 
can it be traced in the archaeological record? It 
is necessary to take the available palaeoenviron-
mental data into account, especially fossilised pol-
len and spurs, which can be detected in deposits 
of lakes, wetlands and archaeological sites. In the 
palynological record, a dehesa-landscape would 
be characterised by the dominance of herbaceous 
plants, an absence of shrubs and bushes and a 
sparse  cover of trees. Additionally, coprophilic 
fungi would hint at an increase of animals just as 
the use of fi re for the clearance of the forest can be 
assumed by the presence of the carbonicoli types 
(López et al. 2007a, 495 f.).

Studies conducted on the two Neolithic sites 
Los Barruecos and Cerro de la Horca in the prov-
ince of Cáceres (located in the west of the research 
area of this case study; chapter 4.2) had the objec-
tive to detect human intervention on the pristine 
forest that eventually created a landscape similar 
to the modern dehesa (López et al. 2007b). The 
key concern was to fi nd out since when pastoral 
and agricultural systems were clearly connected. 
López and his colleagues found out that the vege-
tation at about 5000 BC was not yet massively in-
fl uenced by humans. Although local cultivation of 
cereals close to both sites could be traced for the 
Early Neolithic, the presence of bones of domes-
ticated animals was not high enough to declare 
a significant practice of pastoral activities. Ad-
ditionally, the percentage of tree pollen is higher 
than 40% during that period, which is an indicator 
for a forested area and a high number of shrubs 
and bushes could be revealed as well (López et al. 
2007a, 497 f.). By the beginning of the second half 
of the 4th mill. BC, a change in the vegetation can 

be detected in the site of Los Barruecos: The grad-
ual deforestation due to the effect of livestock 
breeding on the vegetation clears the way for pas-
tures. According to López and his team, the type of 
pasture identifi ed is doubtlessly of anthropogenic 
nature: Plants like plantain (Plantago spec.), sting-
ing nettle (Urtica spec.) and those of the goosefoot 
family (Chenopodiaceae, now part of the Amaran-
thaceae) characterise these pastures (Behre 1981; 
Galop/López 2002). Their percentages increase 
sharply during the Middle Neolithic period. They 
are the result of intensified pastoral activities, 
which are also reflected in a larger amount of 
 fungi of the coprophilic type (López et al. 1998; 
2000; 2007a, 499). Furthermore, the way in which 
 cereal cultivation spread becomes evident with 
the help of pollen data from the second half of the 
4th mill. BC: With systematic fi res, the forest was 
cleared of the shrub and bush cover as well as of 
smaller trees. The deforestation created new and 
large open spaces as grazing areas, the ashes fer-
tilised the ground and facilitated the development 
of agriculture. An abundance of fungi of the car-
bonicola family present the best evidence for the 
use of fire to gain arable land and pastures, as 
they prefer burned organic layers to reproduce 
(López et al. 2007a, 499–501). In conclusion, the re-
searchers were able to determine the origin of the 
 dehesa in the Extremadura to the Middle Neolithic 
(around the middle of the 4th mill. BC), when direct 
human infl uence on the pristine forest becomes 
evident in the use of fi re to clear the forest so that 
in a next step the cultivation of cereal was possi-
ble as well as keeping larger amounts of livestock 
(López et al. 2007a, 501).

For the Toledean sites of Huecas and Azután 
the clearance of the landscape, the spread of oaks 
and an increase in the amount of coprohilic fungi 
can be traced as well, which strengthens the argu-
ments for the expansion of the dehesa already by 
the end of the Neolithic of the Mesetas (fi g. 5). So 
far, pigs, sheep and goats present the major part of 
the known faunal remains. Features connected to 
the use and processing of wheat, acorns and olives 
allow insights into the seasonal use of agricultur-
al and agroforestal products (chapter 2.3.1; fi g. 4). 
Policultivo ganadero as a mixed crop agriculture 
with a transhumant component and a sedentary 
society can clearly be proven for the beginning 
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of the second half of the 4th mill. BC in the central 
parts of the peninsula. The argument that the ex-
ploitation of the dehesa did not spread from the 
west of Iberia to the central table lands before the 
construction of the megalithic monuments must 
be negated because evidence for this kind of land-
scape has been found in the pre- construction lay-
ers of the megaliths. The  dehesa seems to have 
been a genuine development and not to have been 
introduced from any of the neighbouring regions. 
Once more the investigations on the Mesetas 
change the formerly established image of the Cen-
tral Iberian Late prehistory and demonstrate that 
as a matter of fact no large deserted spaces existed 
during that time (Bueno et al. 2002, 72–75; 2005a, 
19–36). The arguments for just one Neolithic de-
velopment that slowly spread throughout Iberia 
are weakened. Results like the ones from Azután, 
Huecas, Los Barruecos or the Valle de Ambrona 
(Bueno et al. 2005a; Benítez et al. 2009; López et al. 
2007b; Rojo et al. 2005) show that not just one but 
several Neolithic developments existed on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula.

Attempts of interpreting the archaeological re-
cord for this period also aim for a society with a 
low degree of stratifi cation. In many parts of the 
centre of the Iberian Peninsula, the ecological 
conditions are regarded as unfavourable. Larger 
communities could not be fed and, thus, no power 

base for potential autocrats could arise (Bartel-
heim 2013). Ideas about the organisation of socie-
ties both for the apparently more developed South 
and the apparently underdeveloped marginal area 
of Central Iberia will be presented in the following 
and fi nal subchapter of the terminology part. The 
aim is to describe them free of any critical rating, 
which will be added in the related chapters on re-
sources and communication (chapter 7) and on 
the organisation of the landscape (chapter 8); here 
some of the approaches for society will be evaluat-
ed. The fi eldwork campaigns conducted within the 
framework of the case study as well as the scien-
tifi c analyses (chapter 5 and 6), will give enough 
reasons for questioning the assumption of a de-
serted interior of the Iberian Peninsula.

2.3.3 Organisation of Societies

‘Inside every group, he decides, there are more 
groups. Circles within circles, and inside of those, 

more circles still, all of them infi nitely divisible. 
You could spend your whole life wondering which 

ones you’re in and which ones you’re not and 
which ones really want you and which ones are 

holes that have no bottom’
Thomas Pierce 2015

(Hall of Small Mammals: Stories)

Fig. 5. Palynological analyses 
in Huecas (Toledo) clearly indi-
cate anthropogenic deforestation 
through the amount of the carbon-
icola fungi and an increasing num-
ber of animals by the amount of 
coprophilic fungi. It demonstrates 
the clearance of the landscape to 
a dehesa-like environment (after 
López et al. 2009, fi g. 4, 105). Y-axis 
showing the percentage of each 
species listed on the X-axes.
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The opening quote emphasises the complexity 
anyone is confronted with when dealing with so-
cieties or groups. A large number of very divers 
relationships, connections within and between 
groups or behavioural rules make societies and 
their organisation complicated to understand 
even at present times and especially when trying 
to understand foreign communities. The recon-
struction of prehistoric communities based on site 
character and material culture can always present 
an approach to the ancient reality only because a 
lot of the information from the past is not or can-
not be preserved (organic objects, knowledge of 
symbolism, oral tradition etc.). When intending to 
understand individual and social lives of the past, 
the discussion of the development within Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic communities on the Iberian Pen-
insula is necessary. Basically, there are two major 
trends in the interpretation of social organisation 
on the Iberian Peninsula during the 4th and the 3rd 
mill. BC. One postulates stratified societies with 
an organisation described as early-state-like, es-
pecially for the southwest, while the Mesetas are 
regarded as underdeveloped and barely settled 
(Cámara/Molina 2006; Morán/Parreira 2003; 2009; 
Nocete 2001). The other interpretations postu-
late transegalitarian social structures for the end 
of the 4th and the 3rd mill. BC (Díaz-del-Río 2006; 
2008; Garrido-Pena 2006; Hayden 1995) as well as 
the gradually increasing importance of family and 
ancestral lineages, strengthening groups and accu-
mulating infl uence over the centuries (Bueno et al. 
2005b). Below I will present the basic arguments 
for each line of interpretation and later will apply 
them to and test them on the archaeological re-
cord of the case study (chapters 7 and 8).

Because of the long history of archaeological 
investigations in the south of the Iberian Peninsu-
la since the late 19th cent. and a large number of 
excavated and surveyed sites, theories about the 
social development and the organisation of sites 
and society for this area are numerous. Many of 
them come to similar results and ideas about the 
social organisation of the Chalcolithic societies of 
southern Iberia often regarding the Chalcolithic 
communities as highly stratifi ed, equal to the level 
of early states. In contrast to that, the central table-
lands of Iberia had a low number of archaeological 

investigations and, hence, less excavated and sur-
veyed sites were known until the 1980s. This is the 
reason for both the idea that Central Spain was an 
almost deserted place until the Iron Age and the 
theory that the communities of the Mesetas lived 
in low stratifi ed societies during prehistory. Due to 
the growing amount of investigations, ideas about 
social organisation in prehistoric Iberia are shift-
ing, especially for the central tablelands where 
hypotheses have been less static over the last 
years. For a comparison of current theories on so-
cial organisation during the end of the 4th and the 
3rd mill. BC, approaches from the fi rst decade of the 
21st cent. were chosen to be presented here.

Nocete – Centre and Periphery

Starting with the south of the Iberian Peninsula, 
for instance, F. Nocete’s assumption of the organi-
sation of late prehistoric society developed on 
the basis of archaeological material and sites de-
tected in the Guadalquivir Valley of southern and 
southwestern Spain. The title of his work already 
indicates that he is suggesting central places and 
a classifi ed society during the 3rd mill. BC: ‘Tercer 
milenio antes de nuestra era. Relaciones y con-
tradicciones centro/periferia en el Valle del Gua-
dalquivir’8 (Nocete 2001).

Because of the results of his investigations 
in the valley of the Guadalquivir River, Nocete 
suggests not only a social organisation but also a 
territorial organisation showing socioeconomic 
inequalities. Apparently, this region of Spain was 
characterised by a territorial division in different 
types of labour during the 3rd mill. BC, forming 
one of the fi rst states in western Europe that col-
lapsed at the end of the millennium. What kind of 
social background is refl ected by the contempora-
neous sites along the Guadalquivir Valley? Nocete 
used the following parameters to defi ne the socio-
economic background of the Copper Age. A hierar-
chised system requires:

8 English translation: ‘3000 BC. Relations and discrepan-
cies between centre/periphery in the Guadalquivir Valley’.
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(1) Central places and a classifi cation of society.
(2) A territorial division of labour (e. g. mineral 

exploitation).
(3) The circulation of exotic and prestige goods 

(e. g. metal products and ivory).
Nocete argues that all these conditions are pres-
ent in the archaeological record of southern Spain 
5000 years ago. So-called prestige and exotic goods 
circulated over distances of more than 200km 
and the importance of mineral resources was in-
dicated by a concentration of mineral products 
especially in large central places like Valencina de 
la Concepción or Gandul (both in the province of 
 Sevilla). According to the researcher, these centres 
allow an evaluation of the amount of centralisa-
tion as well as an approximation of the area un-
der political infl uence of these places due to an 
un equal distribution of and restricted access to 
minerals. Areas of a high agricultural potential 
were always located near the central places in 
the valley, while small settlements specialised in 
metallurgy and mining activities were situated in 
the peri phery of the northern mountain regions 
(e. g.  Sierra  Morena). Not only was the periphery 
dependent on the agri cultural centres but the cen-
tres also controlled the circulation and distribu-
tion of minerals as well as exotic products like cop-
per, variscite and ivory (Nocete 2001, 41–47).

On the arable land of the upper Guadalqui-
vir Basin, sites with defensive structures (ditch-
es and or walls) appear around the middle of the 
4th mill. BC. The emergence of these large terri-
torial centres was accompanied by modifi cations 
of the surrounding settlements because smaller 
settlements disappear when large centres gain 
political infl uence. With growing infl uence, the 
territory expands as well. Concentrations of 
smaller settlements in the lower Guadalquivir 
Valley therefore disappear in the middle of the 
4th mill. BC due to the emergence of large cen-
tres, which is interpreted as being the result of 
a spatial concentration of the population in the 
strategically located settlements with defensive 
structures enabling the control of the territo-
ry (Nocete 2001, 81–87). With the emergence of 
these centres, peripheries and social inequalities 
were formed. The complex development of dif-
ferent peripheries was investigated by Nocete, 

who distinguished their development into four 
different processes:
(1) A temporal and spatial expansion takes place; 

territories of control are formed.
(2) Systems for the circulation of products and 

stable mining areas (extraction and produc-
tion) develop.

(3) Especially in the peripheral areas, social resis-
tance increases.

(4)  Social processes take place in the area situat-
ed between different territories (Nocete 2001, 
89 f.).

Apparently, the beginning of these economic and 
social changes started around 3000 BC with the de-
velopment of a modular territory, defi ned by the 
fi rst materialisation of control mechanisms and 
the spatial concentration of population. Centuries 
later, around 2500 BC, the territorial organisation 
increased in its complexity. Further spatial exten-
sion took place as well as relocation and differen-
tiation of labour within the territory under control 
of the central place. As a result of the growth of 
former settlements to twice their former size and 
others staying the same size, a so-called spatial 
asymmetry occurred, creating an unequal, mod-
ular territory, accumulating people in one place 
while other areas became less attractive. At least 
two different territorial classes are detectable for 
this time period. At the same time expansion, di-
vision of labour and the disposition of sites driven 
by the centre were leading to a classifi ed society. 
Social inequalities became stronger and the sizes 
of the territories expanded not only from south to 
north but also along the Guadalquivir River from 
east to west. If accepting the arguments of Nocete, 
besides the modular territory and the modular, 
asymmetric territory model also the models of 
hierarchised territories up to state-like territories 
can be applied to the Guadalquivir Valley around 
2500 BC. While the simpler model (modular terri-
tory) is found in the upper river valley, the socio-
economic organisation is said to increase when 
following the Guadalquivir from the northeast to 
the southwest towards the coast. Here the territo-
ry’s organisation becomes constantly more com-
plex resulting in large centres as for example Va-
lencina de la Concepción close to modern Sevilla 
(Nocete 2001, 90–93). In a territory as complex as 
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the area around Valencina, several peripheries de-
veloped around 2500 BC to strengthen and support 
the political power of the centre, while the periph-
ery of resistance is usually located in the area be-
tween territories of different centres. The so-called 
interperiphery was responsible for the communi-
cation between the centre and the mining periph-
ery in the mountainous region. Although variscite 
and copper artefacts derived from the peripheral 
mountain areas, they were detected predominant-
ly in the burials of the valley. Eventually the ter-
ritory was marked by large enclosed settlements 
as well as megalithic burials claiming the territory 
through communal constructions and ancestral 
lineages; a process that began during the 4th and 
peaked in the middle of the 3rd mill. BC (Nocete 
2001, 100–138). According to Nocete, sufficient 
proof of a clearly structured and state-like organi-
sation as well as of a strongly stratified society 
exists for the 3rd mill. BC along the Guadalquivir 
Valley. The society was characterised by a division 
of labour, not within a settlement itself but within 
the territory where settlements were specialised 
on certain tasks.

Morán and Parreira – Inequalities and Centrali-

sation of Power

Following the hypothesis of F. Nocete, E. Morán 
and R. Parreira (2009) established the theory 
that the megalithic burials of southern Portugal 
(Algarve) served as an exhibition of power. The 
erection of these monuments and their funerary 
context are taken as proof for the beginning of 
classifi ed societies, social inequalities and the cen-
tralisation of power. On the one hand, the emer-
gence of early political organisation apparently 
did take place in the fertile areas around Lagos 
and Cacela visible in the megalithic constructions 
as well as in the presence of exogenous artefacts 
and material. On the other hand, a technological-
ly highly developed and complex mining economy 
in the ‘periphery’ of the Guadiana Valley implied 
a growing demand of mineral products. The latter 
was interpreted as a sign of clear division of la-
bour – each area obtained a different task – that 
needed organised structures for the circulation of 
goods, which could only be directed and organised 

by the hegemonic centres of the southwestern 
Mediterranean-Atlantic facade (Morán/Parreira 
2009, 140).

In the centre, monumental architecture was 
common while constructions in the periphery ap-
peared only reluctantly. Morán and Parreira con-
sider the difference in the use of territory and the 
types of constructions as an indicator of social in-
equality. Territory analyses helped them to detect 
political centres supporting their assumption of 
classifi ed societies. In the project on Alcalar and 
its territory, it was supposed that the settlement 
area of Alcalar could be considered a centre of 
political power, forming an early state in the ter-
ritory of the bay of Lagos during the 3rd mill. BC. 
Underneath the chamber of the Alcalar 7 tumulus 
negative structures were found, which are evi-
dence for a human occupation of the area already 
during the 5th mill. BC. Further negative structures 
of the same millennium have been detected in a 
distance of 3km to the necropolis. The Neolith-
ic evidence is scarce but nonetheless indicates a 
continuity of use from the 5th mill. BC onwards. By 
the second half of the 4th mill. BC, a denser occu-
pation of the site of Alcalar begins with the con-
struction of funerary architecture and results in 
the development of a megalithic necropolis start-
ing by the end of the 4th and continuing during the 
3rd mill. BC. The earliest stage is represented by the 
monument Alcalar 1, a dolmen of the second half 
of the 4th or the beginning 3rd mill. BC. Within the 
same period as Alcalar 1 a necropolis of hypogea 
was constructed in Monte Canelas, 2km north of 
Alcalar. So far four artifi cial caves that were dug 
into the rock have been detected, two of which 
have been partially excavated. In contrast to the 
dominant position and visible architecture of the 
megalithic burials in the valley, those hypogea are 
rather discrete in their choice of location and vis-
ibility. They were interpreted as being situated in 
the periphery of Alcalar, which would be the ter-
ritorial and political centre of the area during the 
beginning of the 3rd mill. BC. Morán and  Parreira 
assume a hegemonic position of the sites of 
 Alcalar at least at the beginning of the 3rd mill. BC, 
as not only a necropolis from that period has been 
excavated in this area but a settlement has been 
detected as well. The enclosure of approximately 
20ha in direct southern vicinity of the megalithic 
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burials should point to an agglomeration of pop-
ulation. Several defensive structures (ditches and 
walls), houses and storage facilities were detected 
in the area, postulating separate quarters for dif-
ferent purposes, for example for food production 
and agriculture. Together with the necropolis and 
the adjacent inhabited enclosure, Alcalar formed 
a ritual, ceremonial as well as production cen-
tre during the 3rd mill. BC (Morán/Parreira 2009, 
141–148).

While Alcalar formed the centre, Santa Rita in 
the eastern Algarve apparently controlled the fer-
tile soil and the communication between centre 
and periphery. Prestigious goods in the monumen-
tal necropolis of Santa Rita indicate the presence 
of elites. The eastern Alto Algarve in turn repre-
sented the periphery of the territorial organisa-
tion with numerous copper deposits. Communities 
specialised in mining and metallurgical processes 
settled here. Whilst doing complex metallurgical 
work, the amount of agriculture and husbandry 
detected in the area is rather low and indicates an 
economical dependence of the population on the 
centres of power that controlled the agricultural 
production (Morán/Parreira 2009, 156).

Díaz-del-Río – The Incapacity to Accumulate 

Wealth

A different approach was used to detect indica-
tors of socioeconomic organisation in the interior 
of the Iberian Peninsula. P. Díaz-del-Río (2006) in-
vestigated political and socioeconomic inequal-
ities in Central Iberia from the first farmers at 
about 5300 BC until the end of the El Argar culture 
(ca. 1600 BC). Within these three millennia, he put 
the focus on settlements, the funerary process, 
production abilities and available labour. In the 
following summary of his paper, his arguments 
against permanently established social inequal-
ities on the Mesetas from the Neolithic until the 
Bronze Age will be outlined. Especially the inca-
pacity to produce suffi  cient surplus and to gather 
enough labour force because of limited group sizes 
are key issues besides an absence of the ability to 
accumulate value. In comparison to southeastern 
and southwestern Iberia, where social inequality 
has been debated especially for Los Millares and 

the El Argar groups since the 1970s, the archaeo-
logical record of Central Iberia did not allow the 
postulation of social inequalities because of the 
lack of clear evidence (Díaz-del-Río 2006, 67). The 
economic and political nature of social relations in 
Central Iberia during the 3rd and 2nd mill. BC will 
be highlighted, stressing the empirical limits of the 
study as well.

In order to understand the changes during 
the Copper Age, the development of social rela-
tions during the Neolithic must be considered. The 
Early Neolithic of Central Iberia is characterised 
by rather scarce settlement evidence in caves as 
well as along rivers. The open-air sites predom-
inantly comprise of a small number of negative 
structures. Communities seem to have been rather 
small and their use of domesticated plants and an-
imals varied strongly throughout time and region. 
This almost invisible settlement evidence is in 
strong contrast to the huge fl int mine of Casa Mon-
tero with over 4000 extraction shafts. Only a low 
number of Neolithic fi nds are scattered on the sur-
face of the area, which is interpreted as being the 
result of repeated seasonal extraction expeditions 
within only a few centuries. Not long after the 
Early Neolithic, by the end of the 5th mill. BC, bur-
ial mounds and megalithic tombs became part of 
the funerary traditions, while evidence for settle-
ments is still rare. Throughout the 4th mill. BC, pas-
sage graves became more abundant and increased 
in size as well. The largest megalithic monuments 
of Central Iberia were built by the end of the 4th 
mill. BC. The erection of the fi rst megalithic buri-
al not only indicates a shift in the religious beliefs 
but their increase in size may also point to a high-
er amount of available labour force. Maybe sev-
eral groups collaborated in the construction and 
ritual process. Social roles between those groups 
and within one group had to be defi ned for the 
act of communal building. These collective buri-
als emphasised the act of collective work, while 
the pattern of the funerary process of that period 
implies the beginning of lineages and differences 
within groups. The ability to gain enough support-
ers for a leader failed and therefore social restric-
tions limited the emergence of permanent political 
territories (Díaz-del-Río 2006, 68–70).

Chalcolithic sites are characterised by the ran-
dom distribution of pit structures used as hearths, 
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for storage, the disposal of waste or even the 
regular burial or disposal of the deceased. Only 
scarce evidence for wattle and daub dwellings 
exists until now and the sites are broadly distrib-
uted and located far apart from each other. This 
was regarded as an argument for a pastoral, semi- 
nomadic character of the Copper Age groups. This 
impression is shifting due to research programs 
of the past years and large surveys of the area re-
cording numerous 3rd mill. BC sites. Although the 
sites appeared in different locations, they were 
densely distributed and always situated on rich 
soils and on land permanently usable as pasture. 
A site type on the northern Meseta detected main-
ly through aerial archaeology, and in the prov-
ince of Madrid also through excavations, are the 
ditched enclosures. They are predominantly occu-
pying fertile soils and suggest permanent settle-
ment. The three ditched enclosures in the auton-
omous community of Madrid show dimensions of 
50 to 100m in diameter. Although the ditches have 
been backfi lled before Bell Beaker fi nds appeared, 
the places have not been abandoned. The pres-
ence of artefacts from the Early Neolithic (around 
5300 BC) up to the beginning of the  Middle Bronze 
Age (around 1600 BC) indicates to a continuity of 
place. Evidence of ditched enclosures in Central 
Iberia was unexpected. Although the concentra-
tion of labour must have been crucial for the erec-
tion of these earthworks, Díaz-del-Río suggests 
that the erection of most of the ditched and walled 
enclosures of Central Iberia can be explained by 
the additional labour force of relatives (direct 
kin-groups) and thus they are no argument for 
the emergence of social inequalities. Compared 
to the huge size of ditched sites in Andalucía and 
 Badajoz, the size of the sites of the central table-
lands hints to a limited level of labour investment. 
A growth of labour would also lead to an increase 
of production especially in the agricultural sector 
but a surplus that would have been suffi  cient to 
sustain social, economic and political inequali-
ties could not be proven for the Chalcolithic. The 
domestic sphere signifi cantly gains more impor-
tance as proven by the increasing amount of the 
common circular wattle and daub dwellings with 
storage pits, fl int-knapping and cereal processing 
areas (grinding stones), suggesting these processes 

were in the hand of nuclear families. Most of the 
pottery of the sites consists of simple and practi-
cal vessel types with only a small amount of car-
inated or decorated vessels. Resources like fl int 
can often be found in the direct vicinity of the 
settlements. On the northern Meseta, evidence 
for a barely specialised and small-scale copper 
production can be found as well. Faunal analy-
ses show that domesticated species clearly dom-
inate the faunal remains of the sites. They were 
used for both their secondary products like milk 
or wool and their meat, which was consumed sea-
sonally depending on the breeding intervals of 
the animals. Regional palynological research – as 
aforementioned – revealed a park-like landscape 
caused by the increasing human impact.

It was not possible to detect a regular burial 
pattern, as megalithic tombs were reused; small 
barrows were constructed or collective burials 
in caves appeared. At the same time, deposi-
tions of human remains in the surroundings of 
settlements or in ditches were not uncommon. 
The irregular burial pattern is often taken as 
proof for egalitarian structures because many 
deceased were part of a collective ritual second-
ary burial, a public exposure of the body on the 
site is assumed. Meanwhile, the shift in the Bell 
Beaker phase from collective to single burials 
has been considered to represent a greater shift 
from simple to complex rituals and societies. In 
the author’s opinion, a primary burial ritual with 
maybe the exposure of the deceased, followed by 
partial burning and/or decarnisation and a sec-
ondary deposition in a former burial mound or 
ditch does not indicate a simple ritual, nor does 
it necessarily describe an egalitarian communi-
ty. Díaz-del-Río argues that surplus production 
during the fi rst half of the 3rd mill. BC was rare-
ly possible and production was based on mainly 
nuclear families. He also argues that in compar-
ison to previous or  later periods the Chalcolith-
ic communities were signifi cantly better in the 
organisation of labour and production activities. 
The inability to concentrate labour force led to 
insuffi  cient surplus and the lack of the accumu-
lation of signifi cant wealth to centralise political 
power, creating social inequalities (Díaz-del-Río 
2006, 70–72).
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The appearance of the Bell Beaker culture 
was traditionally associated with the emergence 
of chiefdoms or big-man societies. The archae-
ological record shows a temporal and regional 
variability especially in Central Iberia, the cradle 
of the Ciempozuelos style of the Bell Beaker. Díaz-
del-Río describes the Beaker period of the Mese-
tas as a fuzzy phenomenon not least because of it 
being a pan-European phenomenon. The urge to 
fi nd a chronological sequence is refl ected in the 
spatial distribution of Bell Beaker material and as 
the claimed increase of social complexity in Bell 
 Beaker research contributes to the blurred image 
of the Iberian interior of this time. Bell Beaker ar-
tefacts known from the Chalcolithic period as well 
as from the Early Bronze Age refl ect the complex-
ity of the archaeological record. Additionally, Bell 
Beaker pottery does not seem to defi ne a different 
community but seems to have been a type restrict-
ed to certain social activities, as Bell Beaker frag-
ments are almost absent in domestic contexts but 
can be found in burials, some of them described 
as exceptionally ‘rich’. Besides the temporal and 
spatial distribution of Bell Beakers also the fu-
nerary patterns are highly variable. Burials were 
conducted in former megaliths, small mounds, 
caves, hypogea (artifi cial caves) or as individual 
burials in pit graves. Only a little more than 10% 
of the total number of Bell Beaker burials pre-
sented the whole ’Bell Beaker set’ (beaker, bowl, 
carinated bowl). The Bell Beaker pottery produc-
tion is also far from standardisation, as it varies 
through regions and centuries. Both material and 
sites do not support the assumptions of Bell Beak-
ers as fi rst chiefdom societies. A small amount of 
settlement evidence, no changes within the do-
mestic sphere compared to the Chalcolithic peri-
od, funerary patterns with minimal investment of 
labour and only few metal objects (e. g. Palmela 
arrowheads, axes, daggers) display minimal ef-
fort to show power through materialisation. The 
current state of archaeological research indicates 
a presence of leaders appearing occasionally and 
acquiring status and power to a certain extent. 
It seems to have been impossible for those lead-
ers to expand their social and political infl uence 
beyond the local community (Díaz-del-Río 2006, 
72–74).

Garrido-Pena – Transegalitarian Societies

In addition to the Bell Beaker period in Central 
Iberia, R. Garrido-Pena (2006) developed his model 
on the social organisation of these communities in 
a theoretical approach by also considering previ-
ous periods. Key issue is the concept of B. Hayden’s 
transegalitarian societies, of political leadership 
going beyond boundaries of kinship by not strict-
ly acting locally and going beyond the life of the 
leading individual. The heritage of power would 
be possible but neither mandatory nor institution-
alised power or clear centralisation existed. Com-
pared to the regions on which the former studies 
about the organisation of societies were based, 
the Mesetas cannot be described as an area that 
suffered of resource shortage. Arable land and 
water were available and ecological stress is less 
noticeable. Theories based on the archaeological 
record of other regions with a very special eco-
logical background and resource stress cannot be 
applied to the Mesetas, as those studies are too fo-
cussed on one specifi c area. It is hard to accept ap-
proaches that deny socioeconomic changes in an 
area as huge as the interior of Iberia over a period 
of three or four thousand years. Especially when 
considering that the Mesetas have never been iso-
lated from the rest of the peninsula or the conti-
nent and Megalithism as well as the Bell Beakers 
as so-called pan-European phenomena are widely 
present in the archaeological record. While the 
erection of megalithic monuments or the appear-
ance of Bell Beakers in other regions were often 
related to social and economic changes, such pro-
found transformations were missing in Central 
Iberia (Garrido-Pena 2006, 82).

All societies and even small groups contain 
seeds of inequality. During the Late Neolithic un-
til the Late Copper Age, the archaeological re-
cord does not imply complex societies, but nei-
ther does it support egalitarian ones. Not only do 
archaeological groups vary both regionally and 
temporally but they also show a variety of social 
contexts. Considering Hayden’s characteristics for 
transegalitarian societies regarding for example 
the aspect of special access to a certain resource 
by an individual or group, this access must be 
negotiated with the whole group before it can be 
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granted. Only if resources that are important for 
subsistence are abundant, privileged access to 
them can be permitted if the survival of most of 
the groups can still be assured. This contrasts with 
other assumptions on the origins of socioeconom-
ic differences that see the cause of inequalities in 
the privileged access to resources, demograph-
ic pressure, resource shortage or in ways of risk 
management. In times when everybody’s survival 
is assured individuals are given the opportunity to 
transform production surpluses into social infl u-
ence and personal power by organising and hold-
ing competitive feasts that create interdependen-
cies between leader and supporters. A network is 
established in which the leaders benefi t from debt 
relationships, motivating others to produce sur-
plus that they control. Possible benefi ts of the sup-
porters can be the increased interest of the leader 
to gain a growing infl uence in community affairs. 
Consequently, during times when surplus is pro-
duced, socioeconomic inequalities increase as well 
(Garrido- Pena 2006, 83).

Garrido-Pena argues that Bell Beaker cul-
tures are at stage three of Hayden’s description of 
transegalitarian societies: close to chiefdoms with 
leaders that Hayden called ‘entrepreneurs’. How 
can this be tested and what kind of archaeological 
indicators support this hypothesis? The previous 
periods have to be considered as points of depar-
ture for the development of stage three egalitarian 
societies with the Secondary Products Revolution 
playing a crucial part in it. The Secondary Prod-
ucts Revolution surely affected life in the interior 
of the Iberian Peninsula since the 4th mill. BC, di-
versifying economic systems and social structures 
by increasing the amount of surplus. An indicator 
of the Secondary Products Revolution in Central 
Iberia may be refl ected in the megalithic monu-
ments presenting social and ritual complexity. The 
idea of a transformation taking place is also sup-
ported by the enormous increase in the number 
of sites during the Late Neolithic and Early Chal-
colithic. The rising number of sites equals a de-
mographic increase that started in the 4th mill. BC. 
Proof for economic surplus can be detected with-
in the available data, for example in the Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic campos de hoyos (pit fi elds). Most 
of these pits have been used at least in their pri-
mary function as storage facilities as their size and 

the remains of the former fi lling indicate. Pollen 
analyses additionally point to an intense rate of 
deforestation, revealing the growing human im-
pact on the environment at least since the Late 
Neolithic. Faunal remains within Chalcolithic sites 
indicate the dominance of adult individuals and 
suggest that, besides for meat, animals were ex-
ploited for secondary products like milk or wool, 
which made prolonging their lives an economic 
advantage. As these processes started around the 
beginning of the 4th mill. BC, they reached an ad-
vanced level around the middle of the 3rd mill. BC 
when Bell Beakers fi rst appeared on the Central 
Iberian plateaus. As it has been previously stated, 
Bell Beakers were rarely ever found in domestic 
contexts or used as everyday pottery. It is obvious 
that they were considered to be valuable goods 
and circulated within the exchange networks used 
by leaders to take part in the emergence of social 
complexity. Long distance exchange in Central Ibe-
ria has already been proven for the Late Neolithic 
and especially the Chalcolithic period. For exam-
ple, copper, fl int and ivory objects circulated the 
networks using natural routes (e. g. river valleys) 
indicated by visual markers like natural rock for-
mations, megaliths and enclosures along the way. 
Exchange certainly was used as a social strategy to 
obtain more power through exotic goods, alliances 
and marriage, where Bell Beaker vessels served as 
symbols of status. Within the Bell Beaker society, 
leaders would permanently have had to struggle 
to obtain their position using symbolism to rein-
force it. Although inherited status cannot be prov-
en yet in Central Spain, the long duration of Bell 
Beaker compared to a rather short existence in the 
southeast might be explained by the possible es-
tablishment of inheritable positions (Garrido-Pena 
2006, 83–85).

As a matter of fact, the Spanish Beakers were 
used for alcoholic beverages like beer as chemi-
cal analyses of the residues within the ceramics 
proved. Since alcohol plays an important part 
in social interactions as a sign of hospitality, to 
strengthen relations, during negotiation or to cre-
ate dependencies among the drinkers, it was part 
of a system to keep up social relations and could 
be used as a manifestation of status or group iden-
tity. Hospitality and feasts assured the support of 
the followers and strengthened the tie between 
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followers and leaders in preindustrial socie-
ties. Already the production of alcohol can be a 
means to create and maintain power and wealth 
because the amount of grain used to make the al-
coholic beverage is not used for subsistence. The 
usual Bell Beaker set in Central Spain comprises 
of a beaker, a small bowl and a bigger carinated 
bowl and seems to be part of a feasting set which 
could be used for drinks as well as food. Only 5% 
of the pottery found in settlement areas belong to 
the Bell Beaker type, but the Bell Beaker pottery 
found in the domestic sphere is predominantly 
represented by large Beaker vessels. These vessels 
usually have volumes of two to ten litres but could 
also contain up to over 20l. Chemical analyses still 
have to confi rm it, but the possibility that the con-
tainers were used to brew and serve beer at the 
communal feasts cannot be denied (Garrido-Pena 
2006, 86–88).

Another important feature of transegalitarian 
leadership according to Hayden can also be found 
in the archaeological record of the Bell Beaker 
phenomenon in Central Iberia. The leaders or ‘en-
trepreneurs’ ambitiously tried to unite all impor-
tant roles within their person (economy, politics, 
ritual and military) and some Beaker burials are 
full of objects that carry symbolic meaning (weap-
ons, beverages and food, luxury goods etc.). Even 
supernatural claims for the legitimisation of pow-
er can be found and manifest in the use of the an-
cestral relation by reusing the megalithic burials. 
Regional connections of leaders also served to 
maintain their control of local and imported pres-
tige goods. The decoration of Bell Beaker pottery 
carries meanings and can have a social, religious 
and intellectual background that might indicate 
the membership to a certain group as known from 
the symbolism of traditional costumes all over the 
world. Funerals seem to have been very important 
events in Bell Beaker communities, as the burial 
objects were often produced exclusively for that 
particular burial and were chosen to transmit cer-
tain messages to the participants, which might ex-
plain the high standardisation of the grave goods. 
Especially in the shapes of the pottery, the degree 
of standardisation is very high in Central Iberia. 
A further novelty and in strong contrast to earli-
er burials is the increasing importance of individ-
ual burials in Bell Beaker societies (Garrido-Pena 

2006, 88). Although the archaeological record and 
the data about socioeconomic transformation are 
still lacking information about Central Iberia, the 
presented patterns support the presence of the 
main features of Hayden’s transegalitarian model. 
Leaders emerge and use different means (feasts, 
exchange, ancestor lineages) to consolidate their 
position and power and in some cases maybe also 
established inheritable leaderships (Garrido-Pena 
2006, 93).

Bueno, Barroso and de Balbín – Collectivity 

and Individuality

The Bell Beaker phenomenon has almost exclu-
sively been interpreted based on its relation to the 
burial ritual (mainly due to the long-existing lack 
of settlement sites). The presence of pottery with 
Bell Beaker decoration was directly linked to po-
litical power and regarded as the symbolic proof 
for the hierarchisation of society. Bell Beakers 
were seen as something new, infi ltrating over the 
course of European Late Prehistory, disregarding 
that several phenomena before spread over large 
areas along the Atlantic facade. Palaeo lithic art, 
shell middens, megalithism and others stand in 
the long tradition of interrelations on the Iberian 
Peninsula and in the area of Toledo way before 
Bell Beaker complex appeared and benefi ted from 
previously established networks. All the interpre-
tations of Bell Beakers (luxury goods indicating 
power of warriors, metallurgists etc.) on the south-
ern Meseta were based on their occurrence in in-
dividual burials. Because only few mega lithic bur-
ials were known, Bell Beakers were always seen in 
direct connection with individuality. The increas-
ing research on collective burials in Central Spain, 
including the investigations in the Valle de las 
Higueras (Huecas, Toledo), demonstrate that these 
interpretations referred to a fragmentary archaeo-
logical record. The area of Huecas proved a stable 
population since the Middle Neolithic based on the 
exploitation of a dehesa- system (according to sur-
veys and palynological data). It gives impressive 
insights into a complex of diverse burial archi-
tecture in a densely settled region. The exclusive-
ly collective burials in artifi cial caves and burial 
mounds revealed a mixed set of vessels with Bell 
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Beaker decoration, metal objects, jewellery, undec-
orated vessels and bone artefacts. Bell  Beaker ves-
sels are additional objects within the set of burial 
gifts that were likely used in the collective ritual 
of eating and drinking with the deceased. It is a 
ritual continuity and symbolic repetition used by 
social organisations referring to lineage to legit-
imise a higher status than other group members. 
P.  Bueno’s research group ( Bueno et al. 2005b; 
2017) proved the aforementioned statements with 
the results of the excavations, especially from the 
burial ground of the Valle de las Higueras; sub-
stantiating their claims with radio carbon and pal-
ynological analyses as well as a closer look at terri-
tories, symbology and exchange networks (Bueno 
et al. 2005b, 68–70).

In general, Bell Beaker vessels appear in all 
sorts of megalithic burials along the Tagus Ba-
sin. Constructions with chambers and long or 
short corridors, in monuments with false vaults 
or masonry construction mounds, but also bur-
ials with Bell Beakers in caves, artificial caves, 
burials within the area of the living or individu-
al burials on burial grounds can be found along 
the course of the Tagus River. The variability of 
the grave construction types associated with Bell 
Beaker vessels is refl ected in the high variability 
of the composition of burial gifts in collective bur-
ials; the Bell Beaker phenomenon did not lead to 
a standardised set of objects here. The megalithic 
burials, in which pots with Bell Beaker decoration 
were found, were constructed from the 5th to the 
3rd mill. BC. It appears that communities wanted 
to connect to the Neolithic tradition and empha-
sise ancestral relations. Examples are, among 
 others, the dolmen of Azután (Toledo) with a 
chamber and a corridor, the small burial mounds 
with false vault of El Canchal de la Vera (Cáceres), 
the artifi cial caves (Palmela) between the estuary 
of the Tagus and the Sado Rivers as well as the 
masonry construction burial mounds of  Alcalar 
(Portimão) in the south of Portugal. Of special in-
terest: In the province of Toledo, individual bur-
ials, dolmen, natural and artifi cial caves, partly 
with place continuity like in Azután (constructed 
in the 4th and reused during the 3rd mill. BC), con-
tained burial objects with Bell Beaker decoration. 
Not least since the discovery of the archaeolog-
ical sites in the municipality of Huecas, it could 

be demonstrated that the construction types and 
chronology of burials associated with Bell Beak-
ers in the province of Toledo are comparable with 
the ones in the estuary of the Tagus and the whole 
southwest of the peninsula. This means that dif-
ferences between the coastal areas and the interi-
or of the peninsula that were suggested in the past 
become less with each day the knowledge about 
Late Prehistory on the Mesetas increases (Bueno 
et al. 2005b, 70–72).

In the southwest of the village of Huecas, 
an impressive archaeological territory from the 
 Middle Neolithic up to the Bell Beaker Chalcolith-
ic could be revealed. In the Valle de las Higueras, 
west and north of it especially, burial sites provid-
ed new insights. By excavations as well as surveys 
contemporaneous settlement sites could be detect-
ed as well. The burials show large constructional 
differences; on the one hand the burial mound of 
Castillejos, then artifi cial caves next to silex extrac-
tion sites excavated in a limestone mesa (necropo-
lis of Valle de las  Higureas) and on the other hand 
the masonry burial mound at the foot of the mesa 
in the Valle de las Higueras, abbreviated TVH 
(Túmulo Valle de las Higueras). The geographical 
proximity of burial sites and economical activities 
is nothing unique on the Iberian Peninsula. Ad-
ditionally, the sites show a good intervisibility, as 
from Castillejos Cave 1 of the Valle de las Higuer-
as can be seen and the settlement site of Los Picos 
in the north of the burial mound as well. From 
Cave 1 the burial mound in the valley (THV) can 
be spotted and from there the eastern Cave 5 is 
visible. Contact between all the sites at the same 
time could be possible if necessity arose (Bueno 
et al. 2005b, 73).

The burial mound of Castillejos was a dry-
stone wall construction in combination with 
wood and adobe. The chamber with a diameter 
of 3m, an approx. height of 2m and an entrance 
pointing to the east contained the majority of the 
buried individuals. Of special interest is the an-
nex of another circular chamber of 1m in diam-
eter in the southeast of the main chamber. An 
approx. 18-year-old male and a mature adult man 
were buried here. The older male was consid-
ered a secondary burial by the excavators, as the 
bones seemed to have been laid down in a kind 
of bone package (no correct anatomical position). 
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Similar separations could also be observed in the 
construction of the interior of the artifi cial caves. 
These caves were dug into the ground and carved 
into the bedrock of the mesa; the interior was pro-
tected from the exterior – the outside world – by 
stone and clay walls. The deceased, in some cases, 
were placed on constructions interpreted as ‘beds’ 
(stones of 1m x 0.8m) or structures built of clay 
and stone separated different burial units from 
each other in niches. Besides these constructional 
differences, the majority of burial gifts presented 
collective items and only seldom individual ob-
jects. In Cave 1 a dagger and an arrowhead of the 
Palmela type were found but the objects could not 
be assigned to a specifi c individual. Likewise, the 
main chamber of Cave 3 revealed almost nothing 
but collective burial objects of the ten individu-
als buried there. Only one woman (M9) carried a 
variscite necklace as well as a large shell as indi-
vidual items. Niche 3a – where also cinnabar was 
detected – contained the remains of two children. 
One of them (between five and nine years old) 
was wearing a necklace of beads made of bovid 
scapula; several beakers and two bowls decorated 
in the Ciempozuelos style were placed at the back 
of the child. Back in the main chamber of Cave 3, 
a group of three individuals placed on stone beds 
revealed individual burial gifts as well. The group 
of an adult male, an adult female and a newborn 
were buried with a necklace of cowry shells, var-
iscite beads and amber; a copper awl was found 
at one of the adults’ postcranial skeleton. These 
are not all the examples of individual treatments 
found in the sites of Huecas but they give a good 
insight into the variability of individual expres-
sions within collective burials (Bueno et al. 2005a, 
73–76).

The detection of very different burial con-
structions with Bell Beakers in the Valle de Huecas 
brought up the question of contemporaneity and 
whether these differences in architecture might 
express regional specifi cs. Radiocarbon data ver-
ified the contemporaneity and the close spatial 
relation amongst the burials contradicts the hy-
pothesis of regional peculiarities. The recurring 
combination of juvenile and adult or mature in-
dividuals buried together in separated areas as it 
can be found in the annex of Castillejos, Niche 3b 
or in Cave 5 is remarkable. The younger individual 

always appeared to be a primary burial, while the 
older individual was interpreted as a secondary 
burial. This contrasts with the hypothesis that Bell 
Beaker burials have been singular and fi nal events 
for the deceased leaders. Rather, processes of de-
carnisation and reburials have been considered. 
In some cases, a separation of burials with Bell 
Beaker items within the collective burials in the 
artifi cial caves can be observed. But this is also 
not standardised, as Bell Beaker vessels accompa-
nied the composition of burial gifts in the cham-
ber of Cave 1. Eventually, Bell Beakers formed part 
of the separated burials as well as of the objects 
in the chamber. The niche of Cave 1 was a sepa-
rated space without Bell Beaker pottery, but with 
variscite beads and undecorated ceramic objects. 
Additionally, separated individuals as well as indi-
viduals with Bell Beaker vessels or prestige goods 
were not restricted to a certain age or sex. The fact 
that women and children received the same treat-
ments as men in the Valle de las Higueras implies 
that the social status and therefore the familiar or-
ganisation and the reference to ancestral lineages 
were more important than the sex (Bueno et al. 
2005a, 77–79).

The analysed vessels (both decorated and un-
decorated ones) revealed new information about 
the palaeodiet; they contained remains of food and 
drink. The meals were based on pig and fi sh but 
also mush based on vegetables or grains. Drinks 
mainly consisted of cereal or honey based liquids, 
meaning the vessels showed remains of alcoholic 
beverages like beer and mead. Still, the drinking 
and eating with the ancestors or the offer of alco-
hol and food was no new phenomenon but goes 
back to Neolithic times. Also rooted in Neolithic 
traditions is the use of cinnabar in the burial ritual, 
which is also present in Cave 1 and 5 in the Valle 
de las Higueras. Objects such as cowry shells or 
variscite and amber beads go back to communi-
cation and exchange networks established since 
the 5th mill. BC that have been intensifi ed through 
the centuries until Bell Beaker times. These exotic 
or prestige goods, sometimes combined with Bell 
Beaker and metal objects, were part of a public dis-
play of dominant familiar organisations that con-
structed or reused the collective burials. The fami-
ly or lineage, which occupied the burial, equipped 
their deceased with several objects that would 
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prove their power. Bell Beakers are additional 
items within the composition of the burial gifts 
but not the only ones. They presented new com-
plementary prestigious objects like the others that 
highlight individuals or groups in collective burials 
since the 5th mill. BC (Bueno et al. 2005a, 81–84).

Individuality, hence, is a tendency that can 
be observed since the construction of the first 
megaliths. Segregation of a group or individual 
burial gifts emphasised the signifi cance of these 
individuals for the community as a whole. The 
act of collective meals and drinks within the ritu-
al strengthened ancestral lineages. Together with 
individual burial gifts and prestige goods for se-
lected members, power and infl uence of a group 
inside the community were emphasised. The con-
tinuity seen throughout the millennia – from the 
5th until the end of the 3rd mill. BC – is interpreted 
by Bueno and her colleagues as the use of ideolog-
ical resources in favour of more and more consol-
idated elites. These attempts to demonstrate and 
enhance a social order based on ancestral lineage 
and thus inherited status might cause more social 
confl icts. Megaliths, ditched enclosures and forti-
fi ed settlements are the three visible elements of 
the system of social cohesion, using certain buri-
als as means for the constitution of political power 
(Bueno et al. 2005b, 86; 2017, 31). Social differenc-
es existed throughout the Iberian Late Prehistory 
and even during the 5th mill. BC no proof for ex-
clusively egalitarian communities can be found, 
although social differences became more striking 
during the 3rd mill. BC.

This consideration of different approaches to the 
social organisation of especially 4th and 3rd mill. BC 
communities on the Iberian Peninsula shall 
provide an overview of the common research 

directions. The tendencies of presenting the south 
of Iberia as very complex and almost state-like in 
its organisation of landscape and society while 
considering the interior as almost deserted, rather 
egalitarian and resistant to changes was especial-
ly popular during the last quarter of the 20th cent. 
With the new models that were established due 
to a growing amount of data and an increasing 
archaeological record of the Late Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic of the Mesetas, a more distinguished 
image of the central tablelands is emerging. Most 
of the researchers cannot get rid of an evolutio-
nal consideration of societies as developing from 
 simple to complex communities, although trans-
formations can also lead to a decrease in com-
plexity. As Díaz-del-Río stresses, the Chalcolithic 
communities – compared to previous or later peri-
ods – were signifi cantly better in the organisation 
of labour and production activities.

After having outlined the framework of the 
SFB 1070 as well as the initial objectives of the 
project about Iberian Late Prehistory, sever-
al topics with which researchers are inevitably 
confronted when investigating Late Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic societies were explained. The 
terms and theories discussed here will be an issue 
throughout the subsequent chapters. It already 
became clear that the impression of the Central 
Iberian Chalcolithic society is far from being a 
static one and ongoing research keeps chang-
ing models and hypotheses based on the current 
state of the archaeological record. Chapter 3 will 
emphasise this by stating important stages of the 
history of investigation, the chronological division 
of the southern Meseta and neighbouring regions 
and by providing insight into one of the currently 
most discussed site types of the Iberian Peninsula, 
the ditched enclosures.
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3 A Short Note on Iberian Late Prehistory

After having outlined the theoretical framework 
of the case study in the previous chapter, this 
chapter will focus on the prehistoric background, 
more specifi cally the Late Neolithic and Chalco-
lithic research. Besides the presentation of the 
 archaeological record of the Late Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic, the overview also includes the site 
types (burial types, settlements etc.) as well as the 
embedding of the site of Azután into this context. 
The discussion of the research history will enable 
the reader to get an impression of the current ar-
chaeological record and the differences in the dis-
persion of prehistoric burial and settlement sites. 
The geographic focus will be on the situation of 
the southern half of the Iberian Peninsula – from 
the Spanish Central System to the Mediterranean 
and Atlantic coasts.

Whereas archaeological investigations in the 
southwest of the Iberian Peninsula have been in-
creasing during the past years, the interior of the 
peninsula continues to be neglected by many re-
searchers, as its general appearance apparently 
did not promise many or any late prehistoric finds. 
This painted the picture of a deserted interior that 
people only used to make their way from coast A 
to coast B. Why and how this idea arose and if it 
is still a reliable statement will be discussed in the 
following subchapters. First, a general introduc-
tion to the current state of available prehistoric 
data on the Iberian Peninsula will be given before 
discussing the state of archaeological investiga-
tions regarding the 4th and 3rd mill. BC. As this pe-
riod is characterised by a certain type of sites, the 
ditched enclosures, these will be addressed before 
concluding with the circumstances in Azután and 
its surroundings.

3.1 The 4th and 3rd Millennium BC of the 

 Iberian Peninsula

Similar to other parts of Europe, the beginnings 
of a general interest in historical monuments and 
antiquities on the Iberian Peninsula can be ob-
served during the Renaissance. At the beginning 

of the 19th cent. AD, the fi rst archaeological exca-
vations were carried out, although the fi rst pro-
fessional education in archaeological disciplines 
did not exist before 1856 and was made possible 
by the ‘Escuela Superior de Diplomática’. Elev-
en years later, in 1867, the fi rst institute for ar-
chaeology was founded in Madrid: the ‘Museo 
Arqueológico Nacional’. Nonetheless, archaeolog-
ical studies and investigations were dominated 
by associations as well as self-educated persons 
until the beginning of the 20th cent. Many of the 
early investigators came from related fields of 
work such as the geologist Juan Vilanova y Piera. 
Especially investigators of other European coun-
tries played an important role in the research 
concerning Iberian pre- and protohistory during 
that time, such as the Belgian brothers and min-
ing engineers Henri and Louis Siret, the French 
Hellenistic researcher Pierre Paris or the German 
Hugo Obermaier with his focus on the Palaeo-
lithic period. Eventually, in 1916, an exclusively 
prehistoric course of study was established by 
Pere Bosch-Gimpera with the foundation of a pro-
fessorship at the University of Barcelona. People 
interested in prehistoric research were now able 
to receive appropriate education in Spain. French 
(Casa de Velázquez, founded in 1928) and German 
(Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Abteilung 
Madrid, founded in 1943) institutions kept infl u-
encing the archaeological research of the Iberian 
Peninsula to a certain extent and are still collab-
orating with Iberian archaeologists today (Sasse 
2005, 286 f.). Like in every other country, its his-
torical background strongly infl uences theoretical 
approaches in sciences. For example, the assump-
tion of ex oriente lux dominated large parts of the 
initial phase of formation of an archaeological 
theory and in the form of trans-cultural diffusion 
it is sometimes still applied today. During the dic-
tatorships in Spain (Francisco Franco) and Portu-
gal (António de Oliveira Salazar), the Marxist ap-
proach dominated the research until at least the 
end of the 1970s, when processual and later post- 
processual ideas also started to affect the prehis-
toric research of the Iberian Peninsula.
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This study focuses on the Final Neolithic and the 
Chalcolithic periods of the Iberian Peninsula. The 
terms ‘Neolithic’ (gr. ‘neo’ = new, ‘lithos’ = stone), 
as well as ‘Chalcolithic’, which is less commonly 
used in prehistoric research, derive from Greek 
origins. ‘Chalcolithic’ is composed of the terms 
‘chalkos’ (copper) and ‘lithos’ (stone). Synonyms 
can be ‘Copper Age’, ‘Copper Stone Age’ or ‘Ene-
olithic’, depending on the research history of the 
European region the respective investigator is 
working in. In relation to the use of the term Chal-
colithic or Copper Age on the Iberian Peninsula, 
it can be stressed that other than for example in 
Germany, the description Chalcolithic Period is 
frequently used for the time between the end of 
the Neolithic and the beginning of the Bronze Age. 
The recognition of the Chalcolithic as an autono-
mous period has been discussed, as the beginnings 
of metallurgy started out with the copper objects 
and not with artefacts made of bronze. Often the 
period is referred to as a transitional phase be-
tween the Late Neolithic and the Early Bronze Age, 
a phase when metal ores were used but metallur-
gy was not as well-developed as in the ‘real’ metal 
ages (meaning Bronze and Iron Age). Sometimes 
the Chalcolithic is regarded as a completely sep-
arate period, an addition to the three-age system 
of Thomsen. But obviously, the term is unequal-
ly used throughout Europe and its application in 
general is often questioned. For the Iberian Penin-
sula, the term of a Chalcolithic period was intro-
duced and established by Vilanova y Piera (1884) 
and Estació da Veiga (1887). In general, nowadays, 
it is roughly covering the 3rd mill. BC on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula. Compared to Central Europe, the 
Iberian Chalcolithic period is approximately con-
temporaneous to the Late and Final Neolithic pe-
riods. Even though it is debateable whether cop-
per use was a driving force for the developments 
visible during the 4th and 3rd mill. BC, its existence 
cannot be denied. Hence, the term Chalcolithic is 
controversial, but nonetheless helpful as a techni-
cal term (Bartelheim/Krauß 2012, 85 f., 94; Kunst 
2013, 181 f.; Sasse 2005, 290).

Discoveries in archaeology always affect the 
development of theories, methods and interpre-
tations. Especially sites detected during the early 
days of prehistoric research had a strong impact 
on the ideas about Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic 

societies because of their outstanding structures 
or finds. For the Prehistoric research of the Iberi-
an Peninsula, these important sites were predom-
inantly situated in the south of Spain and Portu-
gal. Four of them are the dolmen of La Cueva de 
la Pastora (Valencina de la Concepción, Sevilla), 
the walled enclosure of Leceia (Oeiras, Lisboa), 
the tholos and megalithic burial necropolis of 
 Alcalar (Portimão, Faro) and the walled enclosure 
of Los Millares including the surrounding  fortines 
(forts) as well as the related tholos necropolis 
(Santa Fé de Mondújar, Almería). They were all 
studied and published during the second half of 
the 19th cent. AD (Tubino 1868; Ribeiro 1878; da 
 Veiga 1886–1891; Siret/Siret 1887) and are to some 
extent still anchor points for the formation of ar-
chaeological theories to this day (e. g. concerning 
the emergence of strongly hierarchical societies: 
Nocete 2001; Morán/Parreira 2009 etc.). During 
the 19th cent., the Belgian Siret brothers – who 
 operated mainly in the Almería region – were pi-
oneers in the research of Late Prehistory from 
the Neolithic to the Bronze Age. As they published 
their results in French, which gave them a  wider 
impact across the Spanish borders, and due to 
their very active research, the south and southeast 
of Spain became the most intensively researched 
area for this period, whereas the other sites fell 
into oblivion for a long time. It was not until the 
discovery of Vila Nova de São Pedro (União das 
Freguesias de Manique do Intendente, Vila Nova 
de São Pedro e Maçussa, Azambuja) and the exca-
vations of Zambujal (Torres Vedras, Torres  Vedras) 
around the middle of the 20th cent. that a scientif-
ic balance to the south of Spain was created and 
the other sites of the 19th cent. came back to mind 
(do Paço/Sangmeister 1956; Sangmeister/Schubart 
1965). Especially the walled Chalcolithic site of 
Zambujal provided a long temporal sequence be-
cause it had been inhabited for a long time, which 
allowed a division of the Copper Age into distinct 
phases. Further investigations of several Chalco-
lithic sites showed that Bell Beaker material ap-
peared simultaneously to copper, which demon-
strated a settlement continuity. As a result, the Bell 
Beaker period was classified to be part of the Chal-
colithic period and divided into an older maritime 
and a younger Ciempozuelos type (Kunst 2001, 73–
77). The eponymous site for the latter decoration 
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type is the necropolis of Ciempozuelos in Madrid 
(Blasco 1994). The discovery of four artificial caves 
(cuevas artificiales) used as burial sites in the town 
of Quinta do Anjo (Palmela, Setúbal), which was 
published in 1908, provided further important di-
agnostic finds for the earlier Bell Beaker phase. Be-
sides the typical Palmela arrowhead and Palmela 
bowl, the sites added another type of burial to the 
already known dolmen and tholoi ( Leisner et al. 
1961; Kunst 2001, 74).

The research of the couple Georg and Vera 
Leisner with their collection and investigations 
regarding the megalithic burials had a huge im-
pact on the archaeology of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC 
(Leisner/Leisner 1943; 1956; 1959; Leisner 1965). 
Although they did outstanding work in the field 
of megalithic research in general, information on 
megaliths in the centre of the peninsula can hard-
ly be found in their works. During the middle of 
the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, a differ-
ent type of site caught the eye of the Spanish ar-
chaeologists. Due to industrialisation processes 
and a tourism boom, extensive soil movements 
took place, which opened large surfaces and al-
lowed the gradual discovery of Chalcolithic sites 
surrounded by ditches. Almost simultaneously, 
sites like Valencina de la Concepción, Papa Uvas 
and La Pijotilla in the south were excavated and 
published. In the 1990s, more ditched sites could 
be discovered, especially by aerial archaeology. 
Particularly the south of Portugal soon regularly 
applied aerial imagery to detect this specific site 
type, leading to Peridgões being the best investi-
gated site among them (Lago et al. 1998). These so-
called ditched enclosures are often accompanied 
by numerous pits and other kinds of structures 
dug in the ground (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 17 f.). 
Further information on the topic of ditched enclo-
sures will be given in chapter 3.2.

Another type of site, not less impressive than 
ditched enclosures, are the variscite mines of Can 
Tintorer at Gavà (Barcelona). They have been ex-
cavated since 1991 and show complex mining ac-
tivities mainly for the fi rst half of the 4th mill. BC. 
Shafts, tunnels and galleries were dug into the 
ground, reaching a depth of up to 15m and cov-
ering an area of several hectares. Twelve sec-
tions of the mining complex have been excavated 
completely or in parts, while 90 sectors remained 

untouched for future research. Two burial sites 
within the complex reveal information on the 
 people involved in the mining-related processes 
(e. g. Bosch et al. 1996, 60; Borrell et al. 2015, 74–79).

These high impact discoveries in Iberian Late 
Prehistory up to the end of the 1990s created the 
impression that Central Iberia was not or only spo-
radically inhabited. Theories developed on the ba-
sis of the coastal sites consolidated this impression 
by assuming that Mediterranean copper prospec-
tors arrived at the coasts where their knowledge 
and the contact to the indigenous people encour-
aged a faster development. The sparsely populat-
ed centre was thought to have remained at a low 
level of development and social organisation un-
til at a later point, around the end of the Bronze 
Age and the beginning Iron Age, the knowledge 
supposed to slowly diffuse from the coast into the 
centre. While the prehistoric archaeology of the 
south of Spain and Portugal was known for the 
impressive ditched and walled enclosures as well 
as megalithic burials, the prehistoric archaeologi-
cal record of the Mesetas mainly consisted of pits 
and surface finds until the end of the 1980s. The 
number of investigations increased during the last 
decades, demonstrating that both the northern 
and the southern Meseta were more densely popu-
lated during the 4th and 3rd mill. BC than indicated 
by former finds and sites.

Both Mesetas revealed some very interesting 
sites, especially since the 1980s and during the 
first two decades of the 21st cent. Although the sites 
date to the 6th and 5th mill. BC, the topic of mining 
should be addressed again, as such activity has 
taken place in the centre of Iberia as well. The 
mining area of Casa Montero (Vicálvaro, Madrid) 
has been investigated during a rescue excavation 
in 2004 and more than 2500 shafts for the extrac-
tion of silex were documented and 126 of them ex-
cavated. During prehistory, pits of different types 
and maximum depths between 2.5 and 7.35m 
were dug to exploit the silex-bearing layers. This 
activity can be traced back to 5500–4700  calBC, 
confirming complex extraction processes almost 
2000 years before the variscite mining at Can 
 Tintorer started (Consuegra et al. 2004).

Sites of the centre, such as Los Castillos (Las 
Herencias, Toledo) at the southern bank of the 
middle Tagus Basin reaching back to the 4th and 
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3rd mill. BC, have been studied and test  trenches 
have been opened in the 1980s. The presumed 
hilltop settlement overlooking the valley revealed 
pit structures and became known as the first site 
of the southern Meseta where painted pottery has 
been detected. Other types of pottery decoration 
are present at this site as well, although painted 
pottery forms the largest group. In some cases, 
the surface of the vessel has been prepared with a 
slip or engobe before it has been decorated. Short 
lines, curves or triangular motives in predomi-
nantly red and ochre-colour, but also in orange 
or white, were applied either before or after the 
firing process of the pottery. The motives were or-
ganised in groups, often covering the whole exte-
rior surface, but can also be found on the inside of 
the vessels (de Álvaro et al. 1988, 182; de Álvaro/ 
Piñón 1995). At the time of the discovery of Los 
Castillos – and unfortunately for much longer – 
the painted sherds were dismissed as a genuine 
development of the centre and their existence was 
interpreted as cultural influence of the developed 
Mediterranean South where similar treatment 
of pottery had been observed before (de Alvaro/
Piñón 1995, 282; Kunst 2001, 96).

Significant contributions to the research on 
the megalithic burials of the southern  Meseta 
were made since the 1980s up until today by 
 Bueno and her colleagues. With their work in 
Cáceres and Toledo (e. g. Bueno 1988; 1990; 1991; 
Bueno et al. 2005a; 2016a; 2016b), they demon-
strated that mega liths were equally distributed 
in the centre of Iberia, revealing similarities to 
the southwestern representatives of the collec-
tive burial monuments as well as similarities in 
the material culture. The archaeological record 
of the central plateaus continued to grow with 
the research of Delibes and his team – starting 
in the 1980s – who investigated many megalithic 
monuments on the northern Meseta (e. g.  Delibes 
et al. 1987). Further interesting insights into the 
burial ritual of the centre was given around the 
end of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st cent. 
by the archaeological research conducted in Valle 
de  Ambrona (Soria). Three monumental burial 
mounds with a chronological focus on the first 
half of the 4th mill. BC were investigated (Rojo et al. 
2005). During the first decade of this century, an-
other interdisciplinary project located within the 

middle Tagus Basin was carried out in  Huecas 
( Toledo). Burial sites as well as foundations of 
dwellings were excavated. Besides burial mounds, 
the researchers detected burials in at least eight 
artificial caves; a collective burial type that was 
new in the centre. These constructions again show 
parallels to the burials of Quinta do Anjo in Por-
tugal mentioned above (Bueno et al. 2005b; 2009; 
2012a; 2012b). For the past 30 years, Central Spain 
kept revealing more and more of its prehistoric 
potential. Already more than 400 Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic burial mounds9 and megalithic burials 
have been detected along the Duero and the Tagus 
 Rivers. Due to ongoing research and an increasing 
interest in Late Prehistory, it has been possible to 
demonstrate that megalithic structures are not ex-
clusively a phenomenon of the coastal areas and 
their hinterland but that they are equally distrib-
uted from the Ebro River over the Mesetas and the 
Extremadura to the Atlantic and Mediterranean 
region (Bueno et al. 2016a, 158 f.).

Another type of sites expanded its known dis-
tribution to the central regions of Iberia as well 
due the additional research: Ditched enclosures 
similar to those known from the south have been 
detected in Madrid and especially numerous in 
the autonomous community of Castilla y León 
since about the beginning of the 21st cent. (Díaz-
del-Río 2003; Delibes et al. 2014). Some examples 
of Iberian ditched enclosures like Senhora da 
Alegria in Coimbra (e. g. Valera 2013b), Mas d’Is 
in Alicante (e. g. Bernabeu et al. 2002) and La Re-
villa del Campo (Rojo et al. 2008a; 2008b), discov-
ered in the Valle de Ambrona where impressive 
burials came to light, were dated to the turn of the 
6th to the 5th mill. BC. The overwhelming majority 
of sites with ditches is concentrated in the second 
half of the 4th and the 3rd mill. BC (Late Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic period, see chapter 9.1). For a 
long time, ditched enclosures were a phenome-
non of the south but the discoveries especially 
of  Delibes and his team in Castilla y León with 
the help of aerial archaeology indicate that the 
ditched enclosures – as it has been demonstrated 
with megalithic structures already – were equally 

9 Burial mounds may include stone architecture but are 
lacking the larger stones typical for megalithic structures.
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distributed throughout the Iberian Peninsula from 
the Ebro River over the Mesetas and the Extrema-
dura into the Atlantic and Mediterranean region. 
So far, the large ditched enclosures have contin-
ued to be a phenomenon of the southwest. The en-
closures of the centre only rarely cover an area of 
3ha or more and usually range from 0.5 to 1.5ha 
in size, as can be seen in the sites of Las Pozas in 
Zamora or Las Matillas in Madrid (García 2013; 
Díaz-del-Río 2003).

Following this insight into the earlier years of 
prehistoric archaeology, the explanation of the ter-
minology and the presentation of archaeological 
discoveries that have the most impact on the re-
sults of this study as excellent comparisons, a com-
pilation of the chronologies of the Late Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic periods of the southern Meseta 
and neighbouring regions will serve as a contextu-
al transition and help to understand the complex 
situation of the available data for these periods 
(chapter 3.1.2).

3.1.1 The Chronological Background

The area considered here is limited to the south-
ern half of the Iberian Peninsula from the  Gredos 
Mountains to the Mediterranean and Atlantic 
coasts. Within this area alone, fi ve different chron-
ological systems for the Late Neolithic and Chalco-
lithic are applied that differ slightly or extremely 
in their classifi cation as well as their designation. 
The fi ve regions, on whose archaeological record 
the chronological systems are based on, are south-
ern Portugal, western Andalucía, the southeast 
of Spain, Valencia and the southern Meseta. As 
the modern political division does not represent 
ancient borders and as the prehistoric material 
culture does not indicate significant differenc-
es between southwestern Spain and the south 
of Portugal, they are addressed together. This is 
done especially due to Portugal’s rich prehistory 
and its parallels to the middle Tagus Basin, which 
have been mentioned above and will be referred 
to later in the new results of this PhD-thesis (chap-
ter 6). Starting with the southern part of Portugal, 
the chronological comparison will make its way 
along the Mediterranean coast, including the au-
tonomous community of Valencia, and conclude 

with the southern Meseta, where the case study is 
located.

Southern Portugal

In recent years, R. Boaventura and R. Mataloto 
published two papers dealing with the chron-
ological division of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC of the 
 Algarve and Alentejo regions (Mataloto/Boaven-
tura 2009; Boaventura/Mataloto 2013). They ex-
cluded the Portuguese Estremadura from their 
research, as its geomorphological situation and 
material culture differs from the other two re-
gions. They included sites and material culture 
(pottery) as well as the latest radiocarbon dates 
(2-sigma) in their study, distinguishing between 
a chronological classifi cation for settlements and 
burials. As  these divisions differ slightly, the focus 
will be on the chronological phases for the settle-
ment sites because burials are not the central top-
ic of the results of this PhD-study. The chronolo-
gy for the settlements is divided into four phases, 
three of which overlap with the chronologies of 
the other areas that will be discussed here and are 
there fore presented in detail (tab. 1). The dates de-
rive from the published radiocarbon curve and 
should be considered to be rough indications, as 
further details on exact dates are not given in the 
articles. Phase 2 of Boaventura and Mataloto’s 
(2013) chronological system covers the last third 
of the 4th mill. BC. It is also known as Final Neo-
lithic and coincides with parts of J. M.  Arnaud’s 
Neolithic III. This period is characterised by pre-
dominantly undecorated pottery and the emer-
gence of the ditched enclosures. The subsequent 
phase 3 contains the largest number of radio-
carbon samples and covers the first half of the 
3rd mill. BC. Pottery of this phase are often defi ned 
by thickened rims. The use of ditched enclosures 
continues and walled enclosures start to appear. 
So far, there are no indications that would allow 
to subdivide this long period. Synonymously, this 
phase is often referred to as Early and  Middle 
Chalcolithic. The fi nal phase, phase 4, dates to the 
third quarter of the 3rd mill. BC and is character-
ised by the appearance of pottery with Bell Beaker 
decoration. Around 2200 BC, walled and ditched 
enclosures seem to have been abandoned and 
slowly disappear ( Boaventura/ Mataloto 2013, 84–
89; Rodrigues 2015, 46).
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Western Andalucía

The chronology of western Andalucía – including 
every province from Huelva to Córdoba and fur-
ther to western Granada – differs significantly 
from the one of southern Portugal in its designa-
tion of phases. The phases were based on sites of 
the western foothills of the Sierra Morena. Later, 
it was extended to cover western and southern 
Andalucía as well, although it remains question-
able whether a chronology should be applied to 
an area that was not included in the development 
of the phases, but mainly based on one area in 
the north of the autonomous community (Sierra 
Morena). Especially the west and centre of Anda-
lucía predominantly ties in with the general chro-
nology of South Portugal and is fully assigned to 
the term Copper Age/Chalcolithic. It is divided into 
three phases (tab. 1), beginning with the Initial 
Copper Age in the last quarter of the 4th mill. BC, 
which is followed by the Full Copper Age that al-
most completely covers the fi rst half of the 3rd mill. 
and concludes with the Recent Copper Age of the 
fi rst quarter of the 3rd mill. BC (Castro et al. 1996, 
91; Chapman 2008, 236). The reasons for this 
classification remain unclear, as they were not 
elaborated.

Southeastern Spain

Southeastern Spain is defi ned by the coastal parts 
of Almeria and Murcia but also encompasses the 
mountainous hinterland and the eastern moun-
tain valleys of Granada. The spread of material 
culture assigned to the Chalcolithic period is said 
to take place simultaneously to the emergence of 
walled enclosures as well as the formation of more 
stratifi ed social systems. The phasing of the Cop-
per Age is highly debated, but in general the radio-
carbon dates point to a duration of the Chalcolithic 
period from approx. 3200/3100 to 2250 BC (Castro 
et al. 1996; Molina et al. 2004; Chapman 2008, 198). 
While P. V. Castro and his team divide the period 
into four phases (Ia, Ib, II, III), F. Molina and his 
colleagues defi ne four to fi ve phases, depending 
on the geographical location of the sites where it 
is applied (tab. 1). Both research groups use 1-sig-
ma radiocarbon dates. In order to not make mat-
ters too complicated, only the latest division of the 
Copper Age by Molina et al. 2004 will be presented, 
which is based on calibrated radiocarbon dates of 

24 sites. The fi rst phase – in most of southeastern 
Spain referred to as Final Neolithic – includes in 
certain areas the development of an Earliest Cop-
per Age during the third quarter of the 4th mill. BC. 
The sites are characterised by pit structures, ‘forti-
fi cations’ like ditches and palisades and megalithic 
burials. The following Early Copper Age at the end 
of the 4th mill. BC and the turn of the millennium 
is defi ned by the emergence of walled enclosures 
(called fortifications by Molina and colleagues) 
and apparently the formation of a stratifi cation 
of society, resulting in a centralised state-like sys-
tem with a stronger organisation of the landscape 
and a hierarchisation of settlements (Nocete 2001) 
during the Middle Copper Age (first half of the 
3rd mill. BC). The Late Copper Age in the middle of 
the 3rd mill. BC is characterised by the maximum 
development of the Chalcolithic ‘fortifi cations’ and 
the appearance of the maritime Bell Beaker pot-
tery. The last phase, the Final Copper Age, during 
the third and the beginning of the fourth quarter 
of the 3rd mill. BC, seems to end in a crisis among 
the centralised systems of the southeast, eventual-
ly leading to the decline of the large walled enclo-
sures (Molina et al. 2004, 153–156).

Valencia

Especially with the example of southeastern Spain, 
the differences in the chronological systems as 
well as the available archaeological record and the 
huge differences in its interpretation are clearly 
visible. Against this backdrop, it is not surprising 
that archaeological research in the autonomous 
community of Valencia lead to a different perio-
disation and designation of the time between the 
end of the 4th and the 3rd mill. BC. In general, the 
time between 5500 and 2200 BC is referred to as 
Neo lithic I and II. Those two phases are subdivided 
into six phases. Neolithic IA, IB and IC cover the pe-
riod between the middle of the 6th and the middle 
of the 5th mill. BC. Neolithic IIA mainly includes the 
third quarter of the 5th mill. BC and is followed by a 
gap of 300 years without any archaeological infor-
mation. The phases Neolithic IIB (almost the whole 
4th mill. BC, including the beginning of the 3rd) and 
Neolithic IIC or Transitional Bell Beaker Horizon, 
as it is locally known (beginning till end of the 
3rd mill. BC), partially correlate with the aforemen-
tioned chronologies, classifying the late 4th and the 
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3rd mill. BC (tab. 1). The phases are mainly defi ned 
based on changes in the material culture, most of-
ten through decoration or non-decoration and ves-
sel shapes of pottery (Neolithic IIB: plain pottery; 
IIC: predominantly Bell Beaker), but also based on 
differences in the use and size of ditched enclosu-
res. The monumental causewayed ditches were 
constructed in the Serpis Valley until 3800 BC and 
located close to settlements, however not used as 
enclosed, inhabited spaces. The first apparently 
inhabited enclosures appear around 3200 BC (still 
Neolithic IIB). Enclosed sites reveal later dates and 
point to the end of the Bell  Beaker phase (around 
2300 BC). It seems that enclosed sites were not con-
tinuously constructed and that the enclosed spaces 
became smaller in size during the end of Neolithic 
IIB and the end of IIC as well (Bernabeu et al. 2006, 
100–103; Chapman 2008, 211).

Southern Meseta

A look at the chronological system of the southern 
Meseta, which is also the area of the case study, 
will conclude with the comparison of the chrono-
logical systems of the southern half of the Iberian 
Peninsula. The southern Meseta is the southern 
part of the large central plateau and is crossed by 
the two large rivers Tagus and Guadiana that both 
drain into the Atlantic. Surrounded by mountain 
ranges, the southern Meseta is clearly separated 
from the adjoining regions of Andalucía, Valencia 
and the northern Meseta, but not from those in 
western direction. R. Chapman’s chronological sys-
tem for the southern Meseta exclusively refers to 
the area south of the Tagus that includes Badajoz, 
Cáceres, the west of Toledo – which is the focus of 
this case study – as well as Ciudad Real, Albacete 
and Cuenca. Considering the size of this area, it is 
not surprising that the archaeological record var-
ies strongly, in amount as well as in the focus on 
certain periods. Thus, investigations concerning 
the 5th to 3rd mill. BC have been conducted more 
intensively in the west of the southern Meseta 
than in the east. Therefore, the periodisation of 
the Copper Age is based on a sequence from the 
western part of the plateau (the Extremadura), 
which complicates an adaption of the sequence 
to Albacete and Cuenca and others. V. Hurtado 
and M. Hunt (1999) divided the Copper Age into 
four phases, starting with the Initial Copper Age 

at the second half of the 4th and the fi rst quarter 
of the 3rd mill. BC. It is followed by the Full Cop-
per Age in the middle of the 3rd mill. BC. and the 
Beaker Copper Age, which encompasses parts of 
the third and fourth quarter of the 3rd mill. BC. The 
Bronze Age transition coincides with the end of 
the 3rd mill.  BC. It represents the end of the Chal-
colithic period as well as the unclear beginning 
of the Bronze Age (Chapman 2008, 223; Hurtado/
Hunt 1999).

Hurtado and Hunt base their division of the 
Copper Age into four phases (tab. 1) on radiocar-
bon dates and observations within the materi-
al culture and the development of sites. The first 
phase (Initial Copper Age) is characterised by a 
low number of irregularly distributed sites of 
small size without any indications of artificial or 
natural defence. Settlements were preferably sit-
uated in the lowlands on the fertile soils of the 
alluvial fans of rivers and streams. During the 
second phase, the Full Copper Age, and especial-
ly around the middle of the 3rd mill. BC, carinated 
pots and plates with almond-shaped rims (borde 
 almendrado) are predominant. An expansion of 
human occupation can be observed, as areas were 
settled that formerly showed hardly any or no hu-
man activity at all. Throughout the Extremadura, 
the number of sites increased. Researchers con-
sider it to be a result of the Secondary Products 
Revolution (Sherrat 1981), when new economic 
strategies (e. g. policultivo ganadero) enable the 
settlement of former marginal spaces or less fer-
tile areas. The exchange of goods made from sec-
ondary animal products for agricultural products 
secured the survival of a larger number of peo-
ple, hence more sites were developed. The high-
est density of sites is still found on the fertile soils, 
which favour an agricultural use. Apparently a 
hierarchisation of the territory can be observed 
based on different settlement/site types. The third 
and last phase of the Chalcolithic period – the 
Beaker Copper Age – is characterised by Bell Beak-
er material and decorations being added to the al-
ready existing material culture. Further changes 
concern a clear increase in metal production. For 
example, at  Cerro de la Horca, some indicators 
of a new economic strategy can be found, point-
ing to a focus on the exploitation of metalliferous 
veins. In other areas of the Extremadura, like in 
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Badajoz, the majority of Bell Beaker sites has been 
detected through surface surveys, which makes it 
hard to tell if they had any former stratigraphy, 
 whether they were  rather new foundations and 
if they dedicated themselves to the metal econ-
omy as well. Finally phase 4, the transition from 
Copper to Bronze Age, is characterised by the ab-
sence of former diagnostic pieces such as plates 
with almond-shaped rims or the Bell Beaker dec-
orations. Carinated bowls with thin walls indicate 
transformations. A change in settlement strategies 

seems to take place, showing a tendency to focus 
settlement activities on elevated grounds and hills 
instead of the lowlands. Elevated and walled sites 
have been built during the Full Copper Age as well, 
but the fertile soil close to watercourses was the 
preferred choice for the settlement sites (Hurtado/ 
Hunt 1999, 251–256).

Due to similarities among the detected materi-
al and sites as well as the proximity to the area of 
the case study right next to and east of the prov-
ince of Extremadura, the periodisation by Hurtado 

Tab. 1. Comparative overview of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC chronologies with their absolute dates demon-
strating the differences in phasing fi nds and sites in the southern part of Iberia (from left to right based on: 
Boaventura/ Mataloto 2013, 85–87; Castro et al. 1996, 91; Molina et al. 2004, 153–156; Bernabeu et al. 2006, 100; 
Hurtado/Hunt 1999, 251).

Time BC South Portugal Western Andalucía Southeastern Spain Valencia Southern Meseta
2000
2050
2100
2150
2200
2250
2300
2350
2400
2450
2500
2550
2600
2650
2700
2750
2800
2850
2900
2950
3000
3050
3100
3150
3200
3250
3300
3350
3400
3450
3500
3550
3600
3650
3700
3750
3800
3850
3900
3950
4000

Initial Copper Age: 
3500–2800 BC

Full Copper Age: 
2800–2400 BC

Beaker Copper Age: 
2400–2200 BC

Bronze Age Transition: 
2300/2200–2000 BC

Neolithic IIB: 
3900–2800 BC

Neolithic 
IIC/Transitional 
Beaker Horizon: 
2800–2200 BC

Final Neolithic/Earliest 
Copper Age: 

3500–3300/3200 BC

Early Copper Age: 
3300/3200– 

3000/2900 BC

Middle Copper Age: 
3000/2900– 

2700/2600 BC

Late Copper Age: 
2700/2600– 

2500/2400 BC

Final Copper Age: 
2500/2400– 

2200/2150 BC

Initial Copper Age: 
3200–3000/2900 BC

Full Copper Age: 
3000/2900– 

2700/2600 BC

Recent Copper Age: 
2700/2600– 

2300/2200 BC

Phase 4: 
2500–ca. 2200 BC

Phase 3: 
3050–2500 BC

Phase 2: 
3350–3050 BC
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and Hunt (1999) will be applied to the new data 
(chapter 5 and 6). Although there are consider-
able differences in the classification of the 4th and 
3rd mill. BC even between neighbouring areas 
(tab. 1), these differences can be explained by a 
closer look at the available data (chapter 3.1.2) of 
this area, which illustrates the frequently occur-
ring time gaps in Late Prehistory.

3.1.2 Available Data for the Late Neolithic 

and Chalcolithic

The available data on the Late Neolithic and Chal-
colithic periods of the southern Meseta in form of 
fi nds, sites and absolute dates has already been 
described and discussed in an exemplary man-
ner by Chapman (2008) and V. Balsera and her 
colleagues (2015). Their papers serve as a founda-
tion for this chapter, spanning the time from 5600 
to about 2200 BC. To obtain an impression of the 
developments and transformations taking place 
in this region of central Spain, the periods before 
the Late Neolithic will be included as well. Only a 
few details will be added, as both papers treat the 
whole range of primary archaeological informa-
tion and the research situation to date does not 
differ signifi cantly from the one presented by the 
researchers. The overview will begin with the de-
scription of the irregular distribution and availa-
bility of data on Iberian Late Prehistory for the 
southern half of Spain, from Madrid to Valencia 
and the border with Portugal.

As stressed above (chapter 3.1), prehistoric 
research in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula 
was marginalised for a long time, which promot-
ed the idea that the interior was a vast, deserted 
space and unsuitable for living. It was not until 
the 1980s that the number of investigations and 
new projects increased (Bueno et al. 2009, 37–42; 
2006, 57) due to excavations of research institutes 
or rescue excavations caused by massive con-
struction work (infrastructure, tourism etc.). Sev-
eral factors influenced this imbalance in the state 
of research on the Iberian Peninsula. The biggest 
impact was provided by the detailed fieldwork of 
the Siret brothers during the late 19th cent. in the 
south and southeast of the Spanish Levant. Be-
cause of the richness and the good preservation of 

late prehistoric structures and finds in this area, 
the interest and focus on Iberian Late Prehistory 
was put on the Mediterranean region. It became 
the key region for the exploration of Iberian Late 
Prehistory. At first, the wealth of the Early Bronze 
Age burials of the coastal areas and the hinterland 
was interpreted as the result of diffusion process-
es deriving from the civilisation of the eastern 
 Levant. Decades later, under Marxist influence, 
this ‘cultural heyday’ was considered an indige-
nous development. To this day, discoveries of the 
Siret brothers influence the research on Iberian 
Late Prehistory; a focus of projects on the south-
ern coast of Spain cannot be denied (Chapman 
2008, 196, 211).

At the eastern coast of the peninsula, prehis-
toric archaeology strongly focuses on Valencia 
and especially the northern part of its province 
Alicante. This is partly connected to the found-
ing of the Alcoi museum in 1945, which became 
the municipal museum for archaeology (Museo 
Camilo Visedo Moltó) in 1958. This facilitated an 
early start of archaeological research in this re-
gion. With the increasing amount of archaeologi-
cal information concerning other parts of Spain 
and Portugal – be it due to rescue excavations or 
research projects – the southern focus is shifting; 
albeit slowly. Especially since the 1990s and the 
beginning of the 21st cent., it has to be admitted 
that earlier assumptions on the expansion of Neo-
lithic settlements or the uniqueness of southwest-
ern burials and settlements has to be reconsidered 
to include the new archaeological information 
(spread of ditched enclosures, presence of wheat 
cultivation since the beginning of the Neolithic 
etc., see chapter 3.1). The vacuum that existed be-
fore the 1970s – referring to the deserted, empty 
Iberian interior – has been replaced and sudden-
ly the centre does not seem that empty or under-
developed anymore (Chapman 2008, 196, 211).

Radiocarbon Data

The recent work on southern Spain’s radiocarbon 
chronology (Balsera et al. 2015) points out the ir-
regular distribution and huge differences of the 
current set of radiocarbon dates. Two main de-
cisive factors of that situation were determined 
by the researchers. On the one hand, research 
groups that focus on certain periods and regions 
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and especially investigate socio-cultural process-
es exist (Neolithisation of the Spanish Levant, 
complex societies of the Southeast). On the  other 
hand, Spain’s autonomous communities and 
heritage policies have different objectives that 
strongly varied since the late 1980s. Consequent-
ly, construction activities particularly affected the 
surroundings of the Spanish capital and the areas 
of interest for the tourism sector. Due to construc-
tion work that has been accompanied by rescue 
excavations, large datasets were collected in the 
provinces of Alicante, Valencia, Murcia and the 
region of Madrid. The largest growth by far in ar-
chaeological sites within the last two decades has 

been documented in Alicante and Madrid due to 
these activities. Radiocarbon dates are far from 
being distributed equally. Half of the absolute 
dates from the autonomous community of Madrid 
derive from three of a total of 28 sites. The prov-
inces paint a similar picture: Four of the 19 prov-
inces investigated by Balsera and her colleagues 
accumulate 46% of the carbon dates considered 
here. These provinces (Alicante, Almería, Granada 
and Madrid) cover only 14% of the surface of the 
research area. For other areas, predominantly the 
central tableland and the middle basin of the Gua-
dalquivir, there are hardly any dates. This biased 
database makes supraregional interpretations or 

Fig. 6. Radiocarbon dates available for the southern provinces of Spain from 1996 and 2012 showing the total 
number (top) as well as highlighting the probability of a date belonging to certain periods (bottom) (Balsera 
et al. 2015, 143, fi g. 3).
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comparative analyses very diffi  cult. A further in-
sight gained from the study of the distribution of 
radiocarbon dates is the fact that the southeast 
of the research area shows disproportionately 
more dates from the Chalcolithic than other peri-
ods, while the southern Meseta and other regions 
present almost identical percentages per period. 
Noticeable is the low number of samples dating 
to the periods designated as Middle and Late Neo-
lithic throughout all regions, while the number in-
creases from the beginning of the Copper Age on-
wards (fi g. 6; Balsera et al. 2015, 141–143).

Thus, it can be stated that although the archae-
ological record for the southern half of Spain im-
pressively increased during the last decades, the 
quality of the data (radiocarbon dates, sites and 
finds) as well as the distribution of available infor-
mation varies a lot.

Sites and Excavations

These variations are also reflected in the men-
tioned differences within the chronological sys-
tems of the southern half of Iberia (chapter 3.1). 
This casts doubt on the stability and reliability 
of the established systems and ideas of Iberian 
Late Prehistory, as they might change when addi-
tional radiocarbon dates from more sites become 
available.

Although Chapman underlines the increas-
ing number of data and knowledge about prehis-
toric sites on the southern Meseta, he emphasises 
that, in comparison to the east of this area, more 
research on the 5th to 3rd mill. BC has been under-
taken in the western part (mainly in the prov inces 
of Badajoz, Cáceres and Toledo; Chapman 2008, 
195 f., 223). But at least from the mid-6th mill. BC 
onwards, agricultural populations existed in cen-
tral Spain. Research in Cáceres revealed 28 caves 
and open-air sites dating to the Early Neolithic. 
These 28 sites cluster in the south and northeast of 
the province, which might either represent operat-
ing ranges of different investigators or reflect the 
actual settlement centres. El Conejar – a cave site – 
also contained layers dating to the 8th mill. BC and 
has been reused during the Early Neolithic after a 
hiatus of 2000 years. For the 5th mill. BC, Los Bar-
ruecos – an open-air site – revealed evidence for 
barley, while El Conejar provided proof for wheat 

cultivation. Although the samples of faunal re-
mains are rather small, domesticated species ap-
pear within both Los Barruecos and El  Conejar 
(pigs, ovicaprids, cattle). Pollen diagrams indicate 
the clearance of the forest to only a small extent, 
probably because small populations and few do-
mesticated animals do not need a lot of space to 
feed both humans and animals. Clay for the pro-
duction of pottery was available in the vicini-
ty of both sites, while silex seems to have been 
imported from further away. The presence of 
 silex foreign to this location and marine shells at 
El  Conejar are proof of the interaction of groups 
and the mobility of people and objects. Being one 
of the few settlements excavated for the period of 
the Middle Neolithic (end of the 4th to middle of 
the 3rd mill. BC), Los Barruecos can attest to an in-
tensification of agriculture and animal husbandry 
from the 5th to the 4th mill. BC. A stronger anthro-
pogenic effect on the environment with a clear 
shift to an open, savannah-like landscape (dehesa) 
as described in detail in chapter 2.3.2 were proven 
(Chapman 2008, 224; López et al. 2007a).

Megalithic tombs clearly dominate the ar-
chaeological record of this region and period. 
They were scattered all over the western part 
of the southern Meseta, the most eastern ones 
known so far are the four dolmen in the west of 
the province of Toledo. Surveys and excavations 
revealed settlement areas both underneath and 
close to the megalithic monuments. Both the dol-
men of  Azután and the burial mound of  Castillejos 
(Huecas) situated in Toledo revealed what was 
interpreted as hut foundations. Additionally, the 
two sites reinforce the idea of a dehesa vegetation 
and the breeding of domesticated animals; alto-
gether an agroforestal and -pastoral exploitation 
of the environment (see chapter 2.3.1 and 2.3.2). 
These new insights into Neolithic settlements on 
the southern Meseta contradict the idea of a sub-
sistence based on long-distance transhumance, 
although even sedentary communities living close 
to the burial sites obtained a certain level of mo-
bility to exploit resources beyond their settlement 
radius. Construction material for the tombs as 
well as the raw materials for the polished stone 
artefacts like the ones from Alcántara in the prov-
ince of Cáceres (Bueno 1988) originated from local 
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sources. Evidence of contact and networks indicat-
ing an interchange of ideas between the megalith-
ic communities is inherent in certain construction 
types and objects. Striking similarities are visible 
in the construction of the dolmen and the engrav-
ings and paintings inside the chambers, but also 
on stelae or rock faces in the Neolithic landscape. 
Portable objects like schist plaques or made of 
 other raw materials such as variscite, seashells or 
amber likewise prove interactions between distant 
regions (e. g. Bueno 2000; Bueno et al. 2004; 2016a; 
Chapman 2008, 224–226). Considering the distri-
bution of Neolithic sites, a widely spread Neo lithic 
society can no longer be dismissed.

Excavations and surveys have been conducted 
to an extremely varying extent for the the Chal-
colithic period of the late 4th and the 3rd mill. BC. 
Fieldwork remained concentrated in certain re-
gions, for example Mérida and Tierra de Barros 
in the provinces of Badajoz and Cáceres, because 
of construction work that turned into research 
projects. The Copper Age division of the southern 
tableland (chapter 3.1.1) was based on the sites of 
La Pijotilla and San Blas in the middle basin of the 
Guadiana in the province of Badajoz. These sites 
are also the focal points of an approach which tries 
to prove that the societies of the Chalcolithic were 
socially and politically organised (chapter 2.3.3). 
Two areas in the centre and the northeast of the 
province of Cáceres revealed around 100 prehis-
toric settlement sites, but they did not allow the es-
tablishment of a chronological sequence as easily 
as Badajoz. Sites like the aforementioned Cerro de 
la Horca (chapter 3.1.1, southern Meseta) are first 
settled in the Final Neolithic or – in the case of the 
walled enclosure of El Canchal (Jaraíz de la Vera, 
Cáceres) with its connected burial ground – in the 
transition from the Final Neolithic to the Chalco-
lithic (Bueno et al. 2000). A huge amount of knowl-
edge about this period in Toledo and Ciudad Real 
is based on survey material. It demonstrates with-
out doubt the existence of a pre-Beaker Chalcolith-
ic in both provinces, but cannot serve to establish 
a detailed stratified chronology.

For the middle basin of the Guadiana, an in-
crease in site size and number of sites during 
the Chalcolithic compared to the previous pe-
riod is detectable in the archaeological record. 

La Pijotilla, for example, which has been investi-
gated with a combination of surveys, aerial images 
and excavations, could be defined as an 80ha large 
ditched enclosure with two ditches crossing the 
eponymous Pijotilla Brook. At least the larger ditch 
formed a complete circle and was present on the 
western as well as the eastern bank of the brook. 
The enclosed space does not only contain habita-
tional areas (approx. 20ha) and storage pits but 
also tombs. Southwestwards, along the Guadiana 
River, the site of San Blas is located. It is  approx. 
30ha large and enclosed by a stone wall that is 
accompanied by an outer ditch except on its east-
ern side. The site has been used throughout the 
3rd mill. BC. The citadel, covering an area of 1ha, 
was surrounded by an inner wall and an outer 
ditch, being con structed on older occupational se-
quences. Unlike in La Pijotilla, the burials were sit-
uated outside the enclosed space. Plant and animal 
remains as well as the presence of tools connected 
to agriculture and food production confirm inten-
sive farming activities and animal husbandry. Due 
to the presence and the amount of both storage 
jars and pits, the excavator assumes that the popu-
lation was able to produce a surplus (e. g. Hurtado 
1995; 2004; Chapman 2008, 226–230).

The Manchegan part of the southern  Meseta 
shows a hiatus in occupation during the 
3rd mill. BC and for the provinces of the Extrema-
dura the 2nd mill. BC remains mainly undetected 
(Chapman 2008, 246). Research conducted during 
the last years as well as new studies on the pre-
historic Mesetas reveal the large potential of the 
region for further Neolithic and Chalcolithic dis-
coveries (Barroso et al. 2014; Bueno et al. 2016a; 
2013; 2011; 2010; 2005b; Delibes et al. 2014). The 
establishment of further large-scale projects might 
even lead to the recovery of a higher number of 
settlements, changes in the chronological systems 
and the discovery of site types so far unknown 
for the Spanish central plateaus. The relations be-
tween the Atlantic regions and the centre of Ibe-
ria from the Palaeolithic up to the Iron Age have 
been stressed already (chapter 3.1). Sites like 
the artificial caves of the Valle de las Higueras, 
the burial mound of Castillejo or the dolmen of 
 Azután, which are all situated in the province of 
Toledo, have counterparts in the southwest of the 
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peninsula (Bueno et al. 2016a, 157 f.). Additionally, 
the Valle de las Higueras shows the largest num-
ber of 3rd mill. BC sites of the interior accumulat-
ed in one area so far and the dolmen of Azután 
provided several dates from the 5th until the end 
of the 3rd mill. BC. This indicates long chronologies, 
sedentarism as well as the aforementioned legiti-
mation of social influence with reference to ances-
tral lineages (chapter 2.3.3). The detection of other 
sites with a ritual- or settlement- character belong-
ing to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC (especially ditched 
enclosures) emphasises the socioeconomic devel-
opment of the prehistoric communities. As men-
tioned, megalithic structures can serve as visual 
markers for the identification of such sites, as the 
sphere of the living predominantly existed close 
to the funerary areas (Bueno et al. 2005b; 2011; 
2012b).

With project A 02 ‘Many Ores and Little Water. 
Socio-Cultural Change in Connection with the Use 
of Resources in the Later Prehistory of the Iberian 
Peninsula’, the chance for new investigations con-
cerning the 4th and mainly the 3rd mill. BC was pro-
vided, focusing on detection of settlements  areas, 
enclosures and others. Research in the centre in-
creased during recent decades, although huge 
differences between the south coast of the Iberi-
an Peninsula and the interior seem to have been 
proven. While several sites fortified with stone 
walls and wooden or ditched enclosures with  sizes 
up to 400ha (Zambujal: Kunst 2013b; Perdigões: 
Valera 2012a; Valencina de la Concepción: García 
et al. 2013; Los Millares: Gusi I Jener 1991; etc.) are 
known from the southern coastline, the size of the 
enclosed sites detected on the Mesetas is only up to 
2 or 3ha (Díaz-del-Río 2003; García 2013). Common 
explanations for this contrast in dimensions are 
a different economic basis, lower cultural devel-
opment or differences in the stratification of the 
respective societies (see chapter 2.3.3). Still, these 
explanations will be ignored when outlining the 
history of the investigation and the constructional 
characteristic of Iberian ditched enclosures in the 
following chapter, as the absence of huge enclosed 
sites in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula could 
be debunked by the research conducted for this 
study (chapter 5). Hence, those statements are no 
longer sustainable.

3.2 Origin of Symmetry – Ditched Enclosures 

of Iberia

The phenomenon of ditched enclosures on the 
Iberian Peninsula has already been broached in 
chapter 3.1 and will be presented in more detail in 
this chapter, as enclosures emerged to be the key 
topic of the conducted fi eldwork (chapter 5 and 6).

Ditched enclosures are sites characteristic 
for the Final Neolithic and the Chalcolithic of the 
Iberian Peninsula. Some exceptions date back to 
the turn of the 6th to the 5th mill. BC (Senhora da 
Alegria in Coimbra, Mas d’Is in Alicante, La  Revilla 
del Campo in Soria). Radiocarbon dating of bone 
and charcoal samples from the excavations in 
 Azután in 2015 indicate a Chalcolithic age of 
the site. Thus, the following chapter will focus 
on the sites dating to the end of the 4th or to the 
3rd mill. BC. A complete collection of the published 
ditched and walled enclosures of central and 
northern Spain will be presented in the conclusion 
within the context of the Iberian Peninsula as a 
whole (chapter 9).

3.2.1 History of Investigation – In a Nutshell

For a long time, the most visible and thus most re-
searched part of the Neolithic and almost all of the 
Chalcolithic period (4th and 3rd mill. BC) on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula were the large megalithic burials. 
Another type of the prehistoric site is even lager, 
but less visible and better hidden in the ground. 
The so-called ditched enclosures are large surfaces 
full of circular pits that are accompanied by ditch-
es (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 5). Megaliths (burials, 
stelae, cromlechs) and ditched enclosures can of-
ten be found located closely to each other.

The so-called campos de hoyos (pit fields) had 
been known on the Iberian Peninsula ever since 
the end of the 19th cent., but apparently, they were 
not associated with ditches. Nowadays it can be 
questioned whether those pit fields were not sur-
rounded indeed by a ditch or whether they were 
part of enclosures, but their ditch had not been 
detected. A common interpretation of the pits, al-
ready published by Estácio da Veiga by the end 
of the 19th cent., was their use as subterranean 
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dwellings. Another hypothesis about the pit sites 
was that all above-ground testimonies of the 
dwellings vanished or were relocated to the neg-
ative structures due to erosion and natural pro-
cesses such as sedimentation. As a result, only the 
subterranean structures of the ‘settlement’ sur-
vived – the storage pits of the dwellings. The in-
terpretation of the pits as waste deposits has been 
discussed as well as an assignment to the funerary 
ritual because human remains were repeated-
ly detected in the filling (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 
17–21). Instead of accepting the heterogenous 
character of the filling and the fact that many of 
them certainly did not fulfil one purpose only dur-
ing their usage, unfortunately their interpretation 
as subterranean dwellings became one of the most 
prominent.

While the phenomena of megalithism and the 
pit fields had been known for decades, it was not 
until the mid-1970s that the first ditched enclo-
sures were discovered on the Iberian Peninsula. 
By that time, they had already been known and 
investigated in other European regions, especially 
in Middle and Northern Europe. During the mid-
1970s, the south of Spain and Portugal, in particu-
lar Andalucía, went through a late process of in-
dustrialisation due to the end of the dictatorships. 
The touristic boom accelerated the development 
of urban infrastructure and the traffic system, 
causing massive construction works, which were 
the reason for the detection of the first ditched en-
closures. The sites of Valencina de la Concepción, 
Papa Uvas and La Pijotilla were detected more or 
less contemporaneously in 1975 and 1976 (pub-
lished ten years later) and in the following dec-
ades the amount of known ditched enclosures 
increased enormously (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 
5, 17). The sites were quickly associated with the 
pit fields, as the ditches were accompanied by 
large numbers of pits in densities similar to the 
pit fields. The backfill material of the pits resem-
bled the one of the pits from the pit fields as well. 
Almost immediately the ditched enclosures were 
interpreted as villages with ditches (poblados de 
fosos), later even as political centres and territorial 
markers (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 24, 27–29).

In Portugal, the first ditched enclosure was de-
tected a decade later than in Spain, in 1985, and 
excavated in 1986; the site of Santa Vitória in the 

municipality of Campo Maior close to the Spanish 
border. Unfortunately, the results were never pub-
lished. Rescue excavations and smaller research 
investigations revealed further Final Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic sites. The fifth ditched enclosure dis-
covered in Portugal in 1996 was Perdigões (Reg-
uengos de Monsaraz). During the following 15 
years, the amount of ditched enclosures increased 
rapidly. Amongst others the construction of the 
Alqueva dam facilitated the discovery of four sites 
with ditches. With the application of geomagnetic 
survey methods, further enclosures were detect-
ed. Eventually, in 2008, the site of Xancra (Cuba) 
represented the first ditched enclosure identified 
with the use of Google Earth (Valera 2013a, 95–97; 
2008). In 2010, the number of ditched enclosures 
in Portugal reached 25 sites, within the following 
two years this number would more than double. 
A project tested the possibilities of the identifica-
tion of ditched enclosures through the analysis of 
satellite imagery and geophysical survey in order 
to study their spatial distribution and orientation. 
Within a short time, 17 sites so far unknown were 
detected. Simultaneously, rescue excavations due 
to large construction sites enabled the excavation 
of twelve further sites with ditches. In 2013, a total 
amount of 54 ditched enclosures had been detect-
ed in Portugal, 29 of them within a time span of 
less than three years. Their geographic distribu-
tion is limited almost exclusively to the Alentejo 
region (Valera 2013a, 95–98).

In both Spain and Portugal, the first ditched 
enclosures were not detected by aerial images but 
by rescue excavations in the southwest and south 
of the countries. They represent the tip of the ice-
berg of a phenomenon that was rapidly recognised 
in the Guadalquivir and Alentejo areas and nowa-
days also in other regions of Iberia. In the auton-
omous communities of Valencia (Niuet, Jovades, 
Arenal de la Costa: Bernabeu 1993; Bernabeu et al. 
1994) and Madrid (Las Matillas, Camino de las 
 Yeseras: Díaz-del-Río 2003; Liesau et al. 2008), sites 
with ditches were detected by rescue excavations 
due to infrastructural building projects. Eventual-
ly, ditched enclosures were found almost all over 
the Iberian Peninsula with clear accumulations in 
certain regions due to territories of investigators, 
research projects, construction work but also the 
settlement conditions (geology, water sources, 
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fertile soil etc.). The search for ditched enclosures 
via aerial imagery started with the work of J. del 
Olmo (1999) who took the first aerial images of 
ditched enclosures in Castilla y León in 1994. G. 
Delibes and his colleagues used aerial imagery to 
identify 18 ditched enclosures in the centre of the 
northern Meseta. Fifteen of the sites that Delibes 
and his colleagues published were discovered by 
del Olmo in the 1990s (Delibes et al. 2014, 10–17).

The clear clusters and high amounts of sites 
that are known in the south of Portugal along the 
Gudadalquivir River – where the study of ditched 
enclosures started – as well as recently on the cen-
tral northern Meseta are a result of systematic re-
search projects or increased construction activity. 
In general, ditched enclosures have been detected 
by rescue excavations, surveys and geomagnetic 
surveys, aerial as well as based on satellite image-
ry during the last decades and certainly further 
sites will be discovered in the future, especially 
with the application of LiDAR. Still, up to now, the 
highest amount of site discovery resulted from the 
search in aerial images and rescue excavations. 
Besides the systematic search in aerial images, 
survey projects in the vicinity of megalithic bur-
ials (chapter 5) or stelae indicating Neo lithic and 
Chalcolithic activities can be used to locate ditched 
enclosures in areas where they are not found or 
assumed yet.

3.2.2 The Nature of Ditched Enclosures

In the short note on the history of detection and 
investigation of the ditched enclosures of the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, the prominent features of those 
sites already became apparent: ditches and pits. 
In the following chapter, the characteristics of the 
ditches and pits as well as the topography of the 
sites as such will be outlined.

In general, ditched enclosures tend to show 
a circular form, but ellipsoidal, oval or irregular 
ditched enclosures exist as well. The circular or 
sometimes semi-circular ditches often surround-
ed spaces of several hectares. The sizes of the 
enclosed spaces are highly variable and vary be-
tween several 10m² only up to several hectares. Of-
ten more than just one concentric ditch is present 
at the sites. This does not have to indicate that the 

ditches were contemporaneous. Not even all parts 
of one ditch were inevitably constructed at once. 
Usually, ditched enclosures are located on layers 
of tertiary marl. Occasionally this kind of site is 
also situated on other soils and rocks (Márquez/
Jiménez 2010, 5 f.; Valera 2013a, 94).

Besides the size of the enclosed area the di-
mensions of the ditches differ a lot as well. The 
ditches were dug into the bedrock and show a U- 
or V-shaped profile (fig. 7), which can change with-
in the course of a ditch. The depth and width are 
very variable: Depths of up to 7m and also of less 
than 1m have been documented in different sites. 
The most common depths range between 2 and 
3m. The regular width of a ditch ranges between 
2 and 4m, some of the ditches show a width of less 
than 1m while others exceed 20m. It remains un-
clear if the excavated ditches have been deeper or 
wider in prehistoric times because parts of them 
are eroded. Occasionally ditches are accompanied 
by palisades or banks, although the  latter could 
not be documented and proven without doubt for 
sites on the Iberian Peninsula. During their time of 
use, most of the ditches are thought to have been 
kept open. Their backfill occurred throughout 
time by human activities as well as natural pro-
cesses of erosion and sedimentation (Márquez/
Jiménez 2010, 5; Valera 2013a, 94).

A special case of the ditched enclosures of the 
Iberian Southwest are ditches with a wavy or sin-
uous course that do not only appear isolated but 
also on sites with both linear and sinuous ditch 
courses. The wavy and sinuous ditches show a 
considerable concentration along the lower and 
middle Guadiana River in Portugal. Examples can 
also be found in the Algarve and the lower basin 
of the Guadalquivir River. Notably, sinuous ditches 
are rare or absent in the rest of Europe. So far sites 

Fig. 7. Schematic profi les of U- and V-shaped ditches.
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with wavy ditches are a phenomenon limited to 
the south of the Iberian Peninsula with a concen-
tration in the Southwest and the highest number 
of sites in the south of Portugal (Valera 2012b, 27).
Looking at the plans of sites with sinuous ditches, 
a diversity in their construction becomes obvious: 
Ditches with gentle waves are contrasted by others 
with clearly defi ned waves and ditches with regu-
larly appearing waves are contrasted by highly ir-
regular ones (fi g. 8). On the basis of the Portuguese 
sites A. Valera defi ned four different types of sinu-
ous ditches:
A:  regular and clearly defined semicircles or 

cloud-like waves, appearing in the same dis-
tance (fig. 8 A),

B:  accentuated waves that use more space, semi-
circles are less similar and sometimes inter-
rupted by linear parts (fig. 8 B),

C:  regular waves, a continuous wavy course but 
not such steep waves as in type A and B; the 
form of the waves is more individual (fig. 8 C),

D:  a sinuous character of the ditch is marked by 
high proportion of irregularity, the form of the 
waves is highly variable and often interrupted 
by long, linear sections (fig. 8 D; Valera 2012b, 
32 f.).

This construction phenomenon of the Iberi-
an Southwest will be addressed again later 
(chapter 5.3.2).

The predominantly concentric ditched enclo-
sures are accompanied – as mentioned before – 
by numerous pits, which are distributed inside as 
well as outside the enclosed space. Investigations 
showed that these pits were used for short as well 
as long amounts of time (from several decades up 
to a millennium and more; Valera 2013a, 94). On 
the basis of their form, two main types of pits can 
be distinguished. One of those are the shafts: deep 
pits generally known as silos (fig. 9 right). Normal-
ly these pits are deeper than they are wide, with 
diameters of less than 2m and depths of 1 to 2m. 
Their profile can be considered to be bell-shaped. 
The second type is called basin (cubetas, fig. 9 left) 
and is traditionally referred to as foundations of 
dwellings. These pits are characterised by a con-
centric shape and diameters between 2 and 3m. 
Except for some pits with depths of up to 5m, their 
depth generally does not surpass 1m.

Pits and ditches are both backfilled with huge 
amounts of archaeological deposits, predominant-
ly sediment followed by potsherds. Especially the 
pits contain very similar kinds and compositions 

Fig. 8. Types of sinuous ditches 
defi ned and categorised by Valera 
(2012b, 32 f., fi g. 7). A: regular and 
clearly defi ned semicircles (Santa 
Vitória, 2. Outeiro Alto, 3. Xancra); 
B: accentuated, spaceous waves (4. 
Moreiros, 5. Águas Frias); C: regular, 
less steep, serpentine waves (6. Ju-
romenha 1, 7. Perdigoes); D: highly 
irregular and variable waves (8. 
Águas Frias, 9. Perdigões).
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of cultural and organic material. Human remains 
are frequently present, both as complete and artic-
ulated skeletons and as incomplete, disarticulated 
ones without clearly associated burial objects. Dis-
articulated remains of animals are also very often 
part of the deposits. Sometimes, articulated ones 
are found. Animal species to be recorded in the 
pits are pigs, dogs, cattle, deer and sheep or goats 
and – occasionally – horses. Besides the bones of 
humans and animals the pits contain an abun-
dance of small and middle-sized stones. Many of 
them are simple pebbles, but some are fragments 
of grinding stones. Idols, barely burned adobe, 
ashes, carbon and molluscs appear in the backfill 
of the pits and ditches (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 
7 f.). The features of the ditched enclosures and 
the huge amounts of deposited finds they include 
contain a great deal of information on the builders 
and users of the enclosures. Their high variability 
also indicates that not each of the ditched enclo-
sures served the same purpose, but were certainly 
assigned to different purposes.

Regarding the location of ditched enclosures 
this variability continues. While enclosures with 
stone walls (walled enclosures) are exclusive-
ly situated on mountains and rocks with natu-
ral defences, ditched enclosures can be located 
everywhere else: on hills, gentle or steeper slopes 
and in vast valleys. When situated along rivers 
and brooks, the ditches sometimes even cross 
the streams. Besides the location on flat terrain, 
ditched enclosures also adapt their construction to 
natural amphitheatres formed by terrain undula-
tions; basically, they can be found in almost every 
topographical situation (Valera 2013a, 94, 102).

As already indicated, not only the plan, size 
and topography of ditched enclosures vary im-
mensely, but also the interpretive approaches 
on their use. These will be addressed more ex-
tensively in chapter 8 and 9. In order to offer an 
impression of existing interpretations of ditched 
enclosures, ranging from very ordinary use to 
extremely complex purposes, some are briefly 
presented here. Ditched enclosures are mainly re-
ferred to as simple villages with ditches, fortified 
settlements or as centres of power. Additionally, 
some of them are said to have served as market 
places, distributional centres or gathering places. 

Other approaches consider them to have been as-
tronomical calendars, ritual places or cattle kraals. 
Although the ditched enclosures share common 
elements, each of the sites has its own biography. 
Undoubtedly not every ditched enclosure has been 
constructed for the same reasons and therefore 
each of them has to be considered as an individu-
al site in addition to the common element of being 
a ditched enclosure. This individuality might also 
be represented in the sites’ former purpose, or 
purposes. By using this broad approach, different 
types of ditched enclosures can be defined and, if 
applicable, certain activities and functions can be 
assigned to the different types.

3.3 Late Prehistory in the Micro Region of 

Azután

The micro region defined for further research 
within this study focussed on an area of approx. 
200km² on both banks of the Tagus River10 (pre-
dominantly El Puente del Arzobispo, Alcolea de 
Tajo and Azután) and the foothills of the Mon-
tes de Toledo (Navalmoralejo, La Estrella and 
 Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé), including parts of 
the rural districts of La Jara and La Campana de 
Oropesa (fig. 10). A difference in altitude of ap-
prox. 350m characterises the topography of the 
study area which comprises of fertile soils in the 
valley and areas for dehesa and pastoralist econ-
omies in the more mountainous region (Sierra de 

10 The size of the area was fi rst defi ned on the basis of the 
archive and publication study (chapter 5.1) and was  later 
strongly reduced in size due to experiences made during 
the fi eld survey (chapter 5.2).

Fig. 9. Schematic profi le of pits of the ‘basin’ (left) 
and the ‘silo’ (right) type.
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la Estrella, El Castrejón). Besides the Tagus River 
and several smaller brooks, the Anguilucha Brook 
and the Uso River – both southern tributaries of 
the Tagus – form the most important fresh water 
sources. Although these conditions seemed to have 
been suitable for agriculture and other economies, 
the study area showed little evidence of late pre-
historic human activities (for further detail see 
chapter 7 and 8).

As the project focussed on the search for settle-
ment indicators of the late 4th and the 3rd mill. BC, 

only Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic sites will be 
presented. Azután – which emerged to become 
the main area for the fieldwork – was chosen as 
an ideal starting point for the case study’s research 
due to its favourable location on the fertile ter-
races of the Tagus River, in a valley between the 
foothills of the Montes de Toledo and the Gredos 
Mountains. The megalithic burial mound of Az-
után, dating back to approx. 3800–2600 BC, and the 
Neo lithic dwelling detected below the chamber of 
the dolmen have been investigated during several 

Fig. 10. Map of the study area, indicating elevations and a variety of geological units.
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excavation campaigns (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 
2005a; 2016a). Given that a collective burial usual-
ly does not stand separately but is accompanied by 
indications of settlement activities (already men-
tioned by Bueno et al. 2005b; 2011; 2012b; 2016a), 
one of the project’s objectives was to track the 
scarcely-known settlement patterns in both the 
area around the dolmen and – on a larger scale – 
in the province of Toledo for the 4th to 3rd mill. BC 
(for more details see chapter 5).

Including the dolmen of Azután, a total of 
only four published sites of project-relevant 
chronology could be determined in the defined 
area in the west of the province of Toledo. The 
sites – two hilltop settlements (El Castrejón and 
La Cabeza del Conde) and two megalithic burial 
mounds (La Estrellla and Azután) – are situated 
in  Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé, La Estrella and 
Azután. Only two of the sites were excavated and 
securely dated: The dolmen of Azután has been ex-
cavated in several campaigns in 1981, 1983, 1991 
and 2001. In 1983, another dolmen in the foothills 
of the Montes de Toledo in La Estrella has been in-
vestigated as well (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a, 
13, 37–100). Both megalithic burials are very sim-
ilar in their construction and the periods of us-
age. According to the categories of Bueno, they 
are defined as round chamber tombs with a long 
corridor (Bueno 1991, 18), constructed with large 
stones (orthostates) of local granite. The mounds 
consisted of small and medium size stones, soil 
and – in the case of Azután – flat lying stones bor-
dering the mound (Bueno et al. 2005a, 117–131).11 
Two further dolmens of the same type have been 
detected in the municipality of Navalcán north of 
the study area: La Cumbre and one that is now-
adays located in the water reservoir of Navalcán 
(Bueno et al. 1999b). All known Toledean dolmen 
show paintings on the orthostates. Their main us-
age phases date back to the 5th and 4th mill. BC with 
a younger use during the Bell Beaker period in 
the second half of the 3rd mill. (Bueno et al. 2005a, 
117–131). The dolmens are situated in the valley or 
the foothills of mountains, along the cañada real 
 leonesa, which leads northwards to the province 

11 For detailed description of the history of investigation, 
construction, material and dating see especially Bueno 
1991; Bueno et al. 2005a; 2016a.

of Ávila, connecting the Mesetas, and southwards 
via Puerto de San Vicente and through the prov-
inces of Cáceres and Badajoz to Huelva (Bueno 
1991, 18; 2005a, 21 f.).

The sites of El Castrejón and Cabeza del Conde 
are both hilltop settlements with walls surround-
ing a round-oval interior, so-called walled enclo-
sures. El Castrejón is situated on the top of a hill 
of the same name in the west of the village of 
 Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé (see chapter 5.2.2). 
It is also located along the cañada real leonesa, 
which leads to the valley of Azután in the north 
and to Puerto de San Vicente in the south. The pla-
teau is bordered by a stone wall of medium and 
large size granites, which can be found all over 
the hill and its surroundings. Dwelling structures 
found in the interior belong to a younger phase of 
usage (medieval). The survey material mainly con-
sists of pottery and allows a chronological differ-
entiation into a first occupation phase during the 
Chalcolithic period to which the enclosing stone 
wall is supposed to belong and a second phase 
dating to medieval times, including the mentioned 
dwelling structures as well as possibly parts of the 
stone wall (Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 7 f.).

Cabeza del Conde, also situated on an eleva-
tion of granite nature belonging to the Sierra de 
La Estrella, dominates the valley of the Uso River. 
The plateau offered a natural defence line of large 
granites, which only had to be complemented by 
additional stone walls out of small and middle size 
stones to enclose the plateau. Inside the enclosure 
– as known from El Castrejón – several structures 
interpreted as dwellings could be documented. The 
survey material consists of a small number of dia-
gnostic potsherds and some quartzite artefacts. At 
least two periods of occupation can be differentiat-
ed: The fi rst one probably dates back to the Chal-
colithic and includes the construction of the walls 
closing the gaps between the natural enclosure and 
the majority of the mentioned dwellings. The sec-
ond period cannot clearly be pinpointed chrono-
logically and may be the result of pastoral activities 
as herdsmen who often tended to use foundations 
of already existing structures and natural forma-
tions for the construction of their huts or shelters 
(Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 8 f.). A similar 
walled enclosure was documented by survey activ-
ities in Alcaudete de la Jara named Alcaudete de la 
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Jara I (Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 10 f.) in the 
east of the study region (see chapter 5.1). Another 
hilltop site – Los Castillos de las Herencias – was 
partly excavated (de Álvaro et al. 1988; de Álvaro/
Piñón 1995), but besides a natural defence of steep 
slopes to the Tagus River no walls or ditches exist-
ed or at least were detected so far (chapter 3.1 and 
5.1). Unfortunately, no proper excavation or survey 
plan exists for those hilltop sites, which compli-
cates a comparison of the sites with other contem-
poraneous chalcolithic sites.

A detailed compilation of the published as 
well as the unpublished sites of the province of 
Toledo during the 4th and 3rd mill. BC is presented 
in chapter 5.1 and the catalogue (see online ap-
pendix), completed by new field surveys in the 
defined micro region (chapter 5.2). The inclusion 
of the data of unpublished surveys from the ar-
chives leads to a shift in the picture of prehistor-
ic settlements in that area, indicating a lot more 
prehistoric human activity in the centre of the 
Iberian Peninsula.
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4 Environment

To understand the settlement conditions of a site 
or a micro region, an outline of the geographical 
as well as the climatic settings is essential. After 
a brief outline of the general geological and geo-
graphical situation of the Iberian Peninsula the 
focus will be on the southern Meseta, especially 
on the area in the west of the province of Toledo. 
After having considered its modern environment 
and climate conditions, the focus will be on the 
available data for the reconstruction of its palaeo-
environment during the 4th and 3rd mill. BC. Espe-
cially palynological studies will be addressed to 
gain a better insight into the former prehistoric 
landscape of the province of Toledo.

Parts of this chapter have already been dis-
cussed in a paper presented at a conference in Kiel 
(Schmitt et al. 2019) but are essential for the un-
derstanding of the big picture and will be present-
ed in greater detail in this chapter.

4.1 Modern Conditions – Geology, Geography, 

Climate

Besides its long coastline, another characteristic 
of the Iberian Peninsula are its vast plateaus. The 
northern and southern Mesetas are the largest and 
best known of these plateaus. The English term 
– Spanish Central Plateau – as well as the general 
designation Meseta central indicate the position of 
the Mesetas in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula. 
They are separated by the Central System (Gibbons/ 
Moreno 2002, 1). Both tablelands slope towards the 
Atlantic Ocean but are blocked from the coast by 
mountain ranges. In the north this barrier is for-
med by the Cantabrian Mountains (highest eleva-
tion: 2648m). The foothills of the Iberian Ranges 
and the Baetic System impede the access to the east 
coast. The southern Meseta forms the lower part of 
the high plateau and its barrier to the Mediterra-
nean is the Sierra Morena with the highest peak at 
1323m (Breuer 2008, 50). It separates the southern 
tablelands from Andalucía, the Baetic System and 
the Iberian Range separate it from Valencia and 
the Mediterranean coasts in the east (Chapman 

2008, 222 f.), while the western coast is rather rea-
dily accessible. The geology of the Iberian Peninsu-
la is remarkably diverse and contains nearly all 
the Palaeozoic sediments, which makes it one of 
the most complete sediment successions in Europe. 
During the Quaternary period major changes took 
place and modelled the topography as we know it 
today (Gibbons/Moreno 2002, 1).

Almost 70% of the rivers of the Iberian Penin-
sula drain into the Atlantic Ocean whereas the re-
maining ones drain into the Mediterranean. This 
is a result of the relief situation as the mountain 
ranges determine the main watershed situated in 
the eastern third of the peninsula. The Ebro River 
is the only Mediterranean infl ow comparable to 
the Atlantic infl ows in length and fl ow conditions. 
The large rivers draining into the Atlantic are 
about 1000km in length and originate in the Iberi-
an Range in relatively low altitudes, therefore their 
gradient is rather moderate. On their way to the 
Atlantic Ocean they are fed by several tributaries 
and have calm and balanced fl ow conditions. The 
Tagus River is one of these watercourses. It is a pe-
rennial river of calm and balanced fl ow condition 
(Breuer 2008, 52 f.; Gibbons/Moreno 2002, 354).

The case study focusses on parts of the plain 
areas of the Tagus middle basin that reaches 
from Toledo until Alcántara (almost the Portu-
guese border), restricted to the province of Toledo 
it includes the southern part of the rivers’ upper 
basin as well. This region once comprised a Ceno-
zoic depocenter but when the Sierra de Altomira 
lifted, it divided the area into three parts: the Ma-
drid basin, the Manchegan plain and the Júcar 
basin in the west. Thus, the Tagus Basin, which 
is also referred to as the southern Meseta, is sur-
rounded by geological units of different ages and 
composition. Precambrian and Palaeozoic moun-
tains form the margin of the basin to the north 
and the west. The south and east are marked by 
 Mesozoic carbonates. This refl ects not only top-
ographic contrasts but also lithological ones that 
had a strong impact on the Quaternary sedimenta-
tion processes. Characteristic sedimentary depos-
its of the Quaternary on the southern Meseta are 
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Aeolian deposits, fl uvial terraces, travertine and 
tufa (Gibbons/ Moreno 2002, 354).

Azután is located in the Tagus middle basin 
on the southern terraces of the river in the prov-
ince of Toledo which is part of the autonomous 
community of Castilla-La Mancha on the southern 
Meseta (chapter 2.2). In the north this area in the 
western part of the province of Toledo is bordered 
by the Gredos Mountains of the Iberian Central 
System, and in the south by the western foothills 
of the Montes de Toledo. Azután itself is situated 
in the lowlands between the mountains in the ru-
ral district of La Campana de Oropesa. South of 
Azután the steep mountains of the Sierra Ancha 
rise, which places the study area at the transition 
between mountainous regions and lowlands. The 
parent material of the soil in the middle basin of 
the Tagus is granite, which facilitated the accumu-
lation of fertile ground on both sides of the river 
and lead to a favourable situation for agricultur-
al purposes. The lowlands of the river are fi lled 
with tertiary sediment whereas the hilltops of 
the nearby Montes de Toledo are rich in slate of 
the Cambrian age. In the valley of Azután and El 
Puente del Arzobispo quartz, quartzite and clay 
layers dominate the soil composition and closer 
to the riverbank the clay layers are more massive 
(ENADISMA 1972, 5–7). All river terraces in this 
area were formed during the Quaternary and are 
therefore similar in their sediment composition: 
reddish clay and marl with quartzite pebbles. The 
alluvial land is formed by so-called rañas (alluvi-
al fans) and consists of arenaceous, silty soil with 
strongly rounded pebbles. The Alluvion shows a 
layer with clay of excellent consistency for pottery. 
Until today the western part of Toledo is famous 
for its pottery from Talavera and El Puente del 
 Arzobispo (ENADISMA 1972, 11).

Besides geological processes the climate is an-
other major infl uence on the landscape. The mi-
cro region of Azután and in general the southern 
Meseta is characterised by rather warm and peri-
odical very dry conditions often accompanied by 
insuffi  cient amounts of rain. Besides the seasonal 
changes of temperatures, the daily changes of tem-
perature can be extreme as well (Chapman 2008, 
223; ENADISMA 1972, 3). In the region of  Talavera 
de la Reina, which includes the western part of the 
province of Toledo, the maximum temperatures 

range between 35 and 40°C while the lowest av-
erage temperatures are between 0 and -5°C. The 
amount of average annual precipitation ranges 
between 400mm in the east and 500mm in the 
west of the Meseta (ENADISMA 1972, 3); rain-fed 
agriculture without additional irrigation is still 
possible in the defined micro region of Azután 
( Andreae 1977, 42).

Geology and geomorphological processes as 
well as the climate have formed the relief of the 
peninsula. At least since the first farmers and 
 settlers populated the area, humans changed and 
infl uenced their environment, too. This does not 
only fi nd its expression in the erection of megalith-
ic monuments and enclosures but is also refl ected 
in the gradual deforestation and clearance of the 
landscape as a result of the agricultural strategies 
(chapter 2.3.2). Archaeobotanical, archaeozoolog-
ical and geomorphological studies help to under-
stand these formation processes.

4.2 Late Prehistoric Conditions – Palaeo-

environment and Diet

Without doubt archaeobotany is the discipline 
that, to a certain degree, can recreate the prehis-
toric environment and illustrate the infl uence of 
humans on the landscapes. Furthermore, it not 
only investigates macroscopic archaeobotanical 
remains from archaeological sites, but also ex-
tracts pollen profi les from lakes, swamps and peat 
bogs, which can add to the information derived 
from excavations. Pollen profi les can offer insights 
into human impact in showing periods of deforest-
ation and cultivation of certain plants for example 
(López et al. 2009, 92).

Compared to today’s conditions for late pre-
history on the Iberian Peninsula, a similar climate 
may be imagined but with a different density of 
vegetation and composition of plants. Research 
that investigates the palaeoflora unfortunate-
ly makes it clear that huge areas of the peninsu-
la only allow limited insight into the archive of 
the palaeoenvironment during the Holocene, as 
studies do not cover the entire peninsula with its 
differing climatic zones. To make matters even 
more complicated, a lot of these archives are frag-
mentary or questionable in their chronological 



Late Prehistoric Conditions – Palaeo environment and Diet 75

assignment (López et al. 2009, 91). The impressive 
summary of all palaeoenvironmental analyses 
of the Iberian Peninsula coordinated by Carrión 
(2012) shows not only the low number of sites in 
the centre of the peninsula but also the diffi  culty 
to locate places that have a sequence that dates to 
the end of the 4th and the 3rd mill. BC. For a reliable 
reconstruction of the palaeo-climate and vegeta-
tion, a higher number of investigated sites closing 
the gaps on the map and deriving from different 
types of environments would be required. Further 
palynological samples of Chalcolithic sites on the 
Mesetas should be taken and analysed whenever 
possible to improve and confi rm the current pic-
ture of the Chalcolithic landscape.

Fortunately, part of the reconstruction of the 
environment on the southern Meseta in late pre-
history is based on the analysis of samples de-
rived from the chamber of the dolmen of Azután 
and the dwelling below (López/López 2000; 2005; 
López 2012e), providing data from the heart of 

the case study area. Six more sites form the region 
can also be consulted, as they are of a similar or 
only slightly younger/older date. None of them is 
located in the vicinity of the micro region of the 
case study, being at distances of more than 100km 
(fi g. 11). Although the sites are not in the direct 
vicinity of Azután but spread all over the south-
ern Meseta, the Gredos Mountains and the south 
of the northern Meseta, they add helpful pieces 
to the puzzle of the reconstruction of the palaeo-
environment. Their application is debatable, al-
though they still give an idea of the natural and 
cultural landscape between 4000 and 2000 BC and 
earlier. They also stress the necessity of receiving 
more information directly from Azután and the 
southern Meseta in general. The results from Na-
valperal de Tormes (Ávila) and Jarama (Madrid) 
are based on exclusively natural deposits, while 
Valle  Amblés represents an archaeological land-
scape with associated peat bog samples. Cerro de 
la  Horca (Cáceres), Los Barruecos (Cáceres) and 

Fig. 11. Approximate location of the sites taken into account for the reconstruction of the palaeoenvironment 
and -diet (map based on SRTM 90m; <https://cgiarcsi.community/>; province borders © Instituto Geográfi co 
 Nacional).
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the Valle de Huecas (Toledo) contribute insight 
deriving from archaeological contexts (tab. 2). 
Whenever it was possible, the palynological and 
archaeobotanical results were supplemented with 
information about faunal remains of the archae-
ological sites. As Los Barruecos and Cerro de la 
Horca have already been discussed in detail in 
chapter 2.3.2, only the information on their meat 
diet during the Neolithic and Chalcolithic period 
will be added here.

4.2.1 Valle Amblés (Ávila)

As already mentioned, the archaeological sites in 
the area of the Valle Amblés were studied in de-
tail and allow an excellent insight in the palaeoen-
vironment. Their timeframe covers the Neolithic 
to the Bronze Age. The chronological emphasis 
here is on the Chalcolithic samples, spanning a 
period from the second half of the 4th to the end 
of the 3rd mill. BC. As the samples were taken in 
ten archaeological sites as well as from two nat-
ural deposits (drill cores taken in peat bogs), they 
provide a solid base for the reconstruction (López 
2012a, 429). The presence of nitrophile plants as 
well as the pollen of coprophilic fungi in the sam-
ples demonstrates that during the Chalcolithic 
pastures clearly dominated the landscape, where-
as the forest only held a testimonial position. 
Both the archaeological and the natural samples 
contained percentages of less than 20% for oaks, 
which can be interpreted as an indicator for an 
open oak forest. The results of the palynological 
studies point to a population of farmers and pas-
toralists in an agricultural landscape very similar 
to the current one in the Valle Amblés. Agriculture 
was practiced preferably on the fertile alluvial 
fans in the valley and the mixed open forests of 
ash and oak trees. The foothills of the mountains 
were probably used as pasture for cattle. The 
gathering of wild fruits, especially of acorns, must 
have been a major concern, as pollen of holm 
oaks (Quercus ilex) dominate the record and also 
the few studies on macro remains emphasise the 
fundamental role of acorn in the nutrition of the 
cattle (López et al. 2003, 134–138; López 2012a, 
429 f.).

Faunal remains of the 3rd mill. BC of the 
Valle Amblés have been studied from four sites 
that were also palynologically investigated: 
 Aldeagordillo, La Cantera de las Hálagas, Fuente 
Lirio and Los Itueros. At all sites, the amount of 
ovicaprids dominates; from 31.6% at Aldeagordillo 
up to 50.3% at Hálagas, followed by bos and sus. 
At Aldeagordillo, the amount of horse remains dis-
covered has to be stressed (24.6%). In general, wild 
animals represent an insignifi cantly low number 
of the total number of fragments and mainly in-
clude fragments of small animals like rabbits and 
not big mammals like deer or boar. The total per-
centage of domesticated animals varies between 
86 and 95% of the weight in the samples from the 
different sites (Fabián 2006, 453–457). This leads to 
the conclusion that animal husbandry clearly was 
the dominating source of primary and secondary 
animal products, whereas hunting played a subor-
dinate role.

4.2.2 Los Barruecos and Cerro de la Horca 

(Cáceres)

As the sites of Los Barruecos and Cerro de la Hor-
ca have been discussed in detail in the chapter 
on dehesa economy (chapter 2.3.2), only the com-
position of the faunal remains from the sites will 
be presented here. The studied faunal remains of 
Los Barruecos derive from four stratigraphic units 
dating to the Early, Middle and Final Neolithic that 
were excavated in 2001 (Morales 2006). Unfor-
tunately, the number of unidentified fragments 
is twice as large as the number of the identifi ed 
ones and the number of identifi ed fragments for 
each unit also varies strongly12, which may explain 
the higher variability in species identifi ed for the 
 Final Neolithic. Looking at the Minimum number 
of individuals (MNI), the sample from the Early 
Neolithic unit contains 25% cattle, 25% ovicaprid 
and 50% pig. The Middle Neolithic sample contain 
22% cattle, 22% ovicaprid, 33% pig, 11% rabbit, 
11% hare. The Final Neolithic sample is divided 

12 Early Neolithic 9, Middle Neolithic 35, Final Neolithic 
147 identifi ed fragments at Los Barruecos.
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up in 8.5% cattle, 8.5% sheep, 13% ovicaprid, 8.5% 
goat, 22% pig, 26% rabbit, 4% hare and 8.5% deer 
(Morales 2006, 114).13 A. Morales concludes that 
the following tendencies can be observed in the 
small sample: The Early Neolithic population 
hunted rather than breeding their own animals 
because the faunal remains mainly belong to 
wild species. The Middle Neolithic remains point 
to a preference of domesticated species, as their 
bones are smaller compared to the contempora-
neous wild conspecifi cs. Sheep as well as domes-
ticated pigs can be clearly identifi ed. The hunting 
strategy of the Early Neolithic seems to have been 
replaced by animal husbandry. For the Final Neo-
lithic, the same observations can be made as for 
the Middle Neolithic, but the hunt seems to have 
regained importance. The latter may be an indica-
tion for a stronger exploitation of the territory or 
an increase of the population, which makes a use 
of all available resources necessary (Morales 2006, 
129 f.).

At Cerro de la Horca, the faunal remains all 
seem to belong to the Late Chalcolithic occupation 
of the site. The material derives from the excava-
tions of 1984 to 1989 (Castaños 1992). P. Castaños 
was able to identify a total of 853 animal remains 
belonging to a minimum number of 77 individu-
als, representing 13 mammal species and one bird. 
The distribution of the material in the different 
excavation sectors is very uneven, also due to ero-
sive processes. The sample of Cerro de la Horca 
shows a clear dominance of animal husbandry 
over hunting, though also wild animals are pres-
ent at the site. The domesticated animals show an 
even distribution, unlike other Chalcolithic sites, 
where ovicaprids dominated the archaeological 
record of the period. Wild animals are presented 
with 33.78% at the site, including aurochs, deer, 
rabbit, hare, fox and various birds. MNI only exist 
for domesticated ungulates at Cerro de la  Horca. 
Apart from the mentioned 32.8% wild species, 
the record of domesticated animals comprises of 
21.31% pigs, 19.67% ovicaprids, 16.39% horses and 
9.83% cattle (Castaños 1992, 130; tab. 2).

13 The percentages for pigs, cattle and ovicaprids all in-
clude their wild counterparts like boar and aurochs.

4.2.3 Valle de Huecas (Toledo)

The Valle the Huecas in the north of the province 
of Toledo is a complex of sites that can serve as 
an excellent example for the reconstruction of the 
palaeoenvironment. Combined with the results 
from the palynological investigations in the dol-
men of Azután (López/López 2000; 2005;  Bueno 
et al. 2005a), both sides allow the outlining of a 
possible environment for the 4th and 3rd mill. BC 
in Azután. Archaeology, geography, palynology, 
archaeobotany, archaeozoology and geophysics 
worked together to paint a picture of the 4th and 
3rd mill. BC society living in Huecas and its sur-
roundings (Benítez et al. 2009). Most of the sam-
ples for archaeobotany and palynology derived 
from the archaeological structures (López et al. 
2009) but also drill cores from the wetlands were 
taken and examined (Uribelarrea et al. 2009). 
Even some coprolites of animals have offered in-
sight into the vegetation, as they show what the 
animals ate during their lifetime. The animal 
bones were studied as well (Liesau 2009) and 
completed the picture of the environment and its 
inhabitants.

Luckily, the archaeological record from the 
Valle de Huecas covers the 4th and the 3rd mill. BC. 
The site of the tumulus El Castillejo offered data 
from the Late Neolithic and the Late Chalcolith-
ic phase from the dwelling structure underneath 
the round barrow as well as the burial mound 
(López et al. 2009, 93, 101). The data for the Chal-
colithic phase derived from the settlement site of 
Los Picos-Fontarrón (López et al. 2009, 97). The 
analyses of the pollen from 4000–3500 BC show 
obvious symptoms of deforestation. The natural 
holm oak (Quercus ilex) forest seems to transform 
into a rather dehesa-like landscape, where the tree 
cover with oaks ranges at about 15% of all vegeta-
tion. Usually, juniper (Juniperus oxycedrus) is quite 
common for a landscape like this, but it could not 
be traced here. Instead, the typical forest cover 
of river banks consisting of alder (Alnus), poplar 
(Populus) and ash (Fraxinus) was detected in the 
samples. Pine (Pinus pinaster) also seems to have 
played a signifi cant role within the vegetation of 
the Iberian Peninsula in the middle of the Holo-
cene because it was widely-spread (in detail and 
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in connection with policultivo ganadero see chap-
ter 2.3.2). Still, calculations of the percentage of 
pine trees have to be considered with caution, as 
pines produce huge amounts of pollen. The holm 
oaks mentioned above are characteristic for the 
tree species of the Valle de Huecas. The bush-like 
cover up to hedges and the typically thermophile 
olive (Olea europaea) have to be taken into ac-
count. Cereal (Cerealia) was also traced in suffi  -
cient percentages to verify its cultivation and even 
beans with an amount of 2% of all pollen were de-
tected (López et al. 2009, 94 f.).

During the Chalcolithic between 3000–2500 BC, 
obvious changes in the pollen profi les occur: The 
samples from Los Picos-El Fontarrón prove a 
change in environment due to a growing human 
impact. A decrease of the holm oak population 
during the fi rst half of the 3rd mill. BC points to a 
preference of the dehesa agriculture. The percent-
age of pine remains at 20%. Poplar and ash seem 
to disappear completely from the river banks, but 
bush-like plants like the rockrose (Cistus  ladanifer) 
and labiate plants (Lamiaceae) are still existent 
(López et al. 2009, 97). The palynological and ar-
chaeozoological studies reveal a dominant role 
of pasture land with oak, pine and olive popu-
lation as well as a high proportion of pigs, sheep 
and goats (López et al. 2009, 103; Liesau 2009, 112; 
 Bueno et al. 2005c, 85 f.).

The habitational structures of the fi rst half of 
the 3rd mill. BC in the Valle de Huecas produced a 
series of data on faunal remains. The study of the 
faunal remains shows that both domesticated and 
wild animals were consumed and used, though do-
mesticated species clearly dominate. According to 
the number of fragments (MNI is not published), 
pigs (over 35% including boar as well) were most 
important, followed by sheep/goat (over 20%) and 
cattle (over 15%). Two fragments of dogs have 
been found as well. The wild animals detected in 
the samples were mainly rabbits and hares (over 
10%), followed by deer (over 3%) (Liesau 2009, 
112–114).14 Compared to other Chalcolithic sites, 

14 Percentages in the table are equivocal and not broken 
down in the text of the paper (Liesau 2009, 113). Therefore, 
the numbers mentioned here are approximations and not 
exact.

pigs seem to have played a more important role in 
the Valle de Huecas than sheep and goats, which 
usually represent the highest amount of animal 
remains during that period.

4.2.4 Azután (Toledo)

For Azután itself, the investigations of 2005 in the 
chamber of the dolmen and the Neolithic dwell-
ing below point to a similar reconstruction of the 
environment already during the 4th mill. (4000–
3900 BC). The dolmen surely does not represent 
the complete diversity of the pollen spectrum 
(López et al. 2009, 96 f.; Bueno et al. 2009, 54 f.; 
López/López 2000; 2005). Still, the discovery of 
wheat in the archaeological record within the hut 
structure of Azután shows that its cultivation was 
not limited to the coastal areas as supposed for 
many years, but was also cultivated in the interi-
or of the Iberian Peninsula. Because of the small 
amount of palynological studies conducted in the 
centre, it is most likely that cereals were just not 
detected but actually not absent in the archaeolo-
gical record due to a lower cultural level as often 
has been discussed in connection with the people 
of the Mesetas (Bueno et al. 2005c, 86). The majori-
ty of the extremely fragmented animal bones exca-
vated and analysed belong to ovicaprids followed 
by rabbits. Some fragments could be determined 
as cattle and a small number of bones belong to 
horses (Bueno 1991, 57; Sánchez 2005).15 Although 
it is a rather small sample of faunal remains, the 
dominance of ovicaprids in the archaeofaunal re-
cord of the dolmen and the dwelling is consistent 
with the data from other sites of the Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic in Central Iberia.

An anthropogenic impact on the landscape is 
already noticeable during the Neolithic period. 
All pollen analyses dating to Neolithic and Chalco-
lithic times from the centre of the Iberian Penin-
sula indicate an increase in the cultivation of the 
landscape. Cereal pollen and spurs of coprophilic 
fungi show that large grasslands for cattle and 

15 Exact percentages cannot be given as they were not 
published.
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cultivable land used for cereal production was 
available (López et al. 2009, 95–97). An analysis of 
the pollen dating to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC shows 
obvious indications of an increase in deforesta-
tion. During this period, the dense natural holm 
oak (Quercus ilex) forest is apparently slowly re-
placed by a rather dehesa-like landscape. The oak 
tree cover averages 15% of all vegetation (López 
et al. 2009, 94 f.). The discovery of acorns in ar-
chaeological contexts, amongst others also in the 
dolmen of Azután, is a sign for the beginning of 
the dehesa economy (Bueno et al. 2005c, 86–88). 
The proof of leguminous plants at the Tumulus 
of Castillejo (Huecas, Toledo) indicates a seasonal 
rotation – meaning the use of different available 
plant and animal sources dependant of the sea-
sonal availability at one location – in the agricul-
ture of the Neolithic period. This reinforces the 
idea of stable settlements and a sedentary lifestyle 
in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula, rather than 
the semi-sedentary communities traditionally as-
sumed (Bueno et al. 2005c, 84). The increase of the 
pollen of bushes and hedges as well as domesti-
cated animals like cattle and pigs strengthen this 
position.

4.2.5 Navalperal-El Cervunal (Ávila) and 

Jarama V-1 (Madrid)

Apart from archaeological deposits, geological/
natural deposits can also carry information on 
the palaeoenvironment and aid in its reconstruc-
tion, given that the studied deposits and strati-
graphic layers date to the period of interest. For 
the chrono logical context of the study area two 
natural deposits, Navalperal-El Cervunal (Ávila) 
and Jarama V-1 (Madrid), revealed information, 
which dates to Neolithic and Chalcolithic times 
and which was included in the reconstruction of 
the environment. Both were extracted using drill 
cores, one deriving from a peat bog in the Gredos 
Mountains, the  other from a gravel deposit at the 
banks of the Jarama River (tab. 2).

F. Maldonado and his colleagues (Maldonado 
et al. 2005) investigated fossil tree trunks of pines 
to obtain information on the evolution of the veg-
etation in the Central Gredos Mountains in the 
province of Ávila. They found historic and pre-
historic evidence for the presences of pine (Pinus 
sylvestris) in altitudes between 1300 and 1900m 
above sea level, where they are absent today. 

Name Province/CA Context Dating calBC Reference

Valle Amblés Ávila archaeological 
and natural 3326–2000 Ruiz et al. 1990; López et al. 

2003; López 2012a ; Fabián 2006

Navalperal de 
Tormes-El Cervunal Ávila natural 3330–2870 Maldonado et al. 2005; 

Gómez-Manzaneque 2012

Jarama V-1 Madrid natural 5977–5626 and 
3712–3375 Alonso et al. 1998; García 2012

Valle de Huecas Toledo archaeological 4936–2041 Bueno et al. 2005c; López et al. 
2009; López 2012d; Liesau 2009

Azután Toledo archaeological 4560–3270 López/López 2000; 2005; López 
2012e; Sánchez 2005

Cerro de la Horca Cáceres archaeological 5200–4800 and 
2916–2459

González et al. 1988; 1991; 
López et al. 2007; López 2012b; 
Castaños 1992

Los Barruecos Cáceres archaeological 5206–3141
Cerrillo et al. 2002; Cerrillo 
2006; Lopez et al. 2007; López 
2012c; Morales 2006

Tab. 2. Compilation of the discussed sites, their context and dating, with references for the reconstruction of 
the palaeoenvironment and diet.
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Evidence of pines in those altitudes dates back to 
6500 years ago. A date deriving from Navalperal-El 
Cervunal delivered results characterising the veg-
etation of this micro region around the end of the 
4th and the beginning of the 3rd mill. BC: Pinus syl-
vestris as well as Pinus nigra and occasionally oaks 
and poplars existed in a regular distribution at the 
upper courses of the Alberche and Tormes Rivers 
in the Central Gredos Mountains. The massive de-
forestation of this part of the Gredos occurred dur-
ing the last 2000 years, especially during the last 
millennium (Maldonado et al. 2005; Gómez-Man-
zaneque 2012). The study shows that the vegeta-
tion in late prehistoric times can also differ mas-
sively from the present vegetation, depending on 
the micro-region studied.

The Jarama River originates in the Spanish 
Central System and flows into the Tagus River 
only some kilometres west of Aranjuez (Madrid). 
The investigated samples derive from two gravel 
pits, deposits just above the palaeo-soil, from the 
terraces of the Jarama middle basin. Thus, the re-
sults obtained here all refer to the riverside and 
the closer surroundings. The Sample Jarama V-1 
belongs to the outcrop at Velilla de San Antonio 
and reveals dates from the fi rst half of the 6th mill. 
and the middle of the 4th mill. BC. Analysed mac-
ro remains as well as pollen – all in good state of 
preservation – show evidence for alder and elm 
that indicate a forest vegetation along the river. 
On the river banks, gallery forests of alder, elm, 
ash and willow dominate the record. It becomes 
obvious that further away from the river terraces 
pine trees are the most common species, accompa-
nied by oaks, and that they were less densely dis-
tributed here than along the riverside. During the 

6th mill., tree pollen dominate the pollen record 
with amounts of 90% of all pollen: a high amount 
of pine, followed by deciduous oak, evergreen oak, 
alder and birch at Velilla de San Antonio. The spe-
cies were complemented by ash, elm and beech 
closer to the river and at the river banks. During 
the 4th mill. the tree cover became less dense but 
the composition in the vicinity of the river stayed 
the same. Especially in sample V-2, taken from the 
same deposit as V-1, the percentage of trees in the 
sample decreased to approx. 40% accompanied 
by scrubland, indicators of the riverside open-
ing up. The second sample at Velilla dates to the 
1st mill. BC (770–231 calBC; Iron Age) and younger 
times, and thus is not relevant to the reconstruc-
tion of the environment during the Chalcolithic 
(Alonso et al. 1998; García 2012).

Geomorphological studies like they have been 
conducted in other parts of the Tagus River (Wolf/
Faust 2015) can also contribute to the completion 
of the prehistoric environment, helping to recon-
struct models of the landscape by studying former 
river courses and wetlands as well as colluvial de-
posits. So far, it has already become obvious that 
Azután has a favourable settlement location com-
pared to its southern hinterland (clay, fertile soil 
etc.). As the palynological studies revealed, the 
southern Meseta probably has been dominated by 
a dehesa-like landscape (López/López 2000; 2005; 
López et al. 2009). Because of these preconditions, 
Azután’s environment, the favourable location 
and the presence of other late prehistoric sites 
– especially of the dolmen – the region was very 
promising for interesting new results on Iberian 
Late Prehistory settlement sites in Central Spain 
that the case study aimed for.
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5 New Investigations and Results of the Case Study – Territorial Survey

The description of the investigation history, of the 
modern and ancient environment as well as the 
presentation of the initial project ideas prepared 
the ground and increased the awareness of what 
to expect and what not to expect in the vicinity 
of the megalithic burial of Azután. As the inten-
tion was to achieve new results, it was necessary 
to not only study published and unpublished site 
information of the province of Toledo but also to 
conduct additional campaigns of fieldwork. Be-
sides the usual archaeological work, geophysics 
and natural science were applied on-site and after 
the fi eldwork in different laboratories. Based on 
the research in the archives of the ‘Junta de Comu-
nidades de Castilla-La Mancha’ in Toledo potential 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic sites could be mapped, 
which indicated the areas for the fi rst campaign 
and the archaeological survey in the surroundings 
of Azután. During the second campaign, promising 
areas were surveyed with the help of geo physics. 
The third and last campaign focussed on the 
verifi  cation of one of the geomagnetically inves-
tigated sites by opening two small archaeological 
 trenches. Material for dating and for further scien-
tific analyses was extracted, which allowed the 
typological characterisation of Azután’s new sites 
to a predominantly 4th and 3rd mill. BC context in 
 Iberian Late Prehistory. The theoretical and prac-
tical work undertaken in central Spain, like the 
results of the different analyses, will be presented 
and discussed in detail in chapter 6. For a better 
understanding of the collected data, the applied 
methodology will be explained fi rst, followed by 
the results of each campaign. The method is based 
on the common basics of practical archaeology 
(see amongst others Ellis 2000; Trachsel 2008, 139–
152; Sählhof et al. 2012).

Before explaining the method of the excava-
tion work as well as its results (chapter 6), the im-
pressive results of the research in the archives and 
the subsequent survey work (archaeological and 
geophysical) are presented in the following. These 
initial investigations to prepare the territorial sur-
vey already shed new light on the interior of the 
Iberian Peninsula often dismissed as ‘deserted’.

5.1 Theoretical Groundwork – Literature and 

Archive Research

At the beginning of archaeological research 
stands the probing of the published and unpub-
lished data from the period of interest to gain a 
fi rst overview of the current state of investigation 
as well as the site types and fi nds to be expected. 
Because of that, literature as well as archive stud-
ies had to be carried out in order to get an idea 
of the archaeological situation in the area of in-
terest. For the case study, the focus was initially 
put on Chalcolithic sites in the province of Toledo 
(Castilla- La  Mancha). The objective was the collec-
tion of all information available and the mapping 
of the sites to visualise clusters of prehistoric sites. 
This allowed fi rst ideas about favoured site loca-
tions. Information on favoured areas of certain 
 researchers, a higher level of construction activi-
ty or dense vegetation covers were included in the 
interpretation of the presence or absence of pre-
history as well. Before describing the results of the 
literature and the archive studies, the method of 
the data collection will be stated briefl y to offer a 
higher transparency of the presented work.

5.1.1 Method

While literature research took place throughout 
most of project’s time and the development of the 
thesis, a detailed study of material published on 
the Chalcolithic period of the area was required 
at the beginning of the project. To achieve this, a 
library research at the German Archaeological In-
stitute (DAI) section of Madrid was combined with 
a visit to the archives of the ‘Consejería de Edu-
cación, Cultura y Deportes of the Junta de Comu-
nidades de Castilla-La Mancha’ (JCCM) and a clos-
er look at the database called ‘carta arqueológica’ 
between November 7th and December 17th 2013. 
Four weeks were spent with the investigation of 
published late prehistoric sites at the library of 
the DAI Madrid, and the remaining one and a half 
weeks were used for the study of predominantly 
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unpublished survey information kept at the JCCM 
in Toledo.

The literature research in Madrid was neces-
sary, as a lot of the published information on the 
Chalcolithic of Central Iberia are either not avail-
able in German libraries or spread over different 
institutions in Germany. The aim of the research 
was to achieve the most complete information 
base possible on published Chalcolithic sites of 
the province of Toledo. Apart from collecting the 
site information of this province, information on 
resources, their exploitation, use and exchange all 
over the Iberian Peninsula was gathered as well 
(focussing on the data not or scarcely available 
in Germany). For the recording of the Chalcolith-
ic sites and the resources that were used or may 
have been used in the late prehistoric province of 
Toledo, a table containing basic relevant informa-
tion was created. This allowed the mapping of the 
sites later on. The majority of the sites date to the 
Chalcolithic period, but a few date to the Late Neo-
lithic or Early Bronze Age as well. The information 
entered in this database contained the name of the 
site, the autonomous community and province it is 
located in (in this case always Castilla-La Mancha 
and Toledo), the municipality and the rural district 
as well as the periodic dates mentioned in the pa-
pers and the most important literature on the site.

Research in the archives of the heritage of-
fice of the JCCM in Toledo focussed on the largely 
unpublished survey works that the ‘carta arque-
ológica’ of the province contains. Only occasion-
ally already published sites were listed as well, 
like the dolmen of Azután and the prehistoric 
sites of  Huecas (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a; 
Benítez et al. 2009 etc.). Most of the prehistoric 
sites  collected from the archives of the JCCM have 
not been published. The data resulting from the 
archive research therefore is almost exclusively 
based on surface finds and a valuable supplement 
to the published information. Due to the develop-
ment of the ‘carta arqueológica’, 148 of the 204 
municipalities of Toledo were surveyed and re-
ported to the JCCM until December 2013. Each of 
the municipalities was listed either with an entry 
or even with a detailed report about the survey 
and its results in the archives. The information 
was mostly given in electronic form as a Word, 
Excel, AutoCAD or PDF file. Within the tables or 

reports, the sites were listed according to the peri-
ods documented on-site. Because of the decontex-
tualised situation of the surface finds, only a gen-
eral periodisation could be applied, for example 
Palaeolithic, Bronze Age, Medieval. Almost every 
documented municipality provided a detailed re-
port containing photos of the sites’ topographic 
situation, information on its dimension and its 
dating. Unfortunately, the information on the size 
of a site was not subdivided per periods and infor-
mation on the quantity of material for each period 
is lacking. Some of the municipalities stood out be-
cause they provided evidence of multiple prehis-
toric places, whereas  others contained no or only 
a few prehistoric sites but many historic ones. This 
absence of prehistoric material might originate 
from thick layers of colluvial or fluvial deposits 
covering the sites. It may also reflect the personal 
interest and knowledge of the different investiga-
tors who were conducting the survey.

The existing information on the 148 municipal-
ities of Toledo was browsed and the data relevant 
to the project was gathered. The main condition for 
recording the site and its information for further 
processing was an indication of the site belonging 
to the Neolithic, Chalcolithic or at least Prehistor-
ic period. In a separate table to the published ones, 
the sites were listed with their names given in the 
survey (mostly the one of the associated districts), 
the municipality, and all the archaeological periods 
present in the investigated area. As the researchers 
working on the ‘carta arqueológica’ measured all 
the surveyed areas with handheld GPS (with few 
exceptions), it was possible to include geographical 
information in the form of X- and Y-coordinates. 
This enabled the exact mapping of the archaeologi-
cal information and further calculations with QGIS 
later on. In addition to this information, all the re-
maining municipalities, which showed no entries 
containing Neolithic, Chalcolithic or Prehistoric 
periods, were listed in a simple Word-document 
showing the periods detected there. With an im-
pressive 72.5% of the municipalities of Toledo sur-
veyed until December 2013, a remarkable quantity 
of sites became visible.

Via this investigation of literature and archive 
documents, a sound impression of the current 
state of research on the late prehistoric province 
of Toledo was gained.
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5.1.2 Results

The published information on Chalcolithic sites in 
the province of Toledo revealed only slightly more 
than a hundred sites. Every type of archaeological 
remain was listed: burials, settlements, rock art, 
stelae and stray fi nds. Unfortunately, most of the 
information for the 103 sites (*tab. 16 in the online 
appendix) derived from survey activity and not 
from excavations. Excavated sites are predomi-
nantly represented by burials like the dolmen of 
Azután ( Bueno 1991, Bueno et al. 2005a) or the 
artifi cial caves of the Valle de las Higueras ( Bueno 
et al. 2005b). Other sites were excavated due to 
construction activities like Valladares I (García 
et al. 2008). Except for the works of Bueno and 
her team, none of the sites were excavated for re-
search purposes.

All the sites are mapped in fig. 12. Their dis-
tribution seems to be concentrated in the mu-
nicipalities of Toledo, which are located close to 

the autonomous community of Madrid. As men-
tioned by Chapman 2008 and Balsera et al. 2015, 
this can be explained by an intensive construc-
tion activity close to the capital of Spain (chap-
ter 3.1.2). A heatmap of the data in QGIS confirms 
this impression by showing the objective hotspots 
of the sites (fig. 13). With only 103 sites in a prov-
ince with an extension of 15.370km², a 10km ra-
dius was put around each site for the analysis, 
calculating how many sites cluster within this 
catchment area. A larger radius would not have 
changed the results considerably and a smaller 
radius would have been close to a count by hand. 
Especially in the west of the province of Toledo, a 
maximum of two sites are located within a 10km 
radius, but often it is just one. In the east of the 
province, the Mancha shows a number close to 
zero sites. Clusters of  seven up to eleven sites are 
exclusively situated in the northeast close to the 
border to Madrid and the rather central part in 
the surroundings of the provincial capital Toledo. 

Fig. 12. The distribution of published Chalcolithic sites within the province of Toledo (sites listed in *tab. 16 in 
the online appendix; map based on the modifi ed MDT200-TOLEDO © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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The largest agglomerations of nine to eleven sites 
can be found in Seseña, Borox and their neigh-
bouring municipalities – mostly due to the detailed 
PhD-thesis of J. Muñoz (1998) – as well as in the tri-
angle of Toledo, Olías del Rey and Mocejón, where 
rescue excavations increased the number of sites. 
A small cluster of three sites is formed by the exca-
vations in Huecas close to the border to Barcience. 
Reviewing the chronology of the published sites, 
it seems as if the majority of the Chalcolithic sites 
did not only exist within one certain period like 
the Bell Beaker or Full Copper Age, but was settled 
rather permanently and often used several times 
throughout the Neolithic and Chalcolithic period. 
This points to a longer settlement continuity that 
less sedentary people would probably have had, 
as has already been stressed several years ago by 
Bueno and her team (e. g. 2005a).

Research carried out at the JCCM added a new 
dimension to the late prehistoric settlement his-
tory of the province of Toledo: An area of Central 

Spain with a territory of best accessibility because 
of the vast landscape dominated by the  Tagus 
 middle basin. The archive work at the JCCM re-
vealed an unexpected quantity of already sur-
veyed areas and added lots of sites so far unknown 
to the list of late prehistoric sites, filling gaps on 
the map. A total of 509 sites (*tab. 17 in the on-
line appendix) were mentioned in the survey re-
ports of the 148 municipalities investigated for the 
‘ carta arqueológica’. No Neolithic or Chalcolithic 
sites were recorded in 61 of the 148 municipalities. 
A very high number of sites are mentioned in the 
report about the survey activities in Seseña in the 
northeast of the province: 18.5% of the recorded 
sites are located there. Calculating the site hotspots 
with QGIS – this time for the surveyed and almost 
exclusively unpublished sites of the province of 
Toledo – shows a similar distribution of sites as 
the map of the published sites (fig. 14 in compar-
ison to fig. 13); the west of the province as well as 
the southeast (La Mancha) are underrepresented 

Fig. 13. Hotspot-Map of the published chalcolithic sites of the province of Toledo based on a 10km radius 
around the sites (map based on the modifi ed MDT200-TOLEDO © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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in the database, although referring to the unpub-
lished data a cluster of approx. 15 sites in the sur-
roundings of Azután can be observed as well as 
a high number in the northern part of Toledo’s 
Mancha. This cluster surrounding Yepes contains 
approx. 23 sites (21 more than known from the 
published ones). Because of the research activities 
in the surroundings of the excavations of the Valle 
de las Higueras, another agglomeration of sites 
can be detected around Huecas. The last small ac-
cumulation westwards is located in El Carpio de 
Tajo. Between El Carpio and Azután, little prehis-
toric settlement activity can be detected. Eventual-
ly, the areas with the largest amount of prehistor-
ic sites are almost the same for the published and 
the unpublished sites (fig. 13 and fig. 14).

Looking at the combination of the informa-
tion on published and unpublished sites of the 
province of Toledo, more than 600 most likely late 
prehistoric sites could be revealed, an impressive 
number for the supposedly deserted centre of the 

Iberian Peninsula. Although the surroundings of 
the burial of Azután were already chosen as the 
focus of research at the beginning of the project, 
the literature and archive studies also revealed the 
need for further detailed studies in the western 
part of the province of Toledo.

5.2 Archaeological Surveys in 2014

The preliminary work in the libraries as well as 
in the archives of the JCCM created a reliable ba-
sis for further investigations. As the research area 
for the case study was supposed to be in the sur-
roundings of the dolmen of Azután, the archaeo-
logical information of the municipalities was used 
as an initial point for new and detailed survey ac-
tivity. The west of the province of Toledo is one of 
the smaller hotspots in the map (fi g. 14) and due 
to the existing geographical information, the sites 
were easy to locate. The additional archaeological 

Fig. 14. Map showing both the distribution and the accumulations of the sites from the JCCM (sites listed in 
*tab. 17 in the online appendix, map based on the modifi ed MDT200-TOLEDO © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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survey activities were supposed to verify or falsi-
fy the data from the JCCM and also to detect new 
and defi nitely prehistoric sites with the objective 
to obtain a better impression of the perception of 
the environment as well as additional information 
about the use of resources and the integration of 
sites into the surrounding landscape by prehis-
toric communities. After describing the survey 
 method the results, which pointed to sites of unex-
pected extension in this part of the Iberian Penin-
sula, will be outlined.

5.2.1 Method

The theoretical groundwork of investigating pub-
lished and unpublished data and documents led 
to a high quantity of chalcolithic sites. Detailed 
survey activity was planned and regarded as 
necessary for a review of the information and to 
achieve a more detailed chronology. The excellent 
initial situation with the dolmen of Azután, dating 
back to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC, was decisive for the 
selection of the surroundings of the municipality 
of Azután as the location for a new survey cam-
paign. Due to the unpublished data gained from 
the JCCM for the area in the western part of the 
province of Toledo, sites with a similar chronolo-
gy and therefore of interest for the project goals 
could be assumed.

The main objective of the survey in the west 
of the province of Toledo was the verification or 
falsification of prehistoric sites known from pre-
vious surveys reported to the JCCM for the ‘carta 
arqueológica’. It had the additional aim to achieve 
a next to complete database of information, espe-
cially about the quantity of material of certain pe-
riods. At present neither the amount of finds nor 
the extension of a site during a certain  period had 
been stated in the reports even though this infor-
mation is crucial for the valuation of the size and 
possible use of the sites. It makes a huge difference 
if a time is represented with ten or 1000 finds and 
how much time is covered, for the interpretation 
whether it was used as a seasonal camp, whether 
it was a regularly frequented place or a settlement 
populated over the time of several decades. The 
reports of the former surveys only mentioned the 

general periods present in the investigated  areas 
(e. g. Palaeolithic, Bronze Age, Roman), which 
makes it impossible to determine the scientific 
impact of each site. In addition to the quantity of 
finds the size of the area they are scattered in is 
also crucial to the interpretation of the size, dura-
tion and density of a site.

In preparation for the first campaign of field-
work a proposal with the description of the intend-
ed research, the area of interest and the chrono-
logical focus was submitted to the ‘ Consejería de 
Educación, Cultura y Deportes’ of the JCCM. In 
February 2014 the approval was given, and an 
archaeological survey took place in spring (21st of 
April to 22nd of May 2014). Some missing parcels 
of land were investigated in autumn 2014, when 
the geomagnetic survey was carried out as well. 
The survey was based on the archive information 
and included all areas that had provided finds be-
longing to the Neolithic, Chalcolithic or Prehistoric 
periods. Also the Bronze Age sites were included 
in the fieldwork as they were often assigned to 
the Bronze Age because of handmade pottery and 
may have been frequented by people in earlier 
times too. In the municipalities of Alcolea de Tajo, 
Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé, Azután, La Estrel-
la, Navalmoralejo and El Puente del Arzobispo 33 
sites have been known previous to the project’s 
fieldwork (see tab. 3 and for their distribution 
fig. 15). The first field campaign aimed to verify 
or falsify the information on these sites and – in a 
second step – to extend them to the areas next to 
the sites known from the JCCM.

Prior to the actual beginning of the survey 
the police and local authorities of El Puente del 
 Arzobispo and Azután were informed about the 
archaeological activities in their administrative 
area. In a next step the owners or tenants were 
asked for the permission to enter their predomi-
nantly cultivated farmland.

The survey was planned to take place at the 
potential sites recorded in the literature or the ar-
chives of the JCCM, the adjacent arable land and 
as many accessible areas as possible within the 
limited time. Although surface finds in ploughed 
areas indicate that part of the prehistoric site is al-
ready destroyed they are highly accessible, have a 
good visibility and the survey is not disturbed by 
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vegetation. The visibility and possibility of locat-
ing sites are reduced when the seeds start growing 
but can still be considered good if the plants are 
less than 30cm tall (in the case of alfalfa). Fallow 
land, pasture and low hedges offer a rather medi-
ocre visibility for surface finds and structures and 
therefore a lower possibility for locating archae-
ological sites. The most difficult areas for surface 
surveys would be areas with a very dense vege-
tation including forest. The potential to discover 
archaeological finds in these areas can be consid-
ered close to zero, barring the occasional molehill, 
trees collapsed during a storm or burrowing ani-
mals (such as boars) which allow finds to surface.

The regions of the study area provide a wide 
range of different accessibility. The arable land 
was either ploughed, recently seeded or covered 
with already growing agricultural plants (espe-
cially alfalfa, corn, pumpkin and wheat). Dehesa 

economies with either pasture among the oaks or 
dense wheat fields could be found also. Meadows, 
fallow land under uncontrolled growth, dense 
hedges or private hunting grounds were present 
in many of the areas of interest. Quickly it became 
obvious that because of the good accessibility, 
good visibility and the quantity of finds, the main 
focus of the survey would be on the municipality 
of Azután in the valley of the Tagus.

The survey focussed exclusively on surface 
material. Depending on the number of helpers 
available the previously defined fields or parcels 
were walked up and down in parallel lines of two 
to six people, following ploughing or sowing lines 
whenever they were visible. A distance of two or 
three meters was maintained between the differ-
ent rows/persons. Expected finds were mainly pot-
sherds, silex and other stones (flakes, tools, raw 
material etc.), polished stone axes, grinding stones 

Fig. 15. The Neolithic, Chalcolithic and Bronze Age sites from the JCCM and their location in the area of the 
case study; the micro region of Azután (based on modifi ed MDT05 hojas 0625, 0626, 0627, 0653, 0654, 0655, 
0681, 0682, 0683 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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Municipality and Name of site Polygon Parcel(s) Chronology (Age)

A
zu

tá
n

Vegas Altas I 501 105 Bronze, Late Roman

Vegas Altas II 501 95a Bronze, Late Roman

Las Butreras I 502 187, 200, 304 Chalcolithic, Bronze, 
Roman

Las Butreras III 502 218, 219, 220, 221 Bronze, Late Roman, 
Medieval

Las Cercas III 502 10193, 20193 Chalcolithic, Bronze

Las Cercas I/II 503 254 Bronze, Late Roman

Fuentidueñas II 504 262a Chalcolithic, Bronze

Las Jariegas/Carretera CM-4100 501 y 507 59, 60, 61, 111, 119, 293, 
294, 295, 296, 297, Chalcolithic, Al-Andalus

Dolmen de Azután 507 297 Neolithic, Chalcolithic

A
lc

ol
ea

 d
e 

Ta
jo

Próximo al Valle de la Raya 17 944 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Puente Pino - Cerro de la Mesa 16 940 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Cerro depósito de Agua, Rollo 2 173, 190, 191, 192, 194, 196 Chalcolithic, Bronze

Fuente Bienvenida II 1 65, 66 Chalcolithic until Roman

Patronato Rosado I 3 324, 325 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Patronato Rosado II 3 322, 323 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Patronato Rosado III 3 318 Chalcolithic, Bronze

Millar de Retamosa 7 694, 695, 696 Chalcolithic, Bronze, 
Roman

Arroyo Retamosa II 8 722 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Camino Valle del Almendro 15 901, 902, 906 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Casa de la Arquita I 102 404 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Casa de la Arquita II 102 406 Chalcolithic, Bronze, Iron

Casas del Rincón II 15 928 Chalcolithic, Bronze

El Bercial Pueblo 102 400 Chalcolithic, Bronze

La
 

Es
tr

el
la Dolmen La Aldehuela – Dolmen 

of La Esrella 10 145 Neolithic, Chalcolithic

La Cabeza del Conde 5 25 Chalcolithic

N
av

al
m

or
al

ej
o Las Cucañas III 4 3 Bronze

Camorro 3 44, 45 Bronze

Conjunto Arqueológico de Ciu-
dad de Vascos 4 3, 9002 Bronze, Late Roman, 

Al-Andalus

Fuentelápio IV 3 5 Chalcolithic, Bronze

A
ld

ea
nu

ev
a 

de
 S

an
 

B
ar

to
lo

m
é

El Castrejón 7
331, 332, 333, 334, 335, 336, 
337, 345, 346, 347, 348, 349, 
350, 351, 352, 353, 354, 355

Chalcolithic, Medieval

La Lanchera 2 y 4 15 y 13 Bronze

Estela de Guerrero (Bartolomé I)
Late Bronze – Isolated 
fi nd in the area of La 
Lanchera

Estela del Hornillo (Bartolomé II)
Late Bronze – Isolated 
fi nd in the area of La 
Lanchera

El Puente del Arzobispo No prehistoric sites, maybe because of the small area of the 
municipality

Tab. 3. Compilation of all sites in the micro region of Azután with fi nds dating to the time periods relevant 
for the new investigation (Neolithic, Chalcolithic, Bronze Age). Almost all of them are unpublished and only 
known from surveys.
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and net weights. Using a handheld GPS, the size of 
each surveyed area was measured at the begin-
ning of the survey by recording the coordinates of 
the corner points. During the survey each prehis-
toric find – even non-diagnostic ones – was given 
an individual measurement or measured as an ag-
glomeration of several finds. In the latter case the 
quantity was recorded next to the number of the 
measured point. All diagnostic parts (rim, bottom, 
decoration, stone tools etc.) were collected and 
samples of body sherds were taken as well since 
they contain information on types of temper, paste 
and fire temperature. For the other non-diagnostic 
prehistoric body sherds GPS-points were recorded 
and the sherds were left on the fields.

Material deriving from periods clearly young-
er than the end of the Chalcolithic (post Bell 
 Beaker) was treated and recorded slightly differ-
ent. Only the diagnostic finds were measured in-
dividually with the GPS, non-diagnostic finds were 
simply counted, and their quantity noted as a to-
tal number for each surveyed area. As the interest 
was on the prehistoric periods this was done to 
strike a balance between taking the epochs until 
modern times into account and not producing too 
much project-irrelevant data.

In the surveyed region prehistoric structures 
are hardly visible; stone architecture is rare. Only 
in the case of the supposed walled enclosure El 
Castrejón (Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé) the pos-
sibility of recording stone features was given. In 
this case the course of the wall and the extensions 
of the collapsed parts were recorded as structures.
Back in the offi  ce the fi nds were processed, num-
bered and information on the collected fi nds was 
entered into a database. A total number of 1827 
collected, and mainly prehistoric fi nds were pro-
cessed and typologically categorised whenever 
possible.

5.2.2 Results

The survey of 2014 was supposed to investigate 
as many areas containing recorded Chalcolith-
ic finds as possible in the municipalities of El 
Puente del Arzobispo, Alcolea de Tajo, Azután, 
 Navalmoralejo, La Estrella and Aldeanueva de San 
Bartolomé (fi g. 16). The aim was to get access to 

the sites already mentioned in the JCCM to evalu-
ate the given information. The prevailing majority 
of these sites was located in the valley of the Tagus 
River in the municipalities of Alcolea and Azután 
(see below).

Additionally, it had been intended to survey 
larger areas along the foothills of the Montes de 
Toledo, but this part of the survey was stopped 
after some time. Dense vegetation cover and in-
accessible private hunting grounds complicated 
or completely ruled out the detection of new sites 
and the area covered by Navalmoralejo, La Estrel-
la and Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé would have 
gone beyond the scope of the manageable extent 
of a project focussing not exclusively on surveys. 
Consequently, after several – mostly fruitless – at-
tempts the research was focussed on the agricul-
turally used areas of the valley and on the munic-
ipalities of Alcolea de Tajo, Azután and El Puente 
del Arzobispo. Visibility and accessibility during 
the surveys of these areas were predominantly 
good or even very good. This is most likely one of 
the reasons for the higher number of sites record-
ed for Azután and Alcolea de Tajo in the archives 
of the JCCM also. The preference during Late Pre-
history for settling in the valley, on the terrain 
undulations of the foothills or on top of the hills 
already exclude large parts of the hilly hinterland, 
too. Eventually neither La Estrella nor Navalmor-
alejo provided new results.

In Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé at least the 
published site of El Castrejón (Carrobles/ Méndez-
Cabeza 1991), which is defined as a Chalcolithic 
and medieval site, could be investigated. The ar-
chaeologically significant area comprises of two 
terraces attached at the south of the central ‘plat-
form’: the top (fig. 17). Walls and collapsed walls 
are present although their chronology is not en-
sured as they could date back to the Chalcolithic 
period, might have been constructed in medie-
val ages or, in the case of the smaller walls, they 
possibly are still in use as markers of properties 
(fig. 18). Approximately 1ha of this area was sur-
veyed. Finds were predominately concentrated 
on the terraces and the southern part of the top, 
probably because the northern part within the 
surrounding walls was covered with small trees 
and hedges and therefore offered little visibility. 
Occasionally, finds could also be detected outside 
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Fig. 17. The site of El Castrejón and 
the location of the recorded mate-
rial as well as the indication of the 
elevations (isolines based on the 
MDT05 © Instituto Geográfi co Na-
cional).

Fig. 16. Surveyed municipalities (based on modifi ed MDT05 hojas 0625, 0626, 0627, 0653, 0654, 0655, 0681, 
0682, 0683 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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the walls including mainly potsherds but also a 
rounded sandstone with a hollow in its  middle 
(possibly used as a mortar). As El Castrejón is 
barely covered with soil, the finds were main-
ly lying on the bare rock. It can be assumed that 
the finds eroded to the surface, which would ex-
plain the bad conservation and the abraded edges 
of the sherds. Approx. 249 prehistoric potsherds 
(including nine rims), 19 wheel-made sherds and 
approx. 33  pieces of slag were recorded. Next to 
the slags, shallow ditches dug in the ground and 
granite rocks with cut marks were found. Both the 
ditches and the cut marks seem to follow the ore 
bearing quartz veins. Together, the slags, the pos-
sible mortar (fig. 19), the extraction marks and the 
geological ground strengthen the interpretation 
of J.  Carrobles and M. Méndez-Cabeza (1991) that 
the site of El Castrejón has been an extraction and 
(pre-)processing site for copper ores. Unfortunate-
ly, the Chalcolithic chronology cannot be support-
ed by the finds of the survey of 2014: The hand-
made pottery found only indicate a prehistoric use 
without allowing for further distinctions.

The focus of the following subchapters of 
chapter 5 as well as chapter 6 will be on the mu-
nicipality of Azután because of the outstanding 

results of the archaeological survey. Before dis-
cussing the surface finds of Azután – indicating a 
massive prehistoric settlement activity – the re-
maining surveyed municipalities of the valley will 
be briefly presented.

Considering that El Puente del Arzobispo cov-
ers an area of approx. 1km² along the northern 
bank of the Tagus, only few possibilities to survey 
outside the town were given. Eventually a field of 
3.7ha was investigated. It showed predominantly 
modern results and nothing of any importance for 
prehistory.

Fig. 18. Walls and collapsed walls at the site of El Castrejón.

Fig. 19. The potential mortar found east of the pla-
teau outside the walls of the site El Castrejón.
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The municipality of Alcolea de Tajo shares the 
Tagus with Azután and is located on the northern 
river terraces. In its east it covers an additional ap-
prox. 4km of the river’s course. An area of 61.5km² 
is part of the administrative district of Alcolea de 
Tajo and approx. 87.5ha of these were surveyed. 
Unfortunately, the supposedly Chalcolithic sites 
according to the archive studies could not be ver-
ified. Small quantities of surface finds and their 
majority mainly consisting of modern, wheel-
made and rarely handmade pottery were not able 
to support a Neolithic or Chalcolithic settle ment 
activity. The sherds may indicate a Bronze Age 
settlement activity but do not allow a further dis-
tinction. Although other fields would have been 
accessible in spring 2014 the activities in Alcolea 
were stopped and research was concentrated on 
the most promising areas located in Azután.

In the municipality of Azután, which covers a 
surface of 21.6km², an area of 208.8ha has been in-
vestigated. This makes Azután the most intensive-
ly studied district of the survey campaign in 2014. 
Due to the good accessibility of the fields as well as 
very promising results the area became the  focus 
of the project. An almost continuously investi-
gated area of 64.5ha in the west of the modern vil-
lage Azután on the terraces of the Tagus revealed 
the best results for the objectives of the project. 
Almost all the surveyed areas offer information 
on the settlement continuity and site preferences 
throughout the prehistoric periods and until the 
Early Middle Ages.

At the beginning the focus was on the parcel 
in the vicinity of the dolmen. This area is charac-
terised by the transition from the foothills of the 
Montes de Toledo in the southwest to the valley of 
the Tagus in the northeast with the dolmen mark-
ing the lowest area of the foothills. To the south-
west shallow terrain undulations dominate the 
surrounding. Further south and closer to Naval-
moralejo and La Estrella the slopes of the undu-
lating territory become steeper. Not only because 
of the fact that the area surrounding the dolmen 
has been the most intensively investigated area 
of  Azután since its excavations, but also because 
of the geomorphological situation barely any 
new surface finds could be recorded. Due to the 
slope-situation, the erosion increases from south 

to east, probably covering finds and features un-
derneath a massive layer of colluvial deposits. Still 
this is just an assumption and has not been investi-
gated yet by pedologists. Either way, the conditions 
of this area resulted in only a few finds of lithic ar-
tefacts and some handmade pottery, which did not 
allow for further chronological distinction.

Finds of tiles and bricks, pottery slag and 
sherds of wheel-made pottery 1.2km to the south-
west of the modern village of Azutan indicate a 
Roman settlement or workshops. The density of 
the fi nds points to the use of an area of at least 3ha 
during this period. Palaeolithic activity could be 
documented 200–300m south of Azután with an 
Acheulean biface and a Levallois core. Impressive 
results derive from the terraces of the Tagus both 
east and west of the village. The late prehistoric 
fi nds in the East predominantly point to the Bronze 
Age as well as the Iron Age and according to the 
density of fi nds covered at least an area of 10ha, 
whereas the artefacts recorded on the ter races of 
the Tagus in the west of the village of  Azután main-
ly are classifi ed as Neolithic and Chalcolithic. This 
area between the Anguilucha Brook, the Tagus 
River, Azután and the road to Belvís de la Jara is 
characterised by a difference of only a few meters 
elevation over the entire area. Here an area of 
64.5ha surface could be investigated and due to the 
collected material as well as the massive amount of 
fi nds the focus of the following campaigns was set 
on said area. A number of 1473 artefacts were col-
lected (for full list of Azután see *tab. 18 in the on-
line appendix) and 4783 pieces recorded in total of 
which 25.36% were wheel-made and post-prehis-
toric fi nds. Of the recorded material 74.64% date to 
the prehistoric periods this study focusses on. Via 
a typological comparison of the rims of and deco-
ration on the sherds with the archaeological mate-
rial found in the megalithic burials of Toledo and 
on other sites, it was possible to classify the fi nds 
to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC (fi g. 20). A compilation of 
the rims can be found in the cata logue (chapter 
10.4 in the online appendix) arranged according 
to the parcel they were found in. According to the 
density of the recorded material – often more than 
300 fi nds within a radius of 100m – at least 30ha 
were  settled during Late Prehistory. The expan-
sion of the material and the density clouds indicate 
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that probably the whole area between Anguilucha 
Brook, the Tagus River and the village Azután, ap-
prox. 90ha, was populated in prehistoric times.

The new survey did not only allow for an esti-
mate of the amount of 4th and 3rd mill. sites in the 
western edge of the province of Toledo but also 
offered the opportunity to reconstruct the use of 
the territory and the settlement preferences in 
different areas of Azután from the Palaeolithic 
period up to Roman times. Based on its results the 

Palaeolithic hunters and gatherers seem to have 
preferred the terrain undulations in the south and 
southeast of the modern village probably also due 
to a then still different shape of the landscape and 
course of the river. During the Neolithic and Chal-
colithic the transition zone from the foothills to the 
valley (dolmen and sites detected through aerial 
images, see chapter 5.3) as well as the terraces of 
the Tagus east of Azután were regarded as favour-
able locations for settling. In the Bronze and Iron 

Fig. 20. One example for 
the similarity of the fi nds 
of the dolmen (left; Bueno 
1991, fi g. 56) and the sur-
vey material (right).

Fig. 21. Visualisation of the settlement preference throughout several millennia in Azután, showing the high-
est accumulations of fi nds as well (based on modifi ed MDT05 and PNOA 2013 hoja 0654 © Instituto Geográfi co 
Nacional).
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Age the slightly higher terraces of the Tagus in the 
west of Azután as well as hills (Cerro de la Mesa 
in Alcolea de Tajo) were used to found settlements, 
whereas during Roman times the foothills of the 
Montes de Toledo seem to have been in the focus 
of interest (fig. 21).

Both archive and literature studies as well as 
the additional survey conducted in 2014 stress the 
vital importance of further detailed studies in the 
centre of Spain and in particular in Azután. Geo-
magnetic surveys and precise excavations based 
on the geomagnetic results can help to record the 
prehistory of the southern Mesetas before it is 
destroyed. Unfortunately, in heavily used agricul-
tural landscapes or areas affected by a high level 
of construction activity this is merely a matter of 
time. Therefore, the immense amount of surface 
finds in Azután demanded further investigations 
to achieve a good documentation and insight into 
the new archaeological sites in the west of the 
province of Toledo.

5.3 Geomagnetic Survey in 2014

Before, during and after the survey campaign in 
spring 2014 aerial and satellite images were used 
to detect crop marks that might indicate prehis-
toric sites. Besides using Google and Bing maps 
especially the images and Digital Elevation Models 
(DEM), provided by the Spanish State, facilitated 
a remote investigation of this area (PNOA max-
ima actualidad, Ortofotos historicas del PNOA, 
SPOT 5, MDT05). Additionally, older black and 
white pictures of the 20th cent. allowed the study 
of the area over several decades (Vuelo Americano 
 Serie A 1945–1946 and B 1956–1957, Interministe-
rial 1973–1986, Nacional 1980–1986). The LiDAR 
data that the DEM are based on, was recalculat-
ed for the areas where either aerial images or the 
amount of surface fi nds indicated promising re-
sults in the expectation that noteworthy anomalies 
would show up.

In two areas crop marks seemed to show en-
closures in the vicinity of the dolmen of  Azután 
(fig. 26). These anomalies were also partly vis-
ible in the LiDAR images. Based on the imag-
es they could have been geological formations 
(erosion and former meander of the Anguilucha 

Brook, fig. 22). The survey finds verified a pre-
historic origin of the later visualised structures 
(chapter 5.3.2).

The other areas remained without results, ei-
ther due to massive layers of eroded material cov-
ering the archaeological strata, a lack of organic 
filling or the surrounding geology. The latter was 
the presumable cause for the lack of the detection 
of more site indications. Especially in the case of 
the area on the southern bank of the Tagus to the 
west of the modern village of Azután no structures 
could be detected by satellite and aerial images or 
DEM and LiDAR-information (fig. 23). While the 
huge amount of prehistoric surface finds (fig. 21) 
pointed to a large settlement area – and therefore 
various kinds of structures were expected – noth-
ing else indicated or strengthened the presence of 
a prehistoric site here.

Eventually, geophysical methods were consult-
ed as a second non-intrusive method in three loca-
tions. Two of the locations were selected because 
of the circular and ellipsoidal crop marks visible 
in the aerial images close to the dolmen at the foot-
hills of the Montes de Toledo and another one on 
the terraces of the Tagus where the accumulation 
of finds was detected during the archaeological 
survey. Predominantly structures that were dug 
into the ground and later backfilled with organ-
ic material – either by human activity or natural 
processes – can be expected to show up applying 
this method. Therefore, the geomagnetic method 
was chosen to visualise the structures below the 
ground. Besides being the appropriate method to 
investigate remains that were not build of stone it 
also allows to examine large areas in a compara-
tively short period of time.

5.3.1 Method

The geophysical survey is an addition to the vari-
ety of non-destructive and repeatable methods in 
archaeology. It enlarges the spectrum of reliable 
techniques as aerial archaeology, survey, analysis 
of literature and maybe earlier excavations as well 
as geomorphological mapping. Within the wide 
range of geophysical possibilities, the geomagnet-
ic method is part of the passive approaches, which 
means that the earth’s physical characteristics 
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(e. g. gravitation or magnetic fi eld) are scanned but 
not infl uenced by the applied technique, whereas 
methods like sonar or electrical resistivity tomo-
graphy (ERT) induce an echo or another kind of 
reaction. They actively infl uence the ground in its 
physical characteristics and the reactions are be-
ing measured. As none of the methods produce a 
complete image of the subsoil on their own, their 
application depends on the archaeological ques-
tion, the geological ground and the expected struc-
tures. The resolution depends on the measure-
ment accuracy as well as on the confi guration of 
the instruments (Neubauer 2001, 19).

A range of archaeological structures cause 
smallest changes in the earth’s magnetic field 
and the measured data can be transformed into a 
sometimes clearly visible digital image of the ar-
chaeological site (Neubauer 2001, 20). A necessary 
precondition for the adaption of geomagnetics 
is a magnetic contrast between the archaeologi-
cal structure and the surrounding ground. Wood, 
for example is non-magnetic and also the backfill 
of a pit with similar soil or waste initially shows 
hardly any or no differences at all to the surround-
ing material. Still magnetics facilitate the visuali-
sation of backfilled ditches, pits, palisades or even 

Fig. 22. DEM based on LiDAR-data recalculated by E. Cerrillo in the area of Los Pedazos and Los Viñones were 
crop marks indicated possible archaeological structures.
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postholes. Even remains of fireplaces,  ovens, 
hearths, walls (adobe better than stone) are de-
tectable as a disturbance of the natural magnetic 
field in the ground. This is explained by a rema-
nent magnetisation of burnt layers: Burned clay is 
slightly magnetic. Clay, as well as ovens, floors and 
stone structures, contain iron oxides that trans-
form into maghemite or hematite through chem-
ical processes during the heating. The magneti-
sation is impressed in the ceramic material while 

it cools off inside the magnetic field of the earth 
(Becker 1995, 217; Neubauer 2001, 21; Fassbinder 
2007, 53 f.).

Not only fired and burnt material but pits 
backfilled with soil also become visible through 
the magnetisation process during cooling. How 
can this be explained in the cases where the con-
tent of the pits consists of wood or waste, is not 
magnetic and the surrounding ground maybe 
only slightly magnetic? Induced magnetics is the 

Fig. 23. DEM based on LiDAR-data recalculated by E. Cerrillo in the area of El Prado were surface fi nds indicat-
ed archaeological structures, but nothing was visible on aerial images.
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reason for a visibility of actually non-magnetic 
material. Bacteria play the essential role in the 
process of magnetisation. Within the backfill of 
postholes pure magnetite has been discovered, al-
though from a geochemical point of view it could 
not be formed there. Using the electron micro-
scope a strikingly small range in the size of the 
magnetite crystals of 40–100nm was revealed. 
Those were predominantly identical with the crys-
tals of certain magnetic bacteria that align them-
selves along the earth’s magnetic field by develop-
ing magnetite crystals. To them the magnetic field 
serves as a help for orientation because the bacte-
ria move within the water of the soil and due to 
their magnetisation find the direct way to the nu-
trient layers of the topsoil. Therefore, the bacteria 
accumulate amongst others in pits, ditches as well 
as postholes and palisade trenches where they 
die, leaving behind fossil magnetite (Fassbinder 
2007, 54). This allows the physical visualisation of 
various archaeological structures.

Often, when trying to investigate large areas 
within a short period of time, geomagnetic analy-
sis is the method of choice. In comparison to large 
scale LiDAR scans, geomagnetic measurements al-
low an insight into the subsurface. Besides speed, 
the spatial resolution and the sensitivity are of sig-
nificance and can be achieved by high resolution 
caesium magnetometry, which was applied during 
the geomagnetic survey in Azután in autumn 2014 
(October 3rd to 27th). A serious disadvantage of this 
measurement configuration is due to one of its 
main advantages: the high sensitivity. Brief distur-
bances of the terrestrial magnetic field, caused by 
magnetic storms, traffic and fixed steel construc-
tions like power lines, can interfere with the mea-
surements even over long distances (Fassbinder 
2007, 61).

The magnetic survey in the municipality of 
 Azután was done in a grid of 40 x 40m squares 
which were positioned using a total station and 
marked with wooden stakes (fig. 24). The local 

Fig. 24. Example of Los 
Viñones for the 40 x 40m 
raster measured for geo-
magnetic analysis always 
following the plough or 
sowing marks (based on 
modifi ed PNOA 2013 hoja 
0654 © Instituto Geográfi -
co Nacional).
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farmers affected by the fieldwork were asked for 
their permission to enter the areas of interest 
without interfering in their agricultural activity or 
damaging the cultivated plants. The majority of the 
fields were planted with alfalfa of varying heights. 
In the case of the district Los Viñones the southern 
part was a recently harvested wheat field and in 
the district of Los Pedazos the survey was strongly 
affected by ploughed ground, disturbed by pebbles 
and sometimes waist-high thistles, which explains 
the incomplete image (chapter 5.3.2).

Two caesium magnetometers (Geometrics G 
858-G), mainly in quad-configuration, were used 
during the survey. This was accomplished by 
arranging all four sensors parallelly with a dis-
tance of 0.5m on a non-magnetic measuring ve-
hicle.  Using this arrangement, the sensors were 
not working as a gradiometer (for which sensors 
would be arranged vertically and one above the 
other), but as a total field component, moving all 
four sensors over the surface, aligned horizontal-
ly in the same distance to each other (fig. 25). By 
measuring the total field-component of the geo-
magnetic field, the highest precision was achieved. 
The sensitivity of the Geometrics G 858-G at a 
measuring cycle of 10Hz (10 measurements per 
second with 10–12cm distance between measur-
ing points) was 20–30 picotesla. It corresponds to 
the 50,000,000th part of the strength of the earth’s 
magnetic field. The spatial point density of the 
measurement with walking speed was located 
at approx. 10*50cm. By means of this procedure, 

archaeologically relevant structures up to a depth 
of 5m could be measured (Becker/Flade-Becker 
2015, 2 f.). All magnetograms refer to the geomag-
netic total field, which is illustrated with a dynam-
ic of ± 10 nanotesla (256 grayscales from white 
[negative] to black [positive]) and a measurement 
sensitivity of 20 picotesla (Becker/Flade-Becker 
2015, 5). The measured values then were trans-
ferred into ASCI-formats and images in TIF, JPEG, 
PNG can be obtained in  other programs later 
when needed (e. g. in QGIS or  SAGA-GIS). In GIS 
the relative image data had to be transformed in 
absolute national coordinates. Later, archaeologi-
cal information could be added (e. g. surface finds, 
excavation trenches) with additional thematic 
maps, such as parcel information, geology or DEM.

Summarising, it can be stated that specific 
structures and elements together with surface 
finds often allow a first chronological and cultural 
classification without really touching or destroy-
ing the archaeological site. Nonetheless, magneto-
meter maps cannot replace excavations. Still geo-
physical surveys should be consulted during the 
process of the preparation of research excavations 
whenever possible to increase their efficiency 
(Fassbinder 2007, 71).

5.3.2 Results

As already mentioned, three areas within the 
municipality of Azután were selected for further 
geomagnetic investigations. In two areas – both 
within less than 500m distance from the dolmen – 
the study of aerial images revealed crop marks 
indicating a circular structure and an ellipsoidal 
structure apparently consisting of several parts 
(fi g. 26). Yet this part of Azután did not stand out in 
the quantity of surface fi nds made in 2014 (chap-
ter 5.2.2). The vicinity to the dolmen and the fact 
that the form of both structures might point to 
sites known as ditched enclosures qualifi ed this 
area for a geomagnetic survey. While aerial imag-
es of the surroundings of the dolmen showed indi-
cators for prehistoric sites, the third area selected 
for geomagnetic investigations revealed no struc-
tures in the images at all. Having hardly any differ-
ence in elevations over a surface of approx. 90ha 
the terraces of the Tagus in the west of the modern 

Fig. 25. The practical work. Measuring in the area of 
El Prado with the non-magnetic vehicle, the four sen-
sors horizontally aligned.
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Fig. 26. Aerial images of the areas with possible prehistoric structures close to the dolmen and the area in 
the west of Azután (based on modifi ed PNOA 2013 hoja 0654 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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southern terraces of the Tagus River, Los Viñones 
located southeast of the dolmen and Los Pedazos 
situated in southwest (fig. 26). They will be de-
scribed in an order leading from the foothills of 
the Montes de Toledo to the valley and arriving at 
the southern bank of the river. The results of the 
measurements on the river terraces have already 
been briefly discussed elsewhere (Schmitt 2017; 
2018; Schmitt et al. 2019).

Los Pedazos

Los Pedazos is situated on a terrain undulation in 
the southwest of the dolmen at elevations between 
350 to 367m. The area of interest for a geomagnet-
ic survey has an extension of over 17ha including 
some meters outside the supposed ditched enclo-
sure. At its closest point the site is only 110m dis-
tant from the dolmen. Today the site is cut by a 
track and divided in 2/3 in the north and 1/3 in the 
south. The aerial image gives the impression that 
the structures north of the track are drawn clearer 
than the ones south of it. This might be due to the 
state of conservation or due to the geology that is 
dominated by tertiary quaternary layers of sand, 
gravel and pebbles mainly of compact consisten-
cy. In other words, the ground can be described as 
very stony. This is why for safety reasons from a 
certain point onwards the recently ploughed par-
cels of the steeper parts in the north towards the 
dolmen could not be surveyed. Therefore, pre-
dominantly the interior of the supposed ditched 
enclosure was investigated and unfortunately the 
inner ditch was only covered in a small part in the 
southeast. In the end 4.4ha of Los Pedazos were 
measured, 75% of it being located at the more 
even ground in the south (fi g. 27).

Although the aerial image promised interest-
ing results, surprisingly little information could 
be recovered with geomagnetic measurements. 
Besides that, the ground in the south is disturbed 
by earlier depressions that are not visible on the 
surface anymore. Additionally, the parallel lines 
running diagonally to the grids from northeast 
to southwest in the same area are former plough 
marks, which were hard to see on the surface, as 
it depended on the location on the field in which 
direction they were running. Compared to the 
other areas investigated in Azután, even the small 
part of the inner ditch that could be recorded in 

Fig. 27. Magnetogram of the measured areas of Los 
Pedazos in the southwest of the dolmen.

village presented impressive amounts of surface 
fi nds dating to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC; which had 
been the criterion for its selection (chapter 5.2.2). 
Here the geomagnetic method was the only way 
to visualise any possible structures before exca-
vation as neither DEM nor LiDAR-scans indicated 
depressions or elevations hinting to prehistoric 
structures (fi g. 26).

The second fieldwork campaign in autumn 
2014 was carried out in collaboration with geo-
physicists. The 40 x 40m grid as well as the geo- 
referencing of the resulting images were done by 
the archaeological team. Becker Archaeological 
Prospection (https://www.becker-prospection.
com/) was responsible for the geomagnetic mea-
surements and the transformation of the data into 
ASCI-formats.

Each of the investigated areas – approx. 25.4ha 
in total – will be discussed in detail. For a better 
distinction the researched areas were named after 
the district they were located in: El Prado at the 
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the southeast can only be assumed in its course 
(the enclosure will be described and compared 
in chapter 5.3.3). The interior part appears to 
be  rather empty; only 33 potential pits could be 
counted. Apart from the ditch and the pits of 0.6 to 
2m in diameter neither any accumulation of struc-
tures nor differently magnetised areas forming a 
structure could be detected in the area south of 
the track (fig. 28).

North of the track in the southeast of the meas-
ured area an approx. 20m long and curvy struc-
ture visible in the magnetograms might indicate a 
ditch that was not visible in the aerial images. Due 
to its curvature, it could theoretically appear in 
the magnetogram south of the track also, but this 
is not the case. Therefore, no further statement 
about this structure can be made based on the 
magnetograms. Besides ca. 56 potential pits of 0.6 
to 3m in diameter and without any connection to 
other structures, a pit of approx. 1m in diameter 

seems to be surrounded by a circular structure 
of 11m in diameter. This could be interpreted as 
the ploughed over remains of a former burial 
mound with a small burial chamber. Another pe-
culiar structure was recorded in the southwest 
and west of the northern part. It could either be 
a geomorphological depression or a composition 
of several – sometimes parallel – ditches. The po-
tential eastern ditch runs 21m from west to east 
where it bends north and is running another ap-
prox. 42m in this direction. The potential western 
ditch has a length of approx. 37m and shows a 
rather curvy course. The last part of this construct 
in 13m distance to the western ditch seems to be a 
combination of an approx. 20m long ditch running 
south to north and a curved ditch of approx. 14m 
running from west to east. The small parts of the 
northwestern part of the inner ditch, which were 
measured, do not leave an image on the magne-
togram though visible in the aerial image, while 

Fig. 28. Sketch of Los 
 Pedazos (isolines based 
on the MDT05 © Instituto 
 Geográfi co Nacional).
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in the almost most northern part of the magneto-
gram another ditch appears that is not visible in 
the aerial images (fig. 28).

Los Viñones

Los Viñones is the second site detected by aerial 
images in the vicinity of the dolmen, approx. 230m 
from the megalithic burial. In the aerial image a 
semi-circle southwest of the megalithic burial is 
visible, thus it was assumed that the magnetic 
measuring could reveal a circular structure. The 
geology is mainly the same as in the area of Los 
Pedazos, but Los Viñones is dominated by quater-
nary gravel. Because of the rather even ground 

with elevations from 328 to 338m – with the main 
area of interest only varying 5m in height – and 
the recently harvested wheat fi eld the entire site 
and even some parts north of it could be investi-
gated. As the northern part was covered with low 
alfalfa plants, both fi elds provided good walking 
and measurement conditions. At the beginning an 
area of approx. 4.5ha inside and outside the enclo-
sure was of interest. Because of structures visible 
in the magnetogram, which could not clearly be 
dismissed as archaeological structures, the area 
was extended northwards and in the end 7.5ha 
were surveyed in total (fi g. 29).

The area is located in the triangle between the 
road from El Puente del Arzobispo to La Estrella in 
the west, the Anguilucha Brook mainly situated in 
the east and the ruins of a former tile manufactory 
in the south, which was in operation until the late 
1960s. The latter might explain the large anoma-
ly of 7m in diameter in the south of the magneto-
gram that probably reflects the remains of a mod-
ern tile-burning oven.

In the area of the district Los Viñones the re-
sults, especially in the case of the pits, show a 
better visibility in comparison to Los Pedazos 
and even the supposed ditched enclosure can be 
traced in the magnetogram (the enclosure will be 
described and compared in chapter 5.3.3). The po-
tential pits spread over the whole area, but seem 
to cluster in the southwestern quarter of the inte-
rior of the enclosure. Here, some of the pits align 
parallel or form circles that might be interpreted 
as remains of dwellings (postholes). Besides the 
enclosure and approx. 289 pits with dimensions 
from 0.8 to 4m in diameter, no further archaeo-
logical structures were detected. The extension 
to the north illustrated that the structures 30 to 
40m northeast of the enclosure in fact represent 
geomorphological processes. Gullies and other 
depressions in the northern extension and in the 
east of the enclosure are the result of former arms 
and banks of the Anguilucha, revealing an older 
picture of the landscape without the ability to date 
it yet (fig. 30). Detailed archaeological and geomag-
netic studies of both Los Pedazos and Los Viñones 
demonstrate that in the future a close collabora-
tion with pedologists and geomorphologists could 
give impressive insights in the formation process-
es and the reconstruction of the landscape during 

Fig. 29. Magnetogram of the measured areas south-
east of the dolmen.
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the Holocene. The area of El Prado would be of 
interest for additional interdisciplinary studies as 
well.

El Prado

The last area investigated in the geomagnetic 
survey is the district of El Prado, situated in the 
west of the village Azután on the southern ter-
races of the Tagus. No structures could be de-
tected with the help of aerial images or the DEM 
(fi g. 23 and 26) but a massive amount of surface 
fi nds indicated a prehistoric settlement of large 
extensions. In total, an area of almost 90ha would 
have been of interest for the geomagnetic survey. 
This could not be realised within the time avail-
able. It was decided to start with the areas with 
the highest amounts of surface fi nds and at the 
end of the survey campaign approx. 13.5ha on the 

southern river terraces had been measured. The 
studied area in its full extension only varies 4m in 
height with elevations from 326 to 330m. Due to 
the  rather even territory the only obstacles for the 
survey were the fast growing alfalfa plants in the 
southern part, sometimes already knee-high dur-
ing the measurement, although, this had no effect 
on the quality of the resulting images. As common 
for the plain of Azután, El Puente del Arzobispo 
and Alcolea de Tajo, the clay depositions become 
more massive closer to the riverbank. The river-
banks are formed by so-called rañas ( alluvial 
fans). Unlike the geology of Los Pedazos and Los 
Viñones, the area of El Prado is exclusively situ-
ated on Holocene terraces consisting of gravel 
 layers; sandy, silty soil with pebbles of different 
 sizes which are strongly-rounded (ENADISMA 
1972, 5–7, 11).

Fig. 30. Sketch of Los 
Viñones (isolines based 
on the MDT05 © Instituto 
Geográfi co Nacional).
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Impressive results were revealed by the geo-
magnetic measurements in the area of El Prado 
(fig. 31). While the surface finds already indicated 
dense settlement activities, the transformation of 
the measured data into an image definitely sur-
passed the initial expectations. Several structures 
interpreted as ditches – almost each of them cut-
ting at least another one – indicated an intense use 
of this area throughout different periods in prehis-
tory. A massive amount of mostly circular struc-
tures, approx. 1180 in total, are spread all over the 
investigated area. These are potential pits. Par-
ticularly, they cluster in the southern part, close 
to what will be discussed in chapter 5.3.3 and 5.4 
as the double-ditched enclosure of Azután. In this 
area, some of the pits seem to be related and form 
rectangular, circular or semi-circular structures. 
Another accumulation is in the northwest within 
structure (2) accompanied by bigger potential pits 
of width from 3 to 7.5m and of amorphous forms. 
The largest oval to shapelessly magnetic signal of 
approx. 24 x 12m is located in that area as well. 
Most of the pits scatter all over the southeastern 
third of the investigated area north of structure 
(3) without clear clusters and become less dense 
from structure (5) on northwards. The approx. 

1180 potential pits that were mapped vary in di-
mension from 0.8 to almost 4m in diameter (fig. 31 
and 32). These measurements have to be interpret-
ed with caution, as the dimensions represented in 
the magnetogram also reflect the depth of a mag-
netic object or structure and are not necessarily 
related to its real size (personal communication of 
Dr. Dennis Wilken, Kiel; Blakely 1996). The num-
ber of potential pits on this site and the others is 
a subjective count depending on the one hand on 
my impression and estimation and on the other 
hand amongst others on the distance between the 
signals recorded. If structures are situated close to 
each other, their signals can overlap and what ap-
pears to be one pit might actually represent more 
than just one (chapter 6.2). Apart from that some 
structures counted as pits here could also turn out 
to be something else when excavated.

Except for one structure of the ones record-
ed in the area of El Prado, the site probably dates 
to the Iberian Neolithic and Chalcolithic period 
(fi g. 31 and 32). The exception is the square struc-
ture in the centre of the magnetogram, crossed 
by a straight line running from east to west. Ex-
cept for the northern part and the southwestern 
corner, the square-ditched enclosure is almost 

Fig. 31. Magnetogram of 
the measured areas on the 
southern terraces of the 
Tagus.
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Fig. 32. Sketch of El Prado (isolines based on the MDT05 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).

completely documented. The 1.5 to 2m wide ditch-
es comprise an area of 240 x 240m. An interrup-
tion of the structure of approx. 6m that may be 
interpreted as an entrance is situated in the south-
ern part of the structure. The line that crosses the 
structure is 2m wide. A length of approx. 265m 
was documented between where the line starts 
to fade out at both ends. This structure seems to 
be connected to the square-ditched enclosure and 
might indicate a former pathway leading to the 
interior. Sites of a similar layout are known in 
other parts of Europe as well. Comparisons can be 
found in the Iron Age square-ditched enclosures 
(Wieland 1999) of South Germany and the march-
ing camps of the Romanisation Period (Küßner/
Schüler 2014). Some surface fi nds of terra sigillata 
– the everyday tableware of the Romans – could 

point to the structure being a former Roman 
marching camp.

Three circular structures with diameters of 10 
and 12m are situated in the eastern part of the in-
vestigated area. In the sketch, they are indicated 
as burial mounds as they seemed to be slightly ele-
vated and two of them are perfectly round (fig. 32). 
Although burial mounds cannot be attributed to 
the 4th and 3rd mill. BC exclusively similar Chalco-
lithic burial mounds are known in the province of 
Toledo: the site of El Castillejo as well as the burial 
mound TVH (Huecas). This would support an in-
terpretation of the structures as being Chalcolithic 
burials (Bueno et al. 1999a).

Another structure, exceptional not for its 
chronological classification like the squared struc-
ture but for its type and layout is the 7 to 10m wide 
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ditch in the southwest. In the west, the ditch seems 
to end although it can be stated doubtlessly that 
during the construction of the modern track the 
ditch was cut off. In the east, the end of the ditch is 
not reached yet, it probably continues eastwards 
but due to the restricted time of the geomagnetic 
survey this area could not be investigated further. 
All in all, the ditch – or maybe slightly elevated 
structure – was recorded at a length of 242m and 
shows three interruptions. Starting from the west-
ern end, the first gap starts after 12m of the struc-
ture and is approx. 4m wide, the second one ap-
pears after another approx. 130m and seems to be 
the largest of the three with a 7m width. The last 
interruption appears after an additional approx. 
58m and is about 5m wide. Hitherto, no compar-
isons have been found for this construction type 
during Iberian Late Prehistory. This could be due 
to the lack of large-scale geomagnetic investiga-
tions in many regions of the Iberian Peninsula, 
which could lead to structures like this not being 
discovered or being mistaken as ditched enclo-
sures as only small parts of them were excavated. 
Even though surface finds allow an approximate 
dating, the ditch (fig. 32: 1) cannot unequivocal-
ly be classified to the same period as most of the 
 other documented structures (4th and 3rd mill. BC) 
because of the lack of typological comparisons.

In the northwest of the measured area, only 
approx. 220m of the southeastern part of a ditched 
enclosure (fig. 32: 2) could be recorded. The ditch 
is 7 to 10m wide and shows a 5m long interrup-
tion in the east before the course of the ditch con-
tinues in a northern direction. At the interruption 
(entrance?), the ditch ends in two rounded struc-
tures. In front of this possible entrance situation, 
a semi-circle of approx. 2m width runs from the 
southern round end to the northern part of the 
ditch. After 20m it is interrupted at a length of ap-
prox. 4m and afterwards continues another 10m. 
It seems like a complex gate-situation has been 
documented by the geomagnetic measurement.

The ditch marked with (3) in the sketch (fig. 32) 
is situated in the centre of the studied area, ap-
prox. 6m wide and cuts or is being cut by at least 
two further ditched constructions before its course 
becomes indistinct The structure runs from east to 
west at a length of approx. 123m and then angles 
almost 90° to run for another 30m in northern 

direction where it becomes vague. In this area, 
where at least four different structures cross each 
other, the image of the magnetogram is too blurry 
to decide whether the wavy ditch (fig. 32: 4) is the 
continuation of (3) or not. At present it must re-
main undecided whether (3) and (4) were related 
constructions.

Azután is good for not only one but several 
surprises and impressive results inside the 13.5ha 
of the geophysical survey on the southern ter-
races of the Tagus. They have been mentioned in 
chapter 3.2.2 already: wavy or so-called sinuous 
ditches. This architectural feature is known from 
other sites of the Iberian Peninsula but is hitherto 
not known from any other prehistoric sites in Eu-
rope. Even on the Iberian Peninsula, the distribu-
tion of the sinuous ditches seemed to have been 
a phenomenon restricted to the southwest: They 
are present at 2616 sites, fi ve of which are in Spain. 
Not only were ever more ditched sites discovered 
during recent years all over the peninsula (e. g. 
Delibes et al. 2014) but, as Valera showed in his 
works, also the number of ditches with a wavy de-
sign increased and their presences in regions out-
side the Iberian southwest was not exclusionary 
(Valera 2012a, 169; 2012b, 27). The survey work 
conducted in Azután in 2014 made visible that 
sinuous constructions are present in the centre of 
the Iberian Peninsula along the middle basin of 
the Tagus River as well. The magnetogram (fi g. 31) 
revealed four ditches with a partly or completely 
wavy plan (fi g. 32: no. 4 to 7) being recorded as 
magnetic anomalies varying between 2 to 3m in 
width. In the northwest of the magnetogram, east 
of the ditched construction (2) two single ‘waves’ 
are located. Given the fact that it remains unclear 
if they simply represent two isolated mini-ditches 
or their course continued in a northern direction, 
no speculation on their type and form will be stat-
ed here. They are neither counted among nor in-
cluded in the descriptions of the sinuous ditches 
of Azután. The fi rst actual sinuous ditch discussed 
here is situated in the east of the ‘waves’ (4) and 
was already mentioned in connection to (3). Its 
course can safely be followed from north to south 

16 The amount of 26 has not been mentioned in Valera’s 
paper about the sinuous ditches of 2012 but in Valera 2013a, 
103.
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for a distance of 80m. After about 40m it is inter-
rupted by a 10m wide opening. The ditch vanishes 
in the blurred part of the magnetogram but might 
continue in the south as an approx. 30m long, 
straight ditch after a gap of 50m and could form a 
connection to (3). Also (5) and (6) are ditches with 
both a sinuous and straight course. They run from 
east to north all over the magnetogram and with-
out doubt continue at least in the east while the 
situation in the north is not quite clear. Both ditch-
es start in the east at slightly different angles and 
at a distance of approx. 80m from each other. Af-
ter a section of 180m length, the distance between 
the ditches decreases to 20m and after the blurred 
part of the magnetogram – where their course 
vanishes – they run parallel in a distance of 8m. 
Maybe they were somehow related to each other 
and have been erected or been in use simultane-
ously, although this at present remains a specula-
tion. What can be stated without doubt is that (5) 
and (6) cross other ditches but do not cross each 
other. The northern sinuous ditch (5) comprises in 
its eastern part of fl at waves irregularly interrupt-
ed by six openings that vary in width between 3 
to 13m. As the structure becomes visible after the 
indistinct part of the magnetogram it continues 
slightly curved in a northwestern direction with-
out further waves and stops at the semi-circle 
of structure (2). The wavy parts of the southern 
ditch (6) are drawn clearer as those of (5) but they 
are restricted to the eastern half of the ditch as 
well. The sinuous part shows three interruptions 
from east to west of 3, 4 and 6m in width and af-
ter the last of these openings the ditch continues 
without further waves directly in the direction of 
the southern rounded part of structure (2). Here 
it crosses (2), continues sinuously and seems to 
end in the interior of ditch (2). The fourth and last 
wavy construction is a partly sinuous ditch (7) 
and forms part of the double- ditched enclosure of 
Azután described below (fi g. 32) with (8) as the in-
ner ditch.

Although the sinuous ditches of Azután have 
similar architectural features, it is rather com-
plicated to assign them clearly to one of the four 
types Valera distinguished for the Portuguese 
examples (Valera 2012b; chapter 3.2.2). All the 
ditches located in the area of El Prado are not ex-
clusively wavy but a mixture of flat and sinuous 

parts. If one would consider only the wavy parts 
of the whole layout, all of them could be assigned 
to the regular wavy serpentine type, type C (Valera 
2012b, 33).

5.3.3 Description of Azután’s Enclosures

The interpretation and discussion of the magneto-
grams of Azután showed a wide variety of archae-
ological structures. Especially the river terraces 
revealed impressive quantities and types of con-
structions. Most striking are the so-called ditched 
enclosures dating to the 4th and 3rd mill. BC that 
are known from all over the Iberian Peninsula. 
They will be described and compared separately 
following the direction from the foothills of the 
Montes de Toledo, along the valley towards the 
southern bank of the Tagus River. Like in the case 
of the magnetogram of El Prado, the enclosures of 
Azután have been addressed in another paper al-
ready (Schmitt 2017). This study will focus on their 
incorporation and the results of the fi eldwork will 
be presented in detail. Later, they will be playing a 
key part in the chapters about the distribution of 
resources as well as the organisation of the prehis-
toric landscape (chapter 7 and 8).

Los Pedazos

The site of Los Pedazos (fig. 33) is situated on a 
terrain undulation with elevations of 349 to 367m 
in the southwest of the dolmen. As mentioned in 
the description of the magnetogram, the measure-
ments focussed on the interior of the enclosure 
while the inner ditch was barely reached. Hence, 
the sketch of the enclosure is exclusively based on 
the aerial image, and both its plan and its exist-
ence cannot be taken for granted without further 
investigations. The aerial image (predominantly 
the PNOA 2013) showed crop marks, which indi-
cated three ellipsoidal ditches. None of the ditch-
es overlap or cross the others, so they may have 
been related to each other or contemporaneous 
in their use. Today, Los Pedazos is intersected by 
a track that runs from east to west and divides the 
site into a northern (2/3) and a southern (1/3) part. 
The southern third is less visible than the north-
ern part, with the course of the three ditches dis-
appearing in the southeastern area.
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Describing the structure from the inside to the 
outside of the enclosure, the inner ditch is the wid-
est of them all and ranges between 12 and 16m. It 
encloses an area of approx. 4ha and is interrupt-
ed by an opening on a length of approx. 26m in 
the west. In front of the gap of the inner ditch, a 
semi-circular construction is located, which seems 
to guard the direct way into the innermost part. 
Together with the opening of the inner ditch, the 
semi-circular construction might have functioned 
as a gate. As the middle and the outer ditch show 
gaps situated almost at the same height (although 
their length is not clearly identifiable), this could 
indicate a complex entrance situation. The middle 
ditch is located approx. 18m from the inner one. 
At 9 to 11m, it is slightly less wide than the inner 
ditch. The outer ditch is located 12m from the mid-
dle one, and is probably of the same width. Fur-
ther statements about the outer and the middle 
ditch cannot be made, as nothing more specific is 
visible in the aerial images.

The extension of the site of Los Pedazos is de-
fined by the outer ditch and encloses an area of 
approx. 12ha. At their closest point Los Viñones 
and Los Pedazos are less than 300m distant.

Ellipsoidal constructions of ditched enclo-
sures are not very common among this type of 
site on the Iberian Peninsula and therefore Los 

Pedazos does not have many comparisons. At this 
point, it can only be compared to a site located 
on the northern Meseta: La Redonda ( Ampudia, 
 Palencia). La Redonda (fig. 34a) was first men-
tioned in 2011 (García 2011, 163) and a plan main-
ly based on aerial images was published in 2015 
in the PhD-thesis of M. García (2015, 168). It is 
defined as a segmented (causewayed) enclosure 
and was investigated both by surface surveys and 
aerial archaeology, but as yet none of it has been 
excavated. La Redonda comprises of four ditches, 
three of which have an ellipsoidal outline, while 
the outer ditch is rather circular. All in all, an area 
of 1.76ha is covered by this construction (García 
2015, 168). Several interruptions divide the dif-
ferent ditches into segments. The inner ditch is 
formed by four, the middle ditch consists of seven 
and the outer ellipsoidal ditch of 15 segments. In 
the east of the site, the middle ditch even seems to 
share a segment with the outer one. Despite the 
high number of interruptions, none of the open-
ings seems to line up from the interior of the site to 
the exterior, so no clear entrance can be defined. 
Neither the size nor the architectural features of 
La Redonda are comparable with the ones present 
in Los Pedazos. Unfortunately, parallels other than 
the ellipsoidal plan and the probable Chalcolithic 
chronology are difficult to draw. At this point of 

Fig. 33. Aerial image and sketch of the possible enclosure Los Pedazos (modifi ed PNOA 2013, isolines based on 
the MDT05 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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Fig. 34. Comparison for Los Pedazos a) La Redonda (Ampudia; García 2015, 168, fi g. 48) and for Los Viñones 
b) La Serna (Pedraza de Campos; García 2015, 167, fi g. 47), c) Los Melonares-Zofraga (Rueda; Delibes et al. 2014, 
71, fi g. 42). Same compilation as in Schmitt 2017, fi g. 4.
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investigation, no further sites can be considered 
for a better comparison with Los Pedazos.

Los Viñones

The site of Los Viñones is situated in the transi-
tion of the foothills of the Montes de Toledo to the 
valley of Azután (fi g. 35). The enclosure was dis-
covered due to crop marks in aerial images of the 
area southwest of the dolmen. It is the smallest of 
the three enclosures discussed here. A semi-circle 
was visible in the aerial images and the construc-
tion seemed to have ditched parts accompanied 
by at least two round parts. Those round parts 
visible in the aerial image could not be verifi ed by 
the magnetogram. For a more accurate depiction 
of the site, the sketch of the enclosure was exclu-
sively based on the magnetogram. The magnetic 
anomalies were interpreted as an oval ditch with 
a width ranging from 6 to 12m. It seems to run 
continuously with a 30m wide interruption in its 
north. All in all, an area of 1.4ha is enclosed by the 
ditch.

For this oval enclosure with only one ditch 
comparisons are hard to find as well. Again, a 
look at the enclosures of the northern Meseta is 
useful. Regarding its oval plan, Los Viñones can 
partly be compared to La Serna (Pedraza de Cam-
pos, Palencia). La Serna (fig. 34b) was surveyed 
and detected in aerial images (García 2011, 163; 
2015, 167–169). Like most of the enclosures of the 
northern Meseta, the site belongs to the segment-
ed type, consisting of eight segments, and has an 
almost oval outline. The size of La Serna is hardly 

comparable to Los Viñones, as it only covers an 
area of 0.08ha. Regarding size and gaps, the site of 
Los Melonares-Zofraga (Rueda, Valladolid) is more 
suitable for the comparison with Los Viñones. This 
enclosure (fig. 34c) is known due to survey and 
aerial images. It was classified to the segmented 
type as well as La Serna and comprises of twelve 
segments. Its layout is more circular than oval, but 
it seems to have a main opening in the north just 
like Los Viñones. Apart from the sites La Serna 
and Los Melonares-Zofraga, no other layouts of en-
closures with just one ditch and the main opening 
towards north could be found up to date.

It is debatable if the sites of Los Pedazos and 
Los Viñones really represent enclosures or rather 
depressions formed by geomorphological process-
es, but there are other undoubtably archaeologi-
cal structures present such as pits that sometimes 
seem to form rectangular, square or circular struc-
tures as well as prehistoric surface finds deriving 
from the surveys representing archaeologically 
relevant information.

El Prado

Coming from the western foothills of the Montes 
de Toledo, passing by Los Pedazos, the dolmen 
as well as Los Viñones and fi nally setting foot on 
the southern terraces of the Tagus, the impressive 
double-ditched enclosure of El Prado appears. It 
comprises of two ditches connected to each other. 
The largest distance from the southernmost part 
of the enclosure to the Tagus in the north aver-
ages at around 550m. The site was not visible in 

Fig. 35. Aerial image, magnetogram and sketch of the possible enclosure Los Viñones (modifi ed PNOA 2013, 
isolines based on the MDT05 © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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the aerial images and was only investigated with 
the geomagnetic method because of the massive 
amount of Neolithic and Chalcolithic surface fi nds. 
The sketch of the enclosure is exclusively based 
on the magnetogram. Due to the above-mentioned 
results of the different methods applied in Azután, 
the site of El Prado (fi g. 36) became the most inten-
sively investigated part of the municipality. This 
gets even more apparent in chapter 6.2, as exca-
vations were carried out at the inner ditch of the 
double-ditched enclosure as well as at the location 
of the accumulation of pits in its interior.

In the geomagnetically investigated area of 
13.5ha in the west of the modern village of Azután, 
elevations only vary 4m in height. In the south-
west of the studied area both ditches end due to 
the construction of a modern track that cuts into 
the ground and probably destroyed the further 
course of the enclosure. The centre of the magne-
togram shows a blurred part where several struc-
tures cross each other. At this part, the course of 
the double-ditched enclosure becomes unclear 
for approx. 50–60m. Because of shared angles, 
architectural features and distances between the 
 ditches, the parallel running sinuous and straight 
ditch north of the blurry part are most likely the 
continuation of the parallel ditches south of it. 
Unfortunately, no further parcels north of the 
measured area could be investigated. Looking at 
the course in the southwest of the magnetogram, 

it can be assumed that the double-ditched enclo-
sure continued north, presumably up to the river. 
 Hitherto, the extension of the enclosure is out-
standing for the centre of the Iberian Peninsula. 
Following the angle of the ditches and assuming 
that both the northeastern and the northwestern 
part of the ditches ended at the river forming a 
semi- circle, an area of approx. 50ha would have 
been enclosed. Provided that the ditches con-
tinued north of the Tagus River in the munici-
pality of Alcolea de Tajo, consequently forming a 
circle, it might even have had an extension of al-
most 100ha. Regardless of whether El Prado was 
a semi-circle or a circle, it is the first time that an 
enclosure of these dimensions and constructional 
elements has been discovered in Central Spain. As 
will be seen later, the closest comparable sites are 
located in dis tances of more than 150km south-
west of Azután, as the crow flies and not taking 
into account the relief.

Both the outer and the inner ditches are 2 to 
3m wide and show a very regular distribution 
of widths. The inner ditch is one of the four con-
structions with a wavy outline recorded in the 
area of El Prado, which were not known from the 
centre of the Iberian Peninsula until the investi-
gations of 2014 in Azután. It can be classified as 
a type C of Valera’s categories (regular wavy ser-
pentine type: Valera 2012b, 33). The inner ditch 
is not completely sinuous, but starts out straight 

Fig. 36. Magnetogram of El Prado and the sketch of the double-ditched enclosure (isolines based on the MDT05 
© Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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in the south. After approx. 110m, the first two 
waves become visible, but afterwards the ditch 
continues its straight course for another 30m until 
it reaches the first doubtless gap of approx. 2.5m 
width. After the interruption, it continues first in 
less pronounced waves and after the blurred part 
the sinuous design dominates. Along the last 88m 
northwards, the inner ditch is irregularly inter-
rupted in its course: From south to north, these 
gaps are approx. 18, 6 and 8m wide.

The inner and the outer ditch are intercon-
nected with ditches of 6m length and 2m width, 
which are detectable beyond doubt in two cases in 
the southern half. Two more are indicated in the 
northern half, situated at the only clear gap with-
in the outer ditch. Besides this gap of approx. 5m 
– located at the last 84m of the course – no special 
characteristic in the construction of the straight 
outer ditch can be observed.

The layout of El Prado is neither compara-
ble to sites on the northern Meseta nor does it 
show any similarities to any other site of Central 
 Iberia. With its remarkable size, features such as 
the wavy parts of the inner ditch or the intercon-
necting ditches as well as the location directly re-
lated to the watercourse of the Tagus River, this 
enclosure has to be discussed within the context 
of the ditched sites of the southwestern Iberian 
Peninsula.

5.4 The Prado Double-Ditched Enclosure – 

Contextualisation

The outstanding amount of fi nds as well as the im-
pressive results of the geophysical survey on the 
southern terraces of the Tagus revealed a type of 
site that fi nds its closest comparisons many kilo-
metres away from Central Spain. A double-ditched 
enclosure with these constructional elements and 
especially of such size could be detected on the 
central Mesetas for the fi rst time. The discovery of 
such a site raises several questions, some of which 
cannot be answered by comparing magnetograms 
and aerial images. To obtain information concern-
ing the age of the site, the palaeoenvironment and 
the material culture present within the enclosure, 
small test trenches were opened. The results of 
the excavations will be discussed in chapter 6. 

First, the structural components of the double- 
ditched enclosure El Prado will be compared to 
similar sites of the southwest. Sites like El Prado 
– and the enclosures Los Viñones and Los Pedazos 
as well – have so far been unknown in that area of 
the peninsula and must lead to a reconsideration 
of the supposedly ‘deserted’ and ‘backward’ centre 
of the peninsula during Iberian Late Prehistory.

El Prado shares many similarities with enclo-
sures in the southwest of Iberia but not with en-
closures in the centre or the northern Meseta. 
The sites offering the best possibilities for com-
parisons, which have been chosen to be discussed 
here, are situated in the Alentejo Region in Portu-
gal as well as in the province of Badajoz in Spain. 
Calculating the linear distance and not consider-
ing the actual possible length of way, this means 
that the closest comparable sites are 170 to 260km 
away from Azután. These sites offer comparisons 
for the architectural features of the site as well as 
for the topographic situation with its close connec-
tion to a waterway. Seven sites were chosen for a 
closer study; and there are not many more alter-
natives to compare El Prado to.

Because of its architectural features, El Prado 
is discussed in connection with the sites of Per-
digões (Reguengos de Monsaraz, Évora) and Morei-
ros 2 (Arronches, Portalegre). Both sites were in-
vestigated with the same geomagnetic method 
applied in Azután and revealed similar construc-
tion elements. Perdigões (fig. 37a) is situated in a 
position described as natural amphitheatre, which 
opens up to the east in direction of the valley of the 
Ribeira do Álamo. It was identified as a prehistor-
ic site in the 1980s, but its real extensions did not 
become apparent until 1996. A new vineyard was 
supposed to be planted and therefore the area was 
deeply ploughed. 1996 was also the year an aerial 
image of the site became available and revealed 
the real extensions of Perdigões. Both the massive 
amount of surface finds after ploughing and the 
aerial image of the area confirmed the importance 
of detailed investigations. In 1997, the intensive 
study of the site started, and research continues 
until today. Through geomagnetic survey in 2009 
and 2010, twelve concentric, roughly concentric or 
amorphous ditches have been detected as well as 
hundreds of small, circular structures. In total, the 
archaeological complex of Perdigões occupies an 
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area of approx. 20ha. Only a few metres eastwards 
of the bulge of the outermost ditch, a megalithic 
cromlech is situated. The status of the site as a pro-
tected area and continuous research allowed for 
– among other analyses – a detailed radiocarbon 
dating to a period between the second half of the 
4th until the second half of the 3rd mill. BC (Valera 
et al. 2014a; Valera 2011a; 2013b, 337–339).

The focus of the comparison to El Prado will be 
on ditch 1 and 2 belonging to the double-ditched 
enclosure. These two ditches indicate the larg-
est extension of the site and enclose the complex 
of remaining enclosures of Perdigões as well as 
an earlier burial ground where ditch 1 shows an 
irregularity in its otherwise concentric course. 
Both sites comprise of an inner and outer ditch 
and have the same interconnecting ditches be-
tween them. Having a closer look at the magneto-
gram of each site, it becomes evident that ditch 1 
and 2 as well as the connecting ditches show the 
same measurements as the ditches of the double- 
ditched enclosure of El Prado. In Perdigões, the 
outer ditch runs straight but the inner ditch also 
has a non-wavy design, while at El Prado the inner 
ditch includes sinuous parts as well as a straight 
course within the investigated area. Although both 
enclosures show similar interruptions or entranc-
es, Perdigões’ double-ditched enclosure has a very 
complex gate situation. It is visible at the south-
eastern and the western entrance and consists of a 
small semi-circle close to the outer ditch, which is 
partly enclosed by a second and bigger semi-circle 

with a gap in its middle. Together the two semi- 
circles prevented direct access and maybe even 
the direct view into the interior of the enclosure. 
The chronology of the double-ditched enclosure at 
Perdigões derives from ditch 1 which dates to the 
second half of the 3rd mill. BC: 2578–2050  calBC. 
Consequently, the biggest enclosure already be-
longs to the latest occupation phase of Perdigões 
during the Late Chalcolithic: 2450–2150 calBC 
(Valera et al. 2014a, 16, 20).

Moreiros 2 (fig. 37b) is situated on a little hill 
slowly rising to the southwest and characterised 
by shallow terrain undulations. The site was dis-
covered in the summer of 1998 during activities of 
the project ‘As comunidades pré-históricas dos IV 
e III milénios na região de Monforte’ (COMONPH; 
Lopes/Boaventura 1997). Interestingly, the only 
known dolmen in the surrounding area is situat-
ed 1km northwest of the site (Fragoso 1). Although 
only a small amount of surface finds was detect-
ed, the profile of two ditches could be investigat-
ed during rescue interventions in the gravel quar-
ry in 1998 and 1999. The conducted work mainly 
comprised of the profile cleaning and the detection 
of datable material. In addition, a sinuous course 
of ditches could be recorded. The parallel ditches 
were assumed to belong to a small ditched enclo-
sure chronologically pointing towards the 4th and 
3rd mill. BC (Boaventura 2006, 68–72). Some years 
later, the site of Moreiros 2 was integrated into a 
project about the ‘Plans of ditched enclosures and 
Neolithic Cosmologies’ and hence geophysically 

Fig. 37. Comparisons for El Prado because of architectural features: a) Perdigões (Valera et al. 2014a, 17, fi g. 13) 
and b) Moreiros 2 (Valera et al. 2013, 38, fi g. 4).
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investigated to obtain a layout as well as carbon 
dates. The fieldwork in 2010 and 2011 surpassed 
the initial assumption about this enclosure and 
the inherent number of structures. Based on the 
survey of Boaventura in 1998 and 1999, the enclo-
sure seemed to occupy only a small area, but after 
the geomagnetic survey of 7.68ha several ditches 
were revealed that spread over almost the whole 
area covered by the magnetogram (Valera et al. 
2013, 37 f.). Although the structures are covering 
an area of around a tenth of the size of Perdigões 
only, the concentric as well as the rather irregular 
ditches form an interesting pattern. Besides some 
small and circular structures, the site comprises of 
nine ditched structures; four of them are more or 
less concentric, the other five rather indistinct in 
their course. Resulting as interpretation from the 
magnetogram, it was supposed by Valera and col-
leagues (2013) that the amorphous ditches – prob-
ably indicating palisades – belong to one phase of 
the site, while the outermost two concentric ditch-
es with the two central ones indicate another con-
struction phase (Valera et al. 2013, 42 f.). Addition-
ally, the palisade construction and the enclosures 
overlap at several points, which would support the 
idea of at least two different phases.

El Prado can be compared to the largest con-
struction revealed by the geomagnetic method in 
Moreiros 2: It is the external double-ditched enclo-
sure (ditch 4 and 5), cut by palisade 3 and 4, which 
surrounds an area of approx. 2.5ha. It is apparent 
that the ditches show the same width (approx. 2m) 
as in Perdigões and El Prado. Like the dou-
ble-ditched enclosure of El Prado – although cover-
ing a significantly smaller area – the site compris-
es of two ditches. The outer ditch is defined by a 
straight course, while the inner ditch has a com-
pletely sinuous construction, whereas the inner 
ditch of El Prado is only partly sinuous with less 
regular wavy architectural features. Ditch 4 and 
5 show four clear gaps each and these gaps in the 
outer ditch are similar in width to the ones trace-
able at El Prado. Completely absent in Moreiros 2 
are the ditches connecting the inner and the outer 
ditch. The only connection of ditch 4 and 5 is situ-
ated in the northwest, where both merge and end 
in a semi-circle (Valera et al. 2013, 39, fig. 3 and 40, 
fig. 4). Even though Moreiros 2 is dated, the dates 
unfortunately derive from ditch 1 and 3 and not 

from the double-ditched enclosure. Apart from 
the surface finds, the only datable material came 
from the rescue interventions in 1998 and 1999 
(Boaventura 2006), when the bigger enclosure was 
still unknown. The dates obtained from the ditch-
es of the smaller enclosure predominantly point to 
the second half of the 4th mill. BC: 3310–2901 calBC 
(Valera et al. 2013, 43; Valera 2013b, 336–338).

It’s not just the architectural features of El 
 Prado that show similarities to other sites. The 
following two examples were selected because 
of their similar choice of location. Unfortunately, 
further comparison of possible similarities with 
El Prado can only be based on the sketch of each 
site as well as the available written information. 
Both La Pijotilla (Solana de los Barros, Badajoz) 
and Águas Frias (Alandroal, Évora) exhibit a close 
topographic connection to either a brook or a riv-
er. As it still remains unclear whether the double- 
ditched enclosure of Azután formed a semi-circle 
or crossed the Tagus and had a closed circular 
course, both sites of the Iberian southwest are 
qualified to be discussed here.

During the 1970s, the change from an olive 
grove to a vineyard in an agricultural parcel of the 
municipality of Solana de los Barros was the be-
ginning of the investigation of the site later known 
as La Pijotilla (fig. 38a). The removal of the olive 
trees brought to light a large quantity of surface 
finds, which were collected by a local family and 
finally in 1976 presented to V. Hurtado. The first 
publications were restricted to the collection that 
in fact was a representative sample of the material 
of the last occupation phase of the prehistoric site 
(e. g. Hurtado 1980; Hurtado/Amores 1982). Espe-
cially the high proportion of idols was remarka-
ble. The first excavation started in 1976 and was 
followed by four further campaigns between 1979 
and 1982. New aerial images of the area taken dur-
ing the 1980s showed that the ditch detected in 
the excavations was part of something much big-
ger and in fact formed a concentric line on both 
sites of the brook (Hurtado 1991; Márquez/Jimén-
ez 2010, 54–56). The excavator dealt with a so far 
unknown type of archaeological site on the Iberi-
an Peninsula: a ditched enclosure. In 1989, the ex-
cavations at La Pijotilla were resumed, again be-
cause of changes in the agricultural use. This time, 
the focus was on the funerary area; excavations 
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of the tholoi were undertaken in 1990 to 1993 and 
again in 1995. Finally, in 1996, the construction of a 
gas pipeline cut the prehistoric site in half, leaving 
a construction pit, where several negative struc-
tures could be recorded (Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 
54–57). At present, after years of investigation and 
thanks to new aerial images – geophysical survey 
apparently was not undertaken – the site has been 
identified as an approx. 80ha large enclosure. It 
is situated on both sides of the eponymous Pijotil-
la Brook, tributary to the Guadajira River, which 
in turn is a southern tributary of the Guadiana 
 River. The ditches run in a wide angle from west 
to east and east to west to the banks of the brook. 
La  Pijotilla comprises of several negative struc-
tures and two concentric ditches: The outer one 
forming a complete circle and crossing the brook, 
and the inner ditch seeming to be restricted to the 
western bank of the waterway ( Hurtado 2008, 186; 
2010, 112). In the publications, and therefore prob-
ably also during the investigations, a bigger focus 
was on the material, its analyses and the burials 
rather than focussing on the enclosures itself. In-
formation on the ditches is rare because it is bare-
ly published (Hurtado 1991) or only consists of a 

short note about the enclosure within articles 
concerning other topics (e. g.  Hurtado 1980; 2008; 
2010; Odriozola et al. 2008; Polvorinos et al. 2002). 
A very good summary of the history of investi-
gation and the results has been published in the 
book about the ditched enclosures of the south-
west of the Iberian Peninsula by J. E. Márquez and 
V. Jiménez (2010, 53–66). A chronology that ranges 
from the whole of the 3rd to the beginning of the 
2nd mill. BC is mentioned, including both burials, 
pits and at least the outer ditch. This means that 
the site covers the Chalcolithic period, including 
Bell Beaker up to the Early Bronze Age. Regarding 
only the enclosure, the backfill of the outer ditch 
was dated to 2460–2200 calBC 1σ (Hurtado 2008, 
90; Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 198). As in the cases 
of Perdigões and Moreiros 2, the enclosure does 
not stand for itself but is related to several buri-
als. Be it megalithic tombs, other types of burials, 
menhirs or rock art, most enclosures do not stand 
alone but have earlier or contemporaneous indi-
cators of human activity.

Águas Frias (fig. 38b) is closely connected to a 
river as well, which is the Lucefécit River – a west-
ern tributary to the Guadiana. The prehistoric 

Fig. 38. Comparisons for El Prado because of the topographic situation: a) La Pijotilla (Hurtado 1999, 76, fi g. 4) 
and Águas Frias (Calado/Rocha 2007, 37, fi g. 7).
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site was excavated during the construction of the 
Guadiana dam in Alqueva (Portugal) in the 1990s 
and at the beginning of the 21st cent. Because of 
the rescue excavations it was possible to excavate 
the site almost to its full extent, except for the area 
that has been flooded already due to the slowly in-
creasing water reservoir. At least three ditches en-
closing a semi-circular space have been detected. 
Naturally, because of its connection with the river, 
the site is situated in the lowlands. Unfortunately, 
the summary and finds of the excavation of Águas 
Frias have still not been published satisfactorily, 
which makes a detailed comparison impossible, 
and the available plan only consists in a sketch of 
the ditches without an indication of further struc-
tures. All the other publications discussing Águas 
Frias are mainly based on the paper of M. Calado 
and L. Rocha (2007). The ditches present a sinu-
ous course with – according to the sketch – differ-
ent width of each ditch. Information on the sin-
uous ditches was given along with the ditches of 
 Juromenha 1 and Malhada das Mimosas, therefore 
a reliable statement about the ditches of Águas 
Frias cannot be made. According to available in-
formation the ditches had a V-shaped profile and 
varied both in width and depth from 1 to 3m. It is 
assumed that the ditches stopped at the river and, 
according to the largest radius, a semi-circular 
area of a bit over 1ha was enclosed by the system 
of ditches. Since the Lucefécit River has flooded 
past its natural banks already, it remains unknown 
whether there were enclosures on both banks or 
the site was restricted exclusively to the western 
bank. Undecorated potsherds were the dominant 
find category and a lot of plate idols were detect-
ed on the surface in various stages of production 
except for the finished product. Based on the de-
tected material, Águas Frias shows a place conti-
nuity from the second half of the 4th mill. until the 
beginning of the 3rd mill. BC. On a large scale, the 
site can be defined by an absence of natural de-
fences, the availability of rich, fertile soils as well 
as water resources in abundance. Additionally, it 
was located close to a set of rock art in the valley 
of the Guadiana River. On the basis of the quanti-
ty of recorded material deriving from the numer-
ous detected structures (pits, ditches, hut founda-
tions), the excavators interpret Águas Frias along 
with Juromenha 1 and Malhada das Mimosas as 

settlements of intense occupation (Calado/Rocha 
2007, 35–40; Hurtado 2008, 192–194; 2010, 117 f.; 
Márquez/Jiménez 2010, 101 f.; Valera 2012c).

Other sites with similarities to El Prado both 
in construction and in their choice of location 
are again situated in the Alentejo Region:  Porto 
Torrão (Ferreira do Alentejo, Beja), Monte das 
 Cabeceiras 2 (Cabeça Gorda, Beja) and Salvada 
(União das Freguesias de Salvada e Quintos, Beja). 
Salvada (fig. 39A) has been discovered in 2012 dur-
ing the preparation of a survey campaign (Valera 
2012d). The site is divided by the Sardão Brook, 
which runs from north to south through the 
ditched enclosure situating two thirds of  Salvada 
on the western and the remaining one third on 
the eastern bank. The size of the site is defined 
by the two outer parallel ditches and encloses an 
area of approx. 17ha. The layout is almost circular, 
although especially the northwestern part of the 
enclosure does not quite correspond to the circle 
course. Almost in the middle of the western part of 
the double- ditched enclosure and several meters 
distant from the calculated centre of the site, two 
concentric ditches that enclose spaces with diame-
ters of approx. 50 and 120m are visible. According 
to the investigators, this has been the area with the 
highest density of surface finds. Besides the close 
connection to a watercourse, the double-ditched 
enclosure of Salvada consists – like El Prado – of 
an outer ditch with a straight course and an inner 
ditch with a wavy outline. At present, the prehis-
toric site of Salvada has not been excavated but 
intensely surveyed. According to the survey finds, 
the site dates to the 3rd mill. BC with elements es-
pecially of the late 3rd mill. and is therefore with-
out doubt a Chalcolithic site (Valera/do Pereiro 
2015, 317–319). Recently, it came to light that 2/3 of 
Salvada was suffering severe destruction. Because 
of a change in the agriculture of the area, the pre-
historic enclosure was strongly affected by deep 
ploughing, irretrievably destroying this cultural 
heritage (Valera 2017).

Monte das Cabeceiras 2 (fig. 39B) is very sim-
ilar to Salvada in its construction as well as its 
topo graphic situation and is only 3.5km distant. It 
is a concentric enclosure with a total of six ditch-
es. Two of them are for sure crossing the Almadas 
Brook, which runs north to southwest dividing the 
site in one quarter on the western bank and three 
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Fig. 39. Salvada (A) and Monte das Cabeceiras (B) in the aerial image and as sketch of the visible structures; 
each site crossed by a brook (Valera/do Pereiro 2015, 317, fi g. 2).

quarters on its eastern bank of the waterway. 
Only a few months after the detection of Salvada, 
Monte das Cabeceiras 2 could be discovered in the 
beginning of 2013 through aerial and satellite im-
ages as well (Valera 2013c). The largest ditches of 
Monte das Cabeceiras 2 run parallel to each other, 
enclosing an area of approx. 8ha. The outer one 
presents a completely straight course, while the 
inner one shows at least along its western course 
sinuous parts. Inside the enclosed space, two more 
though smaller ditches run parallel to each other 
and show an outer straight and an inner sinuous 
course as well. In addition to these four ditches 

and almost in the centre of the whole site, the 
smallest concentric ditches are located with a di-
ameter of 23m for the most central one. Besides 
surface surveys, the site has been excavated in 
parts because construction work for a new water 
supply line affected the site crossing it from north 
to south. Due to this construction activity, four of 
the ditches could be confirmed as well as ten of 
the pits. The material recovered during the sur-
vey and during the excavation of the site points 
to the 3rd mill. BC; the Chalcolithic period. The 
surface material indicates the presences of funer-
ary structures as well, but they did not show up 
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in the excavation trench (Valera/do Pereiro 2015, 
320 f.). Absolute dates do not seem to exist or have 
not been published yet. Like Salvada, Monte das 
 Cabeceiras has both the topographic situation and 
the combination of outer straight ditch and inner 
partly sinuous ditch in common with the dou-
ble-ditched enclosure of El Prado. Considering the 
sizes, El Prado remains the site with the largest ex-
tension compared to the sites mentioned.

The last site El Prado will be compared to 
is Porto Torrão (fig. 40), which is situated in the 
Portuguese Beja district like Salvada and Monte 
das Cabeceiras. The site of Porto Torrão has been 
known since the 1980s, but it was not known until 
2002 that it is a ditched enclosure (Valera 2011b). 
During the first archaeological interventions by 
J. Arnaud, a test trench was opened in which three 
different layers referring to a pre-Bell Beaker and 
a Bell Beaker stage of occupation were identified. 
The distribution of surface finds of the same mate-
rial culture as in the test trench of 1982 pointed to 

a site on both sides of the Vale do Ouro Brook with 
dimensions between 75 and 100ha. In the summer 
of 2002, rescue excavations were undertaken be-
cause of the construction of a new power line. Dur-
ing the new investigations, two ditches and sever-
al pits could be examined. Although the ditches 
were aligned parallelly and are located only 8m 
from each other, ditch 1 is of Late Neolithic date 
(3325–2901 calBC) and ditch 2 dates to the Chalco-
lithic (main phase around 2461–1926  calBC). In the 
years 2008 to 2010, further rescue excavations had 
to take place, opening six different sectors with 
a surface close to 3000m². In sectors 1 and 2, one 
ditch each could be investigated. They were re-
corded as V-shaped in their profiles, with widths 
of 7 to 8m and 6m depth. In sector 3-East (este), 
two parts of ditches were found measuring 5.5m 
in width and 4.5m in depth. Those ditches were 
probably not related to the ones detected in 2002, 
as they had a U-shaped profile and smaller dimen-
sions (5.9–3.5m width, 3–3.4m depth). In addition 

Fig. 40. The site of Porto Torrão with indication of the dispersal area of surface fi nds and the sectors opened 
during the investigations of 2008–2010 (Santos et al. 2014, 75, fi g. 1).
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to the ditches, several negative structures were 
detected that contained burials and, close to the 
enclosures of Porto  Torrão, several tholoi and hy-
pogea could be identified (Cardim 6, Carrascal 2). 
Although the surface finds as well as the results of 
the excavations point to a huge enclosure – one of 
the largest on the Iberian Peninsula – neither the 
construction type and real size of the enclosure 
nor the limits of the burial grounds can be de-
termined up to now (Arnaud 1993; Valera/ Filipe 
2004; Valera 2013d; Valera et al. 2014b; Santos 
et al. 2014). According to present knowledge, the 
site shares the site type of ditched enclosures with 
El Prado. Concerning its connection to a waterway, 
it has not yet been clarified whether the ditches 
that existed on both sides of the brook were con-
structed at the same time.

As was demonstrated, besides La Pijotilla 
and Porto Torrão none of the sites compared to 
El  Prado because of topographic or architectural 
similarities reaches nearly the size of El Prado. 
The review of the published enclosures of the 
Iberian Peninsula did not reveal any other sites 
of a similar construction or location as El Prado. 
Ditched and walled enclosures of parts of Iberia 
have been collected in an exemplary manner for 
Portugal (Valera 2023), the southwest of Iberia 
(Márquez/Jiménez 2010) and the northern Mese-
ta (Delibes et al. 2014). A compilation of the sites 
of the centre as well as the north of the peninsula 
can be found in this work (chapter 9.1). At pres-
ent, no other sites that are similar to El Prado to 
such an extent as the ones aforementioned have 
been found in publications. Unfortunately, a com-
plete plan – or any plan – is missing for several 
sites, the sketches are too abstract and just indi-
cate perfect circles as if drawn with the compass. 
This, besides constructions that consist exclu-
sively of non-comparable architectural features, 
additionally hampers any reliable comparisons 
and interpretations with El Prado. It emphasises 
the importance of combining a set of archaeolog-
ical fieldwork methods for the investigation of 
these sites: survey – geophysics to obtain reliable 
plans – excavations. Excavations, even just test 
trenches, are especially important, as they pro-
duce in situ fi nds to date the sites, which allows 
for them to be classifi ed and compared in detail 

within the large complex of Iberian ditched en-
closures of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC. For the huge 
double- ditched enclosure of Azután, the aim is to 
get a better understanding of the site, a better in-
sight in its time of construction and an approach 
to the reasons for the choice of exactly this loca-
tion for El Prado. Like many other ditched enclo-
sures, El Prado is surrounded by several other 
ditched structures and several hundreds of circu-
lar smaller, magnetic anomalies. The combination 
of so-called pit fi elds accompanying ditched enclo-
sures can be observed various times on the Iberi-
an Peninsula (Delibes et al. 2014; Valera 2013a).

This combination should be in the focus of the 
following on-site research as well. After the de-
tailed literature and archive studies for the case 
study on the inner-Iberian Chalcolithic and after 
the survey work as well as the detection of the 
numerous structures on the terraces of the Tagus, 
two test trenches were planned. One of them situ-
ated at the ditches and another within the cluster 
of pits in the enclosures interior with the objective 
to achieve an insight in the chronological depth 
of this part of the municipality of Azután. As late 
prehistory in Azután has such a huge potential, 
future projects hopefully will have the possibility 
to shed some more light on the chronological se-
quences among the structures on the river bank as 
well as the comparison of El Prado with Los Peda-
zos and Los Viñones. Within the limited time of a 
PhD project, a focus on the most important aspects 
was necessary, which meant embedding El  Prado 
into the complex of the southwestern ditched sites 
of Iberia and strengthening its position with the 
excavation of two small test trenches. The high-
lighted examples of comparisons for El  Prado 
demonstrate what can be expected from future 
excavations at the recently discovered double- 
ditched site.

As mentioned before, the literature and ar-
chive studies on the province of Toledo as well as 
the survey work undertaken in the micro-region 
offer new insight into the Late Prehistory of Cen-
tral Iberia. The systematic excavation based on the 
structures visible in the magnetogram in combina-
tion with scientific analyses undertaken on differ-
ent material revealed even more information on 
that impressive site.
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6 New Investigations and Results of the Case Study – Archaeological Excavation

The archive work as well as the geophysical and 
territorial surveys gave an insight into the previ-
ously unknown Neolithic and Chalcolithic peri-
od of the middle basin of the Tagus River and the 
province of Toledo. The massive amount of sur-
face fi nds on the southern terraces of the Tagus in 
the municipality of Azután, but especially the mag-
netic measurements revealing numerous anoma-
lies and parts of a double-ditched enclosure, con-
fi rm an exceptional prehistoric site and landscape. 
A site of this layout and size like El Prado is unique 
in that area to date and was therefore the focus of 
the excavations during the project.

The following chapter will deal with the ex-
cavations, their results and the scientifi c analyses 
conducted on different materials. As mentioned, 
the fieldwork concentrated exclusively on one 
of the enclosures of Azután: El Prado. The non- 
destructive work during the two survey campaigns 
in 2014 already gave a very good impression of the 
quantity and quality of possible fi nds (chapter 5.2 
and 5.3). The surface fi nds as well as the layout of 
the site hint to its construction and use during the 
4th and 3rd mill. BC. The georeferenced image of 
the results of the geomagnetic survey allowed for 
excavations targeted specifi cally on investigating 
certain parts of the structures and thus aiming for 
the highest information potential for the projects’ 
objectives. The size of the test trenches was limited 
to 5 x 5m to keep the destruction of the agricultur-
ally used area and the site itself to a minimum. The 
fi rst trench was laid out at the southern entrance 
of the double-ditched enclosure El Prado to clarify 
the chronology and construction type of the inner 
ditch. The second trench was opened within the 
agglomeration of pits in the interior of the double- 
ditched enclosure because of the recurrent obser-
vation of the connection between the so-called pit 
fi elds and the ditched enclosures on the Iberian 
Peninsula. Besides information on the chronology 
another emphasis lay on the investigation of the 
original use of the pits and the material that ended 
up in them during the utilisation phase.

After explaining the methodology applied dur-
ing the excavation, the detected structures of each 

trench as well as the material they contained will 
be described. Finally, the scientifi c analyses will be 
presented, which allow to present the structures 
in their chronological context and – especially in 
the case of the pits – will give more insight into 
their former use.

6.1 Methods

The third and fi nal campaign in Azután took place 
between November 3rd and December 11th 2015. 
During this time the team worked seven days a 
week at the site. The excavation work was planned 
and executed based on the georeferenced magne-
tograms in QGIS (coordinate system WGS 84/UTM 
zone 30N, EPSG: 32630). The magnetograms and 
the coordinate system were transferred into a Lei-
ca handheld GPS and together with a second hand-
held GPS the predetermined corners of the 5 x 5m 
trenches were located and set on site in  Azután. 
During the excavation all points were measured 
using a total station. As there were no points with 
known coordinates in the area surrounding the 
excavation a measuring grid was established us-
ing fi ctive fi xed points in four different directions 
in the surroundings of the trenches. Later on, 
these fi ctive points were provided with real WGS 
84 coordinates using realtime GPS.

For the trenches exact squares of 5 x 5m were 
measured and marked with wooden stakes in 
each corner. These were connected with cords 
which indicated the dimensions of the trenches. 
The names of the trenches derived from the fea-
tures they were expected to shed light on: ‘Section 
Enclosure’ (SCE) for the trench at the inner ditch 
and ‘Section Pits South’ (SPS) for the trench in the 
southern part of the cluster of pits in the interior 
of the enclosure (fi g. 41). SCE had to be opened by 
pick and shovel because the alfalfa fi eld had not 
been harvested yet when the excavation began. 
To reduce the destruction of the plants to a mini-
mum the work was done without a mechanical ex-
cavator. SPS was opened on the 16th of November 
when the alfalfa had been removed. This time an 
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Fig. 41. Location of the trenches indicated in the magnetogram.
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excavator removed the fi rst 0.45 to 0.5m of topsoil 
until the circular structures became visible. Unfor-
tunately, the circular structure in the southeast-
ern quarter of the trench was partly destroyed by 
the excavator shovel to a depth of approx. 0.7m 
below modern surface as the structure of the pit 
was not visible at a higher level. After the remov-
al of the humus layer of both trenches, which pre-
dominantly consisted of 0.4 to 0.5m of thick top 
soil layer mixed by the plough, the archaeological 
structures were excavated in artificial layers of 
0.05 to 0.2m thickness, depending on the density of 
fi nds or changes in the composition and colour of 
the strata. Especially in SCE colour nuances of the 
backfi ll material were barely visible or not observ-
able at all. A removal in real backfi ll layers there-
fore was impossible.

Measurements of features, fi nds, layer levels, 
profi les and samples were done with a total sta-
tion. During the first weeks hand drawings and 
sketches of profi les and each planum were pro-
duced in addition to a photo documentation. Dur-
ing the last two weeks of the campaign the graph-
ical documentation by hand was ceased due to 
time constraints.

The photo documentation included pictures of 
layers and profi les with information on the photo 
board as well as Structure-from-Motion (processed 
in Agisoft PhotoScan). Structure-from-Motion 
(SfM) provided detailed 3D models of the exca-
vated structures, layers and profiles. Generated 
orthophotos were post-processed in QGIS-projects 
for the illustration of the excavation plan and for 
the revision of the structure description in case 
something has not been documented in the fi eld 
(like measuring finds, thickness of layers, re- 
drawing etc.). Using this method, much more in-
formation on the excavation and its progress was 
preserved. It produces a huge amount of digital 
data and needs a large storage capacity.

Written documentation was made for each 
excavation section, for each structure, the layers 
and the profi les. Samples were taken for carbon- 
dating, palynological analysis and analysis of phy-
toliths. A few samples were also taken for archaeo-
botanical studies.

During the final week of the excavation the 
eScience- Center of the University of Tübingen 
measured several points in realtime GPS, allowing 

the fi ctive fi xed points to be transferred into a real 
coordinate system. To gain new aerial images and 
create a more detailed DEM of the surroundings of 
the double-ditched enclosure the whole area was 
documented with the help of an unmanned aerial 
vehicle (UAV). Despite the massive amounts of 
fi nds in these parcels no crop marks or structure 
neither in aerial images nor in the DEM 5m or fur-
ther LiDAR-calculations were detected. Unfortu-
nately, also the more detailed DEM did not reveal 
further parts of the construction. Agriculture and 
intensive ploughing presumably levelled the area 
over the course of the last centuries and decades, 
erasing even small elevations and depressions.

Back in the office the data was processed: 
Points were georeferenced, trenches and struc-
tures redrawn in QGIS, layers and profi les calcu-
lated in Agisoft PhotoScan and topographical cor-
rect coordinates were entered into the find list. 
Selected diagnostic fi nds were measured, drawn 
and photographed, the rest of the fi nds was de-
scribed, weighed and recorded in the same data-
base as the diagnostic ones for each structure. The 
information on fi nds and structures was typolog-
ically compared and classifi ed, and samples were 
sent to different laboratories for analyses. Before 
describing the results obtained by these analyses, 
the archaeological structures revealed during the 
excavation will be described fi rst.

6.2 Results

According to the magnetogram, a dark anomaly in 
trench SPS was indicating a large oval structure. 
In trench SCE, part of the entrance situation of 
the double-ditched enclosure was expected and a 
darker area located in the corner, where the south 
to north running ditch bends eastwards, might in-
dicate another pit or a larger amount of burned 
material (pottery, adobe, charcoal etc.; chapter 
5.3.1). The two trenches were approx. 20m distant 
from each other. In both trenches the fi rst 0.4 to 
0.5m of soil were defi ned by the humus layer and 
a mixed plough horizon, in which modern as well 
as medieval and prehistoric potsherds were pres-
ent. Beneath these layers no more modern or 
medieval fi nds appeared and the prehistoric ma-
terial predominantly pointed towards the 4th and 
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3rd mill. BC. The anomalies present in the mag-
netogram turned out to be a small pit cutting the 
ditch in SCE and, instead of one large structure, 
four pits of smaller dimension were documented 
in SPS (fi g. 42). As the dimension of an anomaly in 
the magnetogram refl ects the depth of a structure 
also, the four structures close to each other and 
0.4 to 0.5m below the modern ground appeared 
as one anomaly in the geomagnetic plan. This em-
phasises that the number of pits of El Prado based 
on the magnetograms can only be an approxima-
tion to the real number (chapter 5.3.2).

In the following the focus will be on the de-
scription of the archaeological structures within 
the two trenches. An impression of their shape 
and extension will be given. An overview of the 
amount and type of material that derived from 
each structure, the type of ceramic vessels that 
could be determined as well as a summary of the 
species that could be defi ned based on the faunal 
material is included. Only exceptional fi nds will be 

discussed in brief. The complete and detailed list 
of fi nds (chapter 5 and *tab. 20 in the online ap-
pendix), photographs and drawings of diagnostic 
finds, statistics of pottery (rim type, decoration 
and fi ring) and the different layers of the struc-
tures is found in the catalogue, therefore, they 
will not be addressed in detail here. All in all, both 
trenches revealed over 389216 fi nds, 642 of which 
were measured individually with their exact coor-
dinate. Except for a few of the carbon samples all 
samples for subsequent scientifi c analyses were 
measured with their geographical coordinates 
also.

16 The actual number is slightly higher as e. g. very small 
pottery fragments were counted and weighed but did re-
ceive a collective ID. The same applies to teeth documented 
side by side on-site.

Fig. 42. Orthophoto taken on one of the last days of the excavation by M. Lang, former head of the eScience- 
Center Tübingen.
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6.2.1 SCE – A Pit in a Ditch

The weather conditions during the whole excava-
tion were rather dry and in the second half of the 
excavation foggy and cold in the morning. While 
SPS was opened by a mechanical excavator, SCE 
was excavated completely by hand. This resulted 
in a better visibility of the archaeological struc-
tures in SPS than in SCE as the soil in the latter had 
more time to dry out and therefore the structures 
were harder to locate. Nonetheless, an almost cir-
cular pit that cuts the ditch in the corner where it 
bends eastwards was revealed in SCE (fi g. 43). The 
pit has been excavated completely. The backfi ll of 
the ditch has – due to the limited time of the exca-
vation – been removed along the southern profi le 
of the trench only and in about 1.5m of its course 
in northern direction within the trench. In doing 
so a complete profile of the ditch could be ob-
tained as well as a representative cross-section of 
the archaeological material it has been fi lled with. 
The rest of the backfi ll of the ditch in the northern 
half of the trench has only been excavated in sev-
eral 0.05 to 0.1m layers. The ditch cut the natural 
ground consisting of arenaceous, silty soil with 
strongly rounded pebbles. Probably due to the soil 
conditions the fi nds were calcareously sintered, 
some of them massively. The pit cuts the ditch and 
was dug in its backfi ll during Late Prehistory.

The Shape and Filling of the Ditch

Beneath the plough horizon of the first 0.45 to 
0.5m two different types of soil became visible. 
They turned out to be the natural ground and the 
fi lling of the ditch. They differ not only in their col-
our but also in their compactness.

The natural ground – as mentioned above – is 
composed of the typical elements of the river ter-
races of the Tagus: arenaceous, silty soil with scat-
tered pebbles. The very compact, sandy ground is 
characterised by a light reddish-brown to yellow-
ish colour and regular white spots (chalk/lime-
stone). Obviously, finds were very rare in this 
soil. They only appeared in the transition zones 
where the prehistoric structures cut the natural 
ground and a few centimetres below the plough 
horizon. They are either a result of historic and 
modern agri cultural activities or processes like 
bioturbation.

What turned out to be the fi lling of the ditch, 
appeared to be more homogenous in its composi-
tion and less compact. The soil was slightly darker, 
of middle brown colour and loamy consistency. In 
comparison to almost all the other excavated pits 
of the site the number of fi nds was very modest. 
Except for an agglomeration of fi nds in the mid-
dle of the excavated part of the ditch, potsherds 
and bones were scattered sparsely. In general, 

Fig. 43. SfM of SCE (above) before the removal of the 
cross profi le. In the middle of the trench the clus-
tered fi nds already indicate the existence of pit CS 
that cut the backfi lled ditch. The magnetogram below 
with the excavation trench (Section E in red) is indi-
cating the relative position of pit CS to the inner ditch 
of the enclosure.
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the preservation of fi nds, especially of bones, was 
very poor and became better the deeper they were 
found. In many cases this is a result of the fertilisa-
tion of the fi elds, which can affect the preservation 
of material in the ground.

In order to obtain a complete profile of the 
ditch, the southern profi le of the trench was dug 
a little deeper than the bottom of the trench and 
a little wider on both sides. The ditch was dis-
tinct from the surrounding natural ground and 
the  cover of the humus layer by a slightly more 
homogenous filling and a middle brown col-
our. Below the plough horizon of between 0.4 to 
0.45m thickness the V-shaped profi le of the ditch 

continued for another 1.8m. At its upper edge 
a width of approx. 3.3m has been documented 
(fi g. 44).

Altogether, the cross-section through the ditch 
along the southern profi le of the trench – excavat-
ed in 14 artifi cial layers after having removed the 
top soil – and the rest of its extension in the north-
eastern part of the trench, excavated to an average 
depth of 0.8m from the modern surface on – in 
nine artifi cial layers – revealed a total number of 
more than 1056 fi nds (fi g. 45). A certain number of 
fi nds were in the mixed plough layer or came from 
the central part of the trench before the  other 
archaeological structure had been determined. 

Fig. 44. The V-shaped profi le 
of the inner ditch of the dou-
ble-ditched enclosure of El 
Prado. The blue dashed line 
indicates the extension and 
the fi lling distinguished from 
the surrounding slightly 
lighter natural ground with 
its lime inclusions.

Fig. 45. Filling material of 
the inner ditch of the double- 
ditched enclosure in trench 
SCE.



Results 127

Therefore, some of the fi nds cannot without doubt 
be assigned to the fi lling of the ditch but might be-
long to the pit that cut the ditch.

The type of material of the fi nds is clearly dom-
inated by pottery, followed by quartz and bones of 
different species. In 40 cases the potsherds were 
well enough preserved to allow a defi nition of the 
vessel type through their diameter and the  angle 
of wall of the rim sherd (fig. 46). Fragments of 
bowls, pots and plates have been identifi ed. With 
an amount of over 50% bowls are the most fre-
quent category.

Due to their small size or bad state of preser-
vation not even half of the bones allowed classi-
fi cation. The bones and shells that were assigned 
to a certain species (34 fragments) show that, 

besides mussels, Ovicaprids dominated (fi g. 47). A 
singular fi nd for this site, which is known from 
 other  Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditches as well 
(e.g. Evangelista/Valera 2019; Kunst et al. 2014; 
Valera 2019;) is a part of a human skull found 
close to the eastern profi le of SCE within the fi lling 
of the ditch. The large part of a frontal bone was 
broken into ten fragments and was not associated 
with any other parts of the human skull or skele-
ton. Maybe further parts could be found deeper or 
further east, outside the extensions of the trench. 
It shows burnt parts, both intra- and extracranial-
ly, that are located between and a few centimetres 
above the orbitae (fi g. 48). The thickness and size of 
the skull as well as the state of the cranial sutures 
allowed the identifi cation of an adult individual.17

17 For an interpretation of the deposition of disarticulat-
ed human bones as well as single fragments of the skeleton 
outside so-called regular funerary contexts see Evangelista/
Valera 2019, 62–65. For the variety of funerary practices as 
well as the sometimes short or very long duration of the 
connected ritual and the transition phase both with archae-
ological and ethnological examples see Pearson 2000; Barley 
1998.

Fig. 46. Number of pottery types that were docu-
mented in the fi lling of the ditch.

Fig. 47. Percentage of bone, teeth and shell that has 
been assigned to a certain species.

Fig. 48. Part of a human skull (Os frontale) found 
in the fi lling of the ditch close to the eastern main 
profi le. The upper sketch presents the position of the 
bone and not the exact found part of it.
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Form and Filling of Pit CS

Like the other pits (chapter 6.2.2) this pit was 
named after its location. As it appeared in the 
southwestern part of the inner ditch it became pit 
CS (Corner South). The pit was not visible after the 
removal of the topsoil, but a higher concentration 
of fi nds, such as bone and pottery in the southwest-
ern quarter of the trench, in hindsight pointed to its 
location. The fi lling of the pit was not distinguish-
able from the fi lling of the ditch at this point. After 
the removal of several artifi cial layers to a depth of 
approx. 0.6m below the modern surface the dimen-
sions of the structure became apparent. To record 
the complete extension of the pit the cross profi le 
through the ditch had to be removed. Nonetheless 
the filling of the pit was barely distinguish able 
from the filling of the ditch. Smaller stones and 
what seemed to be burnt chalk or limestone at its 
edges as well as the spreading of the fi nds allowed 
the defi nition of its dimensions. From then on, the 
pit was separately excavated up to its base in nine 

artifi cial layers. The shape of the pit was almost 
circular with dimensions of 1.15 x 0.95m at the top, 
and a depth of 0.55 to 0.6m since it became visible 
approx. 0.6m below the modern surface (fi g. 49). 
According to its shape pit CS can be assigned to 
the ‘basin’-type of pits, the so-called  cubetas (chap-
ter 3.2.2). Quality, quantity and preservation of the 
fi nds documented within the pit were remarkably 
better than the one of the fi nds from the fi lling of 
the ditch. During the excavation of the pit its fi ll-
ing turned out to be distinctly different to the fi ll-
ing of the ditch. It had a noticeably softer texture 
than the ditch or the natural ground. Gravel and 
small pebbles and pieces of slate seemed to con-
centrate in the middle of the structure where the 
consistency became sandier. Starting at layer 6 
the arenaceous centre of the pit became greyish 
in colour, probably due to an amount of ash in its 
fi lling. The chalk concretions at the edges indicated 
the dimensions of the pit and large pieces of pot-
tery appeared in the fi lling. As several of the pieces 

Fig. 49. Layer 7 of pit CS. Marked in the red box and zoomed on the right side, the goat horn that has been re-
corded. Also visible, the northwestern edge of the inner ditch of the enclosure. More than half of pit CS is cut-
ting the ditch, so the ditch has already been backfi lled, when the pit was dug (terminus post quem).
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did fi t together, probably complete vessels were 
deposited inside the pit. Due to time constraints a 
reassembly of the fi tting pieces was not possible. At 
the northwestern edge of the pit it became obvious 
that it was situated at the margin of the ditch and 
cuts few centimetres into the natural ground, but 
most of the pit was dug into the fi lling of the ditch. 
This stratigraphic situation allows a statement on 
the chronological sequence or rather the defi nition 
of a terminus post quem for the establishment of 
the pit, as the ditch must have already been refi lled 
(see fi g. 49). Thus, the pit presents an activity that 
took place when the ditch as a negative structure 
did not exist anymore.

Ever since the pit in the ditch could be clearly 
defi ned, it was possible to assign at least 744 fi nds 
to its fi lling – an impressive amount for the small 
area covered and the low volume of the structure. 
Pottery represents the largest group of materi-
al, followed by bone fragments and quartz fi nds 
(fig. 50). Many potsherds are remarkably huge 

pieces. In some cases, even vessel halves were 
documented (fig. 51). In addition, handles were 
recorded which, together with the rim sherds, 
helped with the typological classification. The 
shapes of 41 vessels have been reconstructed in 
drawing (fi g. 52). Bowls are the dominant vessel 
type, closely followed by plates. Unlike in the fi ll-
ing of the ditch defi nite silex artefacts were docu-
mented as well (fi g. 53). Other small-fi nds were a 
perforated and rounded slate plate (bead? fi g. 54) 
and an almost complete goat horn (detail fi g. 49).

The preservation of the bones in the pit was 
signifi cantly better than in the fi lling of the ditch. 
In total 85 bones, 16 teeth, one horn and 13 shells 
were found. Almost 50% of the fragmented fi nds 
could be assigned to a certain species. Nine shells, 
41 fragments of animal bones and teeth as well 
as the horn (Capra) could be classified. Similar 
to the fi nds deriving from the fi lling of the ditch, 
Ovicaprids (sheep and goat) dominate followed by 
pigs (Sus) and cattle (Bos) form the smallest group 

Fig. 50. Material in the fi ll-
ing of pit CS in trench SCE.

Fig. 51. Five sherds fi tting 
together to almost the half 
of a pot, found at the base 
of the pit.
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of the three most common mammals present in 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic sites of the Iberian Pen-
insula (fi g. 55).

6.2.2 SPS – One Anomaly That Turned Out to 

Be Four Pits

As mentioned above, it was possible to open the 
trench SPS with a mechanical excavator, which 
allowed for the fast removal of the mixed plough 
layer or topsoil. This offered a better initial situa-
tion for SPS than for SCE, as the site did not dry out 
as fast. Two weeks of excavation time had already 
passed by the time this trench was opened and 
thus SPS had to be investigated in less than four 
weeks. In comparison to SCE the archaeological 

Fig. 52. Number of pottery types documented in the 
fi lling of the pit.

Fig. 53. Fragment of a bladelet deriving from layer 2 
of pit CS.

Fig. 54. Front (left) and back (right) of the fragment of a possible slate bead deriving from layer 4 of the pit.

Fig. 55. Percentage of bone, teeth and shell that could 
be assigned to a certain species.
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structures were much easier to detect and clear 
outlines marked their dimensions.

What had seemed to be just one anomaly in 
the magnetogram turned out to be four pits in re-
ality. They were named after their location within 
the trench: northern, eastern, southwestern and 
western pit (N, E, SW and W, fi g. 56). These struc-
tures were dug in the natural ground of arena-
ceous, silty soil with strongly rounded pebbles; the 
same soil as in SCE. It contains typical elements of 
the river terraces of the Tagus. The very compact, 
sandy ground is characterised by a light reddish- 
brown to yellowish colour and regular white spots 
(chalk/limestone); a geological layer and sterile 
(free of fi nds) thus without anthropogenic infl u-
ence. The fi lling of the pits is distinguishable to 
the natural ground by a darker middle-brownish 
colour. Additionally, it is signifi cantly softer in its 
consistency and contains fi nds of prehistoric age. 
Many fi nds were calcareously sintered, the  deeper 
they were found the lesser the sintered parts on 
the surface of the fi nds became.

Two of the pits could not be documented to 
their full extent as small parts were still cov-
ered by the humus layer. The northern part of 
pit N runs into the northern main profi le and a 
small western part of pit W runs into the west-
ern main profi le of the trench. Due to the lim-
ited time for the detailed excavation of all pits 
only one pit, pit SW, was excavated to its full 
extent. Practical considerations led to the deci-
sion that pit N should not be investigated fur-
ther and remain untouched. In the case of pit 
W only parts of its eastern half and for pit E 
probably the complete southern half were exca-
vated. As the excavation was not a rescue but a 
research excavation it was decided to excavate 
the structures regularly. Thus, it was possible to 
obtain fi nds and a complete profi le, even when 
it turned out that pit E and W went deeper than 
pit SW did.

The description of the structures will start 
with the completely excavated pit SW, followed by 
pit E, then pit W and will close with pit N.

Fig. 56. SfM of the initial situa-
tion of section PS after the top-
soil has been removed, showing 
all four pits, three of which 
were investigated in more de-
tail.
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Southwestern Pit (Pit SW)

Pit SW was the single pit in SPS that could be ex-
cavated to its full extent. After the removal of the 
topsoil (0.45 to 0.5m) the almost circular structure 
in the southwest of the trench measured approx. 
1.3m from west to east and approx. 1.4m from 
south to north. The very homogeneous middle 
brown to light brown fi lling slightly differed from 
the natural ground and had a softer consistency. 
The pit was dug into the natural ground and did 
not connect to or cut any of the other structures. 
Due to the very homogeneous fi lling no clear strat-
ification was visible. Therefore, the pit was ex-
cavated in artifi cial layers. The eastern half was 
taken down in nine layers reaching out over the 
extent of the visible dimension of the pit to ob-
tain a complete profi le. The northern edge of the 
pit was blurred and seemed slightly mixed with 
the natural ground maybe due to a collapse of 
the pit wall. This can be assumed because of the 

large amount of big stones as well as large slate 
plates observable both in the eastern and west-
ern half (layer 7E and 5W) of the pit, in a depth of 
0.57 to 0.58m and closely above the base (fi g. 57). 
These stones may have covered the opening of the 
pit while it was still in use. The large slate plates 
and stones were only documented in situ and not 
further processed as fi nds as they did not show 
any anthropogenic modifi cations such as impact 
marks or engraving. They were left in Azután. To 
obtain the complete profi le of the pit it was exca-
vated a little deeper after reaching its bottom. As a 
conical-shaped pit, deeper down it became slightly 
wider and measured 1.8m in its width at the bot-
tom, reaching a depth of 0.63 to 0.65m (fig. 58). 
Hence, pit SW was the smallest investigated struc-
ture in SPS. The remaining western half was only 
excavated within the dimensions of the pit. It 
has been excavated in six layers due to the low 
amount of fi nds and the homogeneous fi lling.

Fig. 57. Large stones and slate plates in the eastern half of pit SW that might indicate a collapsed cover of the 
pit opening due to their inclined angle.
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With a total amount of 204 documented fi nds 
pit SW shows the lowest number of fi nds of all ex-
cavated structures in both trenches, with very poor 
opportunities for radiocarbon dating. Potsherds 
dominate the fi nds, followed by quartz and quartz-
ite flakes, tools etc. (fig. 59). Many of the sherds 
show a slip on both surfaces. Two body sherds 

stand out: One of them is definitely decorated 
with two incised halves of what probably formed 
triangles meeting at their pointy ends, fi lled with 
small imprints (fi g. 60). The temper differs in com-
parison to the other sherds, although its fraction 
does not show quartz parts. The sherd was found 
0.14m above the base of the pit. The second sherd 

Fig. 58. The profi le of pit SW shows its conical shape that is indicated by the dashed blue line.

Fig. 59. Material present in 
the fi lling of pit SW in trench 
SPS.
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is showing a different surface treatment. Unorgan-
ised stripe imprints might derive from the smooth-
ing of the outside and inside of the vessel with or-
ganic materials such as straw (fi g. 61). Of all the 100 
documented pieces of pottery only three sherds 
allow a tentative determination of the vessel type: 
two possible bowls and one potential plate.

Most of the lithic material is not very specif-
ic and can be determined as fl akes or a non-dis-
cernible type. One larger quartzite core (fi g. 62) 
was recorded within the material. In case of the 
bone (fi ve fragments) and shell (eleven pieces) 
fragments only the mussels allowed to be clas-
sifi ed to a certain species: the dominating paint-
er’s mussel (Unio pictorum). The bones were too 
fragmented to allow further statements than 
‘animal’.

Eastern Pit (Pit E)

The fi rst 0.2m of the southern edge of the struc-
ture in the east of SPS had been destroyed by the 
excavator shuffle, when it was decided to go a 
few centimetres deeper during the removal of the 
topsoil. The loss of information was limited. After 
cleaning the fi rst layer of the whole trench infor-
mation on the dimension of pit E could be record-
ed. In a depth of approx. 0.4m below the modern 
surface the structure had the biggest dimensions 
of all pits that were uncovered in SPS: approx. 

Fig. 60. Body sherd with incised decoration on the 
outside (layer 5, western half of the pit).

Fig. 61. Body sherd with imprint that indicates a 
surface treatment with organic material (layer 4, 
eastern half of the pit). Top: the outside; bottom: the 
inside of the vessel.

Fig. 62. Drawing of the quartzite core. Lithic deriving 
from layer 4 of the western half of the pit.
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1.5m from north to south and about 1.7m from 
east to west at the widest point (fi g. 56).

The pit was dug in the natural ground and 
backfi lled with several layers of soil, often of ash-
like consistency and grey in colour. This indicated 
that it had either been refi lled at various points in 
time or with material that originated from differ-
ent activities. The pit has been excavated in arti-
fi cial layers as well because it was not possible to 
follow one stratum without partly destroying an-
other. In comparison to pit SW pit E could only be 
excavated almost halfway due to its dimension 
and the large amount of fi nds in the backfi ll. As 
the southern half of the pit has already been par-
tially cut and in order not to interfere with poten-
tial investigations of pit N, the profi le section was 

cut from west to east through the centre of the pit, 
investigating its southern part. Within the first 
five layers the lower level of the southern edge 
was reached. All in all, the southern half of pit E 
was excavated in 19 complete and two addition-
al layers that were restricted to the southwestern 
quarter (fi g. 63). The diameter of the pit grew larg-
er with each layer, leading to the profi le box hav-
ing to be extended to all three sides several times. 
With layer 21 the base of the pit had probably 
been reached. By that time, the pit had a depth of 
approx. 1.88m, a width of 2.4m from west to east 
and a radius – because of the measuring from the 
profi le – from north to south of 0.77m. The bell-
shaped profi le as well as the dimensions of the pit 
classify it as a silo as described in chapter 3.2.2.

Fig. 63. The deepest completely excavated layer of the southern half of pit E. By that time the profi le box had 
to be enlarged several times already.
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A number of 867 fi nds were made with pottery 
making up more than 50% of the recorded materi-
al (fi g. 64). Even though 448 sherds were excavat-
ed only 36 rim sherds allowed a defi nition of the 
vessel type. Again, bowls dominate the picture, fol-
lowed by plates and pots (fi g. 65). Some very large 
sherds were recovered, as well as decorated pieces 
and pieces with applications. Some of the sherds 
show orange, red and beige slip on the inside and 
the outside or the outside of sherds. Two sherds 
stand out: one fragment with a yellow triangle on 
red ground and another piece with black colour 
on the inside and a thick black line underneath 
the rim on the outside (fi g. 66). They are local ex-
amples of painted pottery, which has been known 

Fig. 64. Material present in 
the fi lling of pit E in trench 
SPS.

Fig. 65. Number of pottery types that were docu-
mented in the fi lling of pit E.

Fig. 66. Left: body sherd with remains of a yellow triangle on reddish ground (layer 3). Right: rim sherd with 
an approx. 1cm thick black line right below the rim (layer 16).
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from the southern Meseta since the 1980s due to 
the excavation at the Chalcolithic site of Los Castil-
los close to Las Herencias (de Alvaro/Piñón 1995; 
chapter 3.1).

Pottery is followed by bone in the number of 
fi nds from pit E. The preservation of the bone frag-
ments became better the deeper they were locat-
ed. Out of 104 fragments 63 (almost 50%) could be 
assigned to a certain species and out of the shells 
one snail and almost all mussels could be classi-
fi ed (fi g. 67). Concerning the reconstruction of the 
nutrition during the Chalcolithic the percentages 
of mussels in the graph can be neglected. Although 
they make up the highest number within the spe-
cies, their nutritional value is low. The most com-
mon mammals in pit E are not goats and sheep 
(Ovicaprids) but pigs (Sus). The amount of cattle is 
close to zero. A special fi nd – but nothing uncom-
mon throughout Iberian Prehistory – are parts 
of the skeleton of a dog (Canis); three joined ver-
tebrae (fi g. 68): atlas, axis and a cervical vertebra 
(C3). In comparison to sites such as Camino de Las 
Yeseras (Liesau et al. 2013) or others on the Iberi-
an Peninsula (e. g. García-Moncó 2008; Daza 2017; 

Albizuri et al. 2019), where even whole dog skele-
tons could be recorded, these three bones remain 
the only skeletal parts of a dog uncovered during 
the excavation of 2015.

In the group of lithic fi nds, quartzite and silex 
form the largest groups of the 229 artefacts and 

Fig. 67. Percentage of bone, teeth and shell that could 
be assigned to a certain species.

Fig. 68. The vertebrae of a dog uncovered in layer 14 of pit E. Located close to the centre of the pit.
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fragments. A number of tools (instead of flakes 
only) made of quartzite and silex were document-
ed. Those are especially blades, bladelets and 
drills.

Western Pit (Pit W)

The archaeological structure named pit W was sit-
uated in the western part of trench SPS and partly 
ran into the western main profi le. Like the other 
pits, pit W was dug into the natural ground, nei-
ther connected to nor cut by any other prehistoric 
or modern structure. The fi lling was distinguish-
able from the surrounding natural ground by a 
softer consistency and texture as well as by the 
colour of the fi lling of the pit. The fi lling was char-
acterised by sometimes very arenaceous middle 
brown to greyish coloured soil and often seemed 
to be fi lled with ash-like material. Underneath ap-
prox. 0.4m of topsoil (mixed plough horizon) the 
pit had the following measurements in layer 1: 

1.4m from north to south and 1.34m from east to 
west (fi g. 56). It was almost circular, but a small 
part in the west was located outside the dimen-
sion of the trench and therefore the extension of 
pit W could not be recorded completely. To obtain 
a complete profi le this structure was cut approx-
imately in the middle at its widest point and the 
eastern half was excavated in artifi cial layers. Un-
fortunately, due to the limited time of the excava-
tion campaign the eastern half could not be exca-
vated to its full extend. Only ten layers of the pit, 
down to approx. 0,88m, have been investigated. 
In order to excavate deeper, it would have been 
necessary to expand the profi le box, which was 
not possible in the time remaining. In layer 10 the 
pit had already reached a width of 1.86m from 
north to south and a radius from the profi le to its 
eastern edge of more than 0.65m (fi g. 69). A cross- 
section through the backfilled material was re-
corded and it was possible to gain absolute dates 

Fig. 69. Layer 10, the last excavated layer in the eastern half of pit W. Several greyish backfi ll layers can be 
seen in the profi le.
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for the structure through the uncovered material 
as well (chapter 6.3.1).

A number of 985 fi nds could be documented 
within the backfi ll of the pit (fi g. 70) – a large num-
ber, considering the fact that not even half of the 
pit was excavated. It even exceeds the amount of 
fi nds within the southern half of pit E. The domi-
nant fi nd category is pottery again. In layer 6 and 
deeper the material was heavily incrusted with 
calcareous sinter which sometimes complicated 
the decision if the pottery had been fi red under 
reducing or oxidising conditions. The sherds only 
occasionally showed indications of slip and except 
for one perforated rim sherd (fi g. 71) neither dec-
orations nor handles could be documented. The 
diagnostic rims (33 pieces) mainly belonged to 
plates, followed by bowls (fi g. 72), whereas in all 
the other investigated structures bowls were the 
dominating vessel type.

The next larger category is represented by lith-
ics (328 pieces) and within this category especial-
ly quartz, silex and quartzite. Slate, rock and rock 
crystal were found as well. In four cases the silex 
might be obsidian, but this needs confi rmation by 
a specialist in Iberian Neolithic/Chalcolithic lithics 
of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC. Two arrow heads were 
present among the silex fi nds (fi g. 73).

Among faunal finds, molluscs dominate the 
archaeological record. In pit W this is not only be-
cause they are easy to identify, but mussels also 
appear in a larger number than in the other in-
vestigated archaeological structures of El Prado. 
Especially the last excavated layer was bearing ten 

Fig. 70. Material in the fi lling 
of pit W in trench SPS.

Fig. 71. Perforated rim sherd found in the backfi ll of 
pit W.

Fig. 72. Number of pottery types that were docu-
mented in the fi lling of pit W.
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shells or shell fragments of the painter’s mussel 
(fi g. 74). In a depth of only approx. 0.88m 48 mus-
sels had been found, while in pit E at a depth of 
approx. 1.88m only 45 mussels were documented. 
The perforated shell of a snail (probably a wan-
dering snail – Radix balthica) that might have been 
used as jewellery or was part of the clothing is an-
other special case in the group of molluscs (fi g. 75).

Of the 95 bone fragments, 44 – almost 50% – 
were not too fragmented or sintered and al-
lowed a determination of species. As for most of 
the archaeological structures excavated in 2015, 
 Ovicaprids are the predominant species, followed 
by Sus, while Bos covers the smallest portion of 
the domesticated species (fi g. 76). This results in 
sheep and goat being probably more frequently 
used compared to pigs or cattle.

Fig. 73. Two silex arrowheads from layer 9 of the 
eastern half of pit W.

Fig. 74. Painter’s mussels; all 
from layer 10 of pit W.

Fig. 75. Perforated snail shell that was found in layer 
5 of pit W. Probably the shell of a wandering snail.

Fig. 76. Percentage of bone, teeth and shell that 
could be assigned to a certain species.
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Northern Pit (Pit N)

About the archaeological structure recorded in the 
north of trench SPS (fi g. 56) there is little to note, 
except for the dimensions of the presumed pit that 
is referred to as pit N (north). Due to the limited 
timeframe for the excavation, it was decided to 
leave pit N untouched for future investigations. 
In layer 1, approx. 0.4m below the modern sur-
face and underneath the mixed plough horizon, 
the structure measured 1.22m from west to east 
and 0.82m from south to north. A part of the pit 
ran into the northern main profi le. Therefore, as 
it was the case for pit W, it was not possible to re-
cord the complete extensions of pit N (fi g. 77). The 
structure was dug into the natural ground as well 
as all the others in SPS and could be distinguished 
from the surrounding soil through a darker col-
our and a softer texture of the backfi ll. It seemed 
as if pit N does not cut any prehistoric structures 
or is – besides the constant ploughing – disturbed 
by any modern structures. It cannot conclusive-
ly be rejected that the southern part of pit N and 
the northwestern part of pit E might cut each 
 other in deeper layers or even could be connected 
somehow.

Only the material on the surface of layer 1 was 
collected and categorised (fi g. 78). The few fi nds 
consist of the typical composition found in the 
 other pits but no rim sherds that allow a determi-
nation to a vessel shape were found. The mussels 
uncovered belong to the species of painter’s mus-
sels again and the single tooth was a premolar (3) 
of an Ovicaprid.

6.2.3 Summary and General Remarks

Both trenches of 25m2 each will be described and 
listed completely (chapter 10.5 in the online ap-
pendix) – with tables of fi nds of every structure, 
the material categories as well as all pictures and 
drawings of selected fi nds – in the catalogue. Six 
archaeological structures were investigated during 
the excavation in 2015. Five of them turned out to 
be pits and one was the inner ditch of the double- 
ditched enclosure. Not all the structures have been 
excavated to their full extent due to the limited 
time for the fi eldwork. Except for pit CS (trench 
SCE) that cuts the inner ditch, the ditch and the 
remaining four pits of trench SPS were dug in the 

Fig. 77. Pit N as it appeared in layer 1. On the right side in the front the northern edge of pit E is visible.
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natural ground. The four pits in trench SPS may 
have had a primary and a secondary use: fi rst be-
ing used as storage pits and later backfi lled with 
waste and hence being used as waste pits. This will 
be further addressed during the discussion of the 
results of the phytolith analyses (chapter 6.3.2). Be-
cause of the location of pit CS – almost exactly in 
the corner were the inner ditch bends eastwards 
and runs towards the outer ditch – as well as due 
to the deposition of almost complete vessels as well 
as a goat horn close to the base of the pit, the fi nds 

may have been deposited intentionally at some 
time after the backfi lling of the ditch.

Both trenches together contained at least 
3892 finds (fig. 79). The dominating category of 
material is pottery, in some cases even halves or 
two thirds of vessels could be documented. For 
153 rim sherds the possibility of a determination 
of the shape of the vessel was given, resulting in 
bowls being the main type followed by plates 
(fi g. 80). Bowls dominated in each structure except 
for pit W where plates formed the main category. 

Fig. 78. Material present 
in the fi rst layer of pit N in 
trench SPS.

Fig. 79. Material of the excavation in 2015 documented in both trenches (SCE and SPS).
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A total of 81 sherds of both trenches showed re-
duced fi ring conditions, so reduced and oxidised 
fi ring appears in almost the same quantities.

Lithics are the second largest material group 
of both trenches and structures, especially quartz, 
quartzite and silex. Small pebbles (pit CS), slate, 
rock, rock crystal and rose quartz also have been 
documented. Except for four presumed obsidian 
pieces (determination questionable), those lith-
ic materials can be found in the vicinity and the 
mountainous hinterland south of the valley of 
 Azután (chapter 7.1 and 7.2).

Because they were easy to determine and 
mostly present in large fragments, mussels dom-
inate within the fragments that could be assigned 
to a certain species. 120 of 148 shell fragments 

belonged to the painter’s mussel (Unio pictorum), 
the remaining 28 were too small or fragment-
ed for a precise determination (fig. 81). In the 
case of the six snail shells two of them were as-
signed to a certain species: the wandering snail 
(Radix balthica) and the marsh snail (Stagnicola 
 palustris). Besides shell of molluscs, actual bone 
fragments dominate the archaeozoological re-
cord. Except for four bird bones the rest can clear-
ly be assigned to mammals. Of a total of 398 bone 
fragments, 67 tooth fragments and one horn, it 
was possible to identify the animal species for a 
total of 170 fragments (fi g. 81). Most of these frag-
ments could be assigned to Ovicaprids (sheep and 
goats), followed by Sus and Bos. Except for pit E 
where pigs dominated within the group of the 

Fig. 80. Number of pottery 
types that could be deter-
mined by rim sherds in the 
trenches SCE and SPS.

Fig. 81. Percentage of bone, 
teeth and shell that could be 
assigned to a certain species.
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domesticated species, the descending order usual-
ly was sheep/goats, pigs and, with small percent-
ages, cattle. Only one case of hare (Lepus), one 
case of dog (Canis) as well as one fi nd of parts of 
the human skull (Homo sapiens sapiens) appeared. 
A professional zooarchaeological analysis would 
allow for more detail about species, age and sex 
of individual animals and possible cut marks on 
the bones.

After the detailed description of the excava-
tion method, the trenches, the structures within 
them as well as the fi nd categories and some spe-
cial fi nds, the scientifi c methods applied to several 
samples as well as their results will be discussed. 
Some analyses provided barely any or no results. 
Possible reasons for that will be addressed and the 
numbers of samples taken from each structure 
and for what purpose will be presented.

6.3 Scientifi c Analyses

Several analyses were performed on sample mate-
rial from the excavation in 2015 and in the case of 
isotopy from other sites of the province of Toledo 
as well. The initial aim was to investigate the Chal-
colithic enclosure as holistically as possible. Due to 
the soil conditions of the terraces of the Tagus Riv-
er not all analyses were expedient and delivered 
results. Samples were taken for radiocarbon dat-
ing, for the study of phytoliths, for palynological 
analyses, strontium isotopy and a small amount 
for archaeobotanical analyses. Except for the new 
study at Azután such a complete set of analyses 
from one site is still very rare for the prehistoric 
sites of the centre. Examples for sites with similar 
sets of analyses (additionally including residue 
analyses on ceramic vessels) are the excavation 
of Bueno and her team at the dolmen of Azután 
as well as their works close to Huecas (amongst 
others Bueno et al. 2005a; 2005c; López et al. 2009; 
López/López 2005; see chapter 2.3.2 and 4.2).

The presentation of the different scientific 
analyses will start with the results of the radio-
carbon dating and the chronological contextualis-
ation of the structures of El Prado.

6.3.1 Radiocarbon Dating

Following the entry of all detected fi nds from the 
excavated structures of El Prado in 2015 into a 
database, bone and charcoal samples suitable for 
radiocarbon dating (14C) were selected. Whenever 
possible bone fragments were selected to obtain 
the most accurate dates as possible, as charcoal 
samples often result in wider time spans. Addition-
ally, the old wood effect can be evaded when con-
centrating on bone. In the case of pit SW, the fi ve 
highly fragmented remains of bone were insuf-
fi ciently preserved to give any results, therefore 
only charcoal samples and one thermolumines-
cence (TL) sample consisting of a piece of pottery 
and surrounding sediment were sent to the labo-
ratories. The accelerator mass spectro metry (AMS) 
analysis was carried out by the ‘ Centro  Nacional 
de Aceleradores’ (CNA, Sevilla, Spain) and the 
‘Curt-Engelhorn-Zentrum Archäometrie’ (CEZA, 
Mannheim, Germany).

Altogether, 29 samples for 14C- and one for 
TL-dating were analysed with the initial aim to 
not only receive one date from each structure but 
to eventually have dates from the upper, the mid-
dle and the base region of the fi lling of the struc-
tures. The dates from the ground of the pits and 
the ditch were of special interest, as they would 
have been as close to their construction date as 
possible. The sediment on and in which the struc-
tures lay resulted in only ten of 29 14C-samples 
delivering results (tab. 4 and 5). This is the conse-
quence of the poor preservation of collagen due 
to the surrounding sediment consisting of highly 
arenaceous mineral soil. This would prove to be 
problematic for the palynological and archaeobo-
tanical analyses later on as well. Again, the reg-
ular use of fertiliser in modern agriculture can 
affect the preservation of collagen; 23 samples 
(eight pieces of charcoal and 15 bone fragments) 
were sent to the CNA. As the laboratory could not 
deliver any dates for pit SW and pit CS it was tried 
to obtain results from six further charcoal sam-
ples (three for each structure) and one potsherd 
(TL-dating pit SW) through analyses conducted at 
the CEZA.
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Excavated 
structure No. of samples Material: bone Material: carbon No. of results

Inner ditch 7 4 3 2

Pit CS 6 4 2 1

Pit SW 8 0 8 2

Pit W 3 3 0 2

Pit E 5 5 0 3

In total 29 16 13 10

Tab. 4. Altogether 29 samples were sent to the CNA (Sevilla) and the CEZA (Mannheim). Unfortunately, only 
four charcoal samples and six bone fragments produced results.

Tab. 5. Uncalibrated and calibrated 2σ-dates deriving from fi ve different archaeological structures of the 
site El Prado (Azután). Samples analysed by the CNA University of Sevilla using IntCal13 and MARINE13 radi-
ocarbon age calibration curves, calibration programme: Calib 7.0 © M. Stuiver and P. J. Reimer 2013. Samples 
analysed by the CEZA Mannheim normed after Stuiver/Polach 1977 used IntCal 13 and the Software SwissCal 
1.0 (Reimer et al. 2013; L. Wacker, ETH-Zürich).

Sample code Laboratory 
code Structure Dated material Uncalibrated 

date
Calibrated 
date, 2 σ

EP_007 CNA3851.1.1 Inner ditch
Charcoal: 80cm above 
the bottom of the 
ditch

4560±31 BP 3487–3105 calBC

EP_009 CNA3853.1.1 Pit E
Faunal bone 
( humerus): top of the 
structure

4381±30 BP 3090–2914 calBC

EP_012 CNA3856.1.1 Pit E
1st phalange 
( Ovicapridae): 
top of the structure

4392±31 BP 3090–2914 calBC

EP_013 CNA3857.1.1 Pit E
Femur (Ovicapri-
dae): middle of the 
structure

4421±30 BP 3094–2917 calBC

EP_017 CNA3861.1.1 Pit W
Mandible (Ovicapri-
dae): middle of the 
structure

6051±32 BP 5035–4848 calBC

EP_023 MAMS-29785 Pit SW Charcoal: middle, 
approx. 30cm depth 4588±23 BP 3494–3137 calBC

EP_026 CNA4285.1.1 Pit W
Faunal bone (ulna): 
middle of the 
structure

4390±31 BP 3092–2917 calBC

EP_031 CNA4286.1.1 Inner ditch
Bone fragments 
( fauna): ca. 1m above 
the base

4517±32 BP 3356–3262 calBC

EP_032 MAMS-30825 Pit CS Charcoal: upper part 
of the structure 4324±24 BP 3011–2894 calBC

EP_035 MAMS-29786 Pit SW Charcoal: base of the 
structure 12210±30 BP 12270–12054 

calBC
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Fig. 82. The results of all datable samples from the excavation in 2015 calculated with the OxCal-program of 
the University of Oxford, version 4.3.2 (Bronk Ramsey 2020; Reimer et al. 2013).

Fig. 83. Display exclusively of the results dating to the end of the 4th and the early 3rd mill. BC (Bronk Ramsey 
2020; Reimer et al. 2013).
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Luckily, dates for each structure uncovered 
during the excavation of 2015 could be obtained. 
Most of the results date to the second half of the 
4th mill. BC and the majority of the dates from the 
pits fall into the timeframe around the turn of the 
millennia; the end of the 4th and the beginning of 
the 3rd mill. (for results see tab. 5 and fi g. 82). Each 
structure of El Prado provided dates that point 
to the Initial Copper Age of the southern Meseta 
(fi g. 83).

The two dates of material from the fi lling of 
the ditch are dating the lower half of the back-
fi ll. The charcoal approx. 0.8m above the bottom 
of the ditch dates back to the second half of the 
4th mill. BC (EP_007, 3487–3105 calBC), while the 
bone deriving from approx. 1m above the bottom 
dates the backfi ll to a more precise timeframe of 
around 3300 BC (EP_031, 3356–3262 calBC). These 
dates for the inner ditch of the double-ditched 
enclosure put El Prado at the beginning of the 
timeframe for double-ditched enclosures of this 
construction type, size and topography. As far as 
comparable sites and ditch types of southern Por-
tugal and southwestern Spain (chapter 5.4) were 
dated, El Prado seems to be the oldest and among 
the larger ones. This observation stands in strong 
contrast to the assumptions of the last decades. 
The fi eldwork in the surroundings of Azután did 
not only show that the centre of Iberia was far 
from being a deserted place, but revealed un-
suspectedly large ditched enclosures and further 
ditched systems on the terraces of the Tagus  River 
also. The 14C-results dating this fi lling of a small 
part of the double-ditched enclosure to a period 
around 3300 BC, necessarily implying that digging 
the ditch took place even before then, proves that 
ideas concerning the construction of ditched sites 
did not slowly diffuse from the coastal areas into 
the centre (chapter 3.2). Maybe they developed 
on the Mesetas or – even more likely – the Iberi-
an ditched enclosures trace back to a similar com-
munal structure and believe, hence, they present a 
phenomenon with multi-local places of origin.

From pit CS, the one that was dug in the back-
fi ll of the inner ditch, only one sample provided a 
result. The charcoal date from the upper part of 
the pit gives an excellent terminus post quem for 
the end of the use of the enclosure, as the ditch 
had to be completely backfi lled when the pit was 

dug. Thus, by the end of the 4th and the begin-
ning of the 3rd mill. BC (EP_032, 3011–2894 calBC) 
at the latest the ditch no longer existed. Whether 
the fi lling of the ditch was still visible, and the pit 
was intentionally situated there or whether it was 
accidentally dug into the backfi ll will remain un-
known. The material within the pit differs from 
the fi lling of the other pits and seems to have a 
more depositional character. Still, its date fi ts the 
dates of pit E and W from the pit fi eld in the interi-
or of the enclosure.

All results from pit E date back to the same 
timeframe and derive from bone samples. Unfor-
tunately, none of the samples was located close 
to the bottom of the pit but rather situated in the 
upper (EP_009, EP_012) or middle part (EP_013) of 
the structure. The three dates cover almost exact-
ly the same period, dating back to the last centu-
ry of the 4th and the fi rst century of the 3rd mill. BC 
(3090–2914 calBC, 3090–2914 calBC and 3094–
2917  calBC).18 So far, a primary use as a storage pit 
(chapter 6.2 and 6.3.2) and a secondary use as a 
waste pit can be assumed.

Pit W probably had the same purpose as a 
storage and later waste pit (chapter 6.2 and 6.3.2). 
As the structure was not even half-excavated due 
to the limited time of the excavation, no results 
from above the bottom of the pit are to be expect-
ed. One of the carbon results of a bone fragment 
deriving from the middle of the structure perfectly 
fi ts to the dating of pits CS and E at the end of the 
4th and beginning of the 3rd mill. BC (EP_026, 3092–
2917 calBC). But another date, also deriving from 
the middle of the pit, dates back to the turn of the 
6th to the 5th mill. BC (EP_017, 5035–4848 calBC). As 
the dated material was bone, this much older date 
is defi nitely no result of the old wood effect. This 
might indicate that the pit had two phases of us-
age, it is very unlikely that it remained open and 
visible over a period of 2000 years. It is more like-
ly that the older bone might derive from a former 
structure that had been destroyed when construct-
ing the younger pit. Still, the older date could be 
a prove of place continuity along the terraces of 
the Tagus over centuries and millennia. It cannot 

18 Of course, it cannot be excluded that samples from 
deeper layers would result in older dates.
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be excluded that the older date might just be an 
out lier as most of the dates point to a very similar 
time frame.

The results from pit SW are inconclusive. As 
the few bone fragments were poorly preserved 
two samples of charcoal were radiocarbon dat-
ed and one sherd including its surrounding sed-
iment was TL-dated. This resulted in three ex-
tremely differing dates from the middle of the 
fi lling (EP_023) close to the base of the pit (EP_035) 
as well as the lower third of the fi lling (EP_022). 
While the 14C-result from the middle fits to the 
date of the inner ditch and points to the second 
half of the 4th mill. BC (EP_23, 3494–3137 calBC) the 
one close to the bottom of pit SW is extremely old 
and dates back to Late Upper Palaeolithic times 
(EP_035, 12270–12054 calBC). The TL-date makes 
the situation even more complex as it delivered a 

date of around 1000 BC, hence the end of the Late 
Bronze Age and the beginning of the Early Iron 
Age (tab. 6; EP_022, 3000±280 BP). Instead of dis-
missing the older and younger dates as analysis 
errors they may be explained by place continuity 
as well as bioturbation. When having a closer look 
at the material that has been recorded within the 
fi lling of pit SW some lithics are striking like the 
core described above (chapter 6.2, fi g. 62).  Other 
lithics could fi t the Late Upper Palaeo lithic date 
as well (chapter 10.5.1 in the online appendix). 
The simple type and form of the structure – a con-
ical-shaped storage pit – as well as the presence 
and kind of handmade pottery speak for a Neo-
lithic/Chalcolithic date, especially, because good 
comparisons for the sherd with the triangular im-
prints (fi g. 60) can be found in the material of the 
Chalcolithic site of Los Castillos de Las  Herencias 
(fi g. 84). Thus, both the Palaeolithic and the Chal-
colithic date are supported by the material in the 
pit. What cannot be confi rmed by the recorded 
material is the Late Bronze/Early Iron Age date 
from the TL-dating. It is possible that over 14,000 
years ago a hunter and gatherer camp was situ-
ated on the southern banks of the Tagus. The re-
mains of this camp could have entered the storage 
pit when the Chalcolithic community was digging 
it. After the collapse of the covering and the com-
plete fi lling of the pit Iron Age activities took place 
and the small sherd could have found its way into 
the Chalcolithic structure through bioturbation. 
What cannot completely be ruled out either is 
that the storage of the excavated material for ten 
months before sending the sherd together with 
charcoal (for 14C-dating) to the laboratory as last 
attempts to date pit SW may have infl uenced the 
TL-analysis. The residual humidity of both sherd 
and sediment may have changed within this time 
and produced an imprecise date. While possible 
backing for the Palaeolithic date can be found in 

Sample code Laboratory 
code

Structure Dated 
material

Result

EP_022 MAL10333 SW Ceramic and 
sediment

3000±280 BP

Tab. 6. TL-date from layer 5 of the western half of pit SW indicating some 
kind of activity around the turn from the Late Bronze to the Early Iron Age.

Fig. 84. Pottery from Los Castillos de Las Herencias 
similar to the imprint on the sherd found in pit SW 
(fi g. 60; drawing from de Alvaro/Piñón 1995, 283, 
fi g. 6 adapted).
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the material of the pit it cannot be excluded that 
it presents an outlier within the radiocarbon 
analysis.

The radiocarbon results of all structures ex-
cavated in November and December 2015 show 
that at least this area of El Prado dates to more 
or less the same period of time. The oldest dates 
correspond to the fi rst construction phase of the 
megaliths, as it is often the case in the coexist-
ence of megaliths and ditched enclosures. Follow-
ing the chronological differentiation of Hurtado 
and Hunt (1999, see chapter 3.1.1) this time is de-
fi ned as  Initial Chalcolithic (3500–2800 BC) for the 
southern Meseta. Except for pit SW, which seems 
to have been in use during the existence of the 
double- ditched enclosure, the other investigated 
pits (CS, E and W) had their utilisation phase after 
the ditch had already been backfi lled. Therefore, 
the numerous anomalies visible in the magneto-
gram interpreted as pits can be seen as an indica-
tor for a high prehistoric activity on the southern 
terraces of the Tagus River over centuries and 
maybe even over millennia. This has already been 
indicated by the surface fi nds documented in that 
area in spring 2014 (chapter 5.2.2). Not a short pe-
riod of communal activity but rather a regular use 
of this land is refl ected by them.

The presumption that the pits had a primary 
and a secondary use was investigated with the 
analysis of phytoliths within the sediment of the 
pit fi llings and could be verifi ed. Method and re-
sults will be discussed below.

6.3.2 Phytoliths

Phytoliths are microscopic silica particles of plants. 
Their analysis is especially useful to identify parts 
of a plant besides the fl ower/blossom that is usu-
ally captured by palynological investigations. In 
cases of poor preservation of pollen or macro re-
mains and other organic materials on a site like 
on arenaceous mineral soils such as the terraces 
of the Tagus, the method still allows the identifi -
cation of plants through their siliceous parts. Like 
pollen, the silica particles differ from plant to plant 
in their structure and can be classifi ed under the 
microscope (Mulholland/Rapp 1992).

To fi nd out whether the pits investigated in 
trench SPS have been used for storage before 
they were backfilled in prehistoric times and 
whether they were refilled quite quickly or 
have been left open over a longer period, sam-
ples and control samples for the analysis of phy-
toliths were collected. Pit CS was excluded, as it 
was excavated as complete negative and had a 
depositional character already. Pit SW, where 
the fi lling was very homogeneous besides two 
control samples, only three more samples were 
taken out of the profi le of the pit fi lling and one 
below the bottom of the pit (tab. 7). The very 
heterogeneously fi lled pits E and W were sam-
pled in steps of 0,1m distance from the base or 
the base of the last excavated layer upwards. 
Also, two control samples outside of the pits 
were taken for each structure (tab. 8 and 9). All 
in all, 34 samples were taken and later analysed 
in Tübingen, including the six control samples 
from the sediment outside the archaeological 
structures. The samples were prepared and the 
phytoliths counted by G. Ahadi and analysed 
as well as interpreted by and with the help of 
M. Toffolo.

From each sample, the phytoliths were ex-
tracted and counted by using the rapid extraction 
method (Katz et al. 2010). Different morphotypes 
were identified with the help of reference col-
lections of modern and archaeological samples 
( Albert et al. 2016) and by following the standard 
literature (Twiss et al. 1969; Mulholland/Rapp 
1992; Madella et al. 2005). For studying the phyto-
liths, a Zeiss Axioscope AX10 petrographic micro-
scope at 200x and 400x magnifi cations was used 
(Toffolo 2017).

No. Structure Sample position

44 SW base

45 SW middle

46 SW surface

47 SW south of pit

48 SW north of pit

49 SW below pit

Tab. 7. Phytolith samples taken in pit SW.
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The results are displayed in table 10, present-
ing the concentration and percentages of different 
phytolith morphotypes. Compared to the control 
samples, most of the samples show a higher con-
centration of phytoliths. This indicates the pres-
ence of plant material from human input. All the 
samples that yielded more than 300,000 phytoliths 
per gram of sediment were characterised to calcu-
late the relative proportions of different morpho-
types (Toffolo 2017).

In general, the preservation of the samples 
can be regarded as good. Weathered morphotypes 
are sparsely present while delicate morphologies, 
such as hair cells and dendritics, show a large con-
centration. Only the samples 169 to 174 are less 
well preserved. Generally, a high amount of phyto-
liths is preserved, the multicells (connected phyto-
liths) being an additional indicator for good pres-
ervation (Cabanes et al. 2011). The well preserved 
phytoliths as well as their high number allow to 
draw the conclusion that they were quickly buried 
(Toffolo 2017).

Grasses are the dominant plant category with-
in all of the samples. Wild arid grasses (C4 plants) 
are present in low numbers, most of the grass-
es are represented by C3 plants (e.g. barley, oat, 
wheat). That is indicated by the high percentage of 
short cells from the Pooideae subfamily. Most like-
ly these phytoliths derive from domesticated cere-
als, which is strengthened by a percentage above 7 
for the dendritic morphotypes (Albert et al. 2008). 
In a few samples, dicots such as woody and her-
baceous plants are present in substantial amounts. 
Samples 169 to 174 were less well preserved and 
display only low percentages of dendritic morpho-
types, high percentages of echinate morphotypes. 
Regarding the poor preservation and the higher 
amount of weathered phytoliths in these sam-
ples, it seems as if echinates might be the result of 
a partial dissolution of dendritics (Cabanes et al. 
2011; Toffolo 2017).

In all the assemblages, the plant part that is 
most represented is the inflorescence, and the 
ratio between leaf or stem and infl orescence in-
dicates that the fi lling of the pits contained a pre-
dominance of chaff material (Regev et al. 2015). 
The dominance of infl orescence contradicts an in-
terpretation of the phytoliths entering the pits in 
manure or representing remains of organic mats. 
Considering the overall high amount of chaff from 
domesticated cereals in all the assemblages, it ap-
pears that the studied samples can be linked to 

No. Structure Sample position

166 W base

167 W base +10cm

168 W base +20cm

169 W base +30cm

170 W base +40cm

171 W base +50cm

172 W base +60cm

173 W base +70cm

174 W base +80cm

175 W south of pit

176 W north of pit

No. Structure Sample position

140 E base

141 E base +10cm

142 E base +20cm

143 E base +30cm

144 E base +40cm

145 E base +50cm

146 E base +60cm

147 E base +70cm

148 E base +80cm

149 E base +90cm

150 E base +100cm

151 E base +110cm

152 E base +120cm

153 E base +130cm

154 E base +140cm

155 E east of pit

156 E west of pit

Tab. 8. Phytolith samples taken in pit E.

Tab. 9. Phytolith samples taken in pit W.
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Tab. 10. Phytolith concentrations and percentages of different morphotypes from Azután. aPercentage over 
monocot morphotypes. bPercentage over all the grass short cell morphotypes, which include Pooideae, Pani-
coideae and Chloridoideae subfamilies (data from Toffolo 2017, 2 f., tab. 1).
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44 3.74 94 6 0 84 16 0.2 18 100 6 

45 4.81 82 18 0 73 27 0.3 35 95 8 

46 4.25 97 3 0 62 38 0.6 28 100 8 

47 control 0.07 - - - - - - - - - 

48 control 0.17 - - - - - - - - - 

49 2.46 94 3 3 76 24 0.3 25 100 10 

140 3.70 88 12 0 68 32 0.5 17 100 9 

141 4.22 92 8 0 74 26 0.4 17 100 8 

142 1.35 88 10 2 75 25 0.3 23 87 9 

143 2.59 92 5 3 72 28 0.4 24 89 8 

144 0.30 81 19 0 63 37 0.6 5 91 17 

145 0.58 83 14 3 76 24 0.3 25 77 11 

146 3.21 89 10 1 71 29 0.4 21 93 8 

147 2.45 93 4 3 60 40 0.6 13 85 8 

148 0.82 87 7 6 68 32 0.5 6 92 8 

149 0.70 87 6 7 66 34 0.5 13 85 7 

150 0.45 96 3 1 84 16 0.2 18 27 9 

151 0.53 90 8 2 65 35 0.5 8 100 8 

152 1.30 93 6 1 76 24 0.3 10 100 6 

153 2.17 93 5 2 78 22 0.3 15 86 6 

154 1.15 88 4 8 68 32 0.5 12 100 7 

155 control 0.04 - - - - - - - - - 

156 control 0.14 - - - - - - - - - 

166 0.21 - - - - - - - - - 

167 0.23 - - - - - - - - - 

168 0.14 - - - - - - - - - 

169 0.39 85 4 11 79 21 0.3 3 80 16 

170 0.41 78 4 18 86 14 0.2 5 91 17 

171 0.40 78 2 20 81 19 0.2 5 87 15 

172 0.98 65 8 27 89 11 0.1 6 92 11 

173 0.90 69 4 27 86 14 0.2 4 83 10 

174 0.63 70 1 29 90 10 0.1 6 91 16 

175 control 0.13 - - - - - - - - - 

176 control 0.04 - - - - - - - - - 
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storage of grains. Although the samples 169 to 174 
are less well-preserved chaff predominates as well 
and supports the grain storage interpretation (Tof-
folo 2017). All the poorly preserved samples de-
rived from pit W (tab. 10, 11) with the two 14C-dates 
that came more or less from the same depth but 
dated almost 2000 years apart from each other. As 
the phytoliths here were much more weathered, 
this pit was backfilled slower but probably not 
over such a long period.

During the excavation, greyish ash-like sedi-
ments were observed in pit E and pit W that were 
thought to represent some kind of burning event. 
The phytolith analysis as well as the FTIR-spec-
trometry (Fourier-Transform-Infrared) could not 
trace any evidence for burning or burned organ-
isms. Eventually, all three archaeological struc-
tures in SPS most probably had a primary use as 
a storage pit. Most of the samples presented well 
preserved and barely weathered phytoliths; an in-
dicator that the pits – except for pit W – were back-
fi lled quickly and not left open over a longer time.

6.3.3 Archaeobotany

Because macro remains such as cereal grains 
are poorly preserved on archaeological sites that 
are located on mineral ground, only six test sam-
ples for the archaeobotanical study were taken 
during the excavation. Three of them derived 
from pit E and three more from the pits SW, W 
and CS (tab. 11). Their geographical position was 
measured (fig. 85) with the total station before 

fi lling approx. 10l of soil in bags for the analysis in 
Tübingen. The focus was on sediment that at least 
appeared to contain more organic material than 
other parts of the excavated pit (e.g. darker in col-
our, greyish-ash-like etc.).

The soil taken from the different archaeologi-
cal structures went through the process of fl oata-
tion and the remains were sorted by G. Ahadi in 
the archaeobotanical facilities of the University of 
Tübingen. S. Riehl took a closer look at the materi-
al. Unfortunately, as suspected, the density of pre-
served botanical macro remains is very low. As the 
sample material does not derive from near-sur-
face areas, the poor preservation cannot be traced 
back to secondary mechanical stress but is the re-
sults of the arenaceous, silty soil on the terraces 
of the Tagus River. The sorted material almost ex-
clusively comprised of small charcoal fragments. 
Only sample 77 (pit E, layer 17) contained a very 
small apex fragment of a cereal grain that could 
be interpreted with caution as wheat, maybe rivet 
wheat (Triticum turgidum).19

Summarising, it can be stated that the attempt 
to obtain macro remains of plants from the sedi-
ment of the mineral soil on the river terraces was 
hardly helpful to find out more about content 
and use of the prehistoric pits. For the prehistor-
ic structures of that area of Azután future investi-
gations should continue with a sampling strategy 
focussed on phytolith analysis. The micromorphol-
ogy of the soil must always be taken into account.

6.3.4 Palynology

Palynological studies conducted in the centre of 
the Iberian Peninsula already revealed that the 
southern Meseta was probably dominated by a 
dehesa-like landscape (López/López 2000; 2005; 
López et al. 2009) during the end of the 4th and the 
beginning of the 3rd mill. BC. A similar climate as 
today can be expected but with a different den-
sity of vegetation and composition of plants. As 
mentioned in chapter 4.2, research on palaeofl ora 

19 Written communication of S. Riehl on November 3rd , 
2016.

Sample no. Structure and position

58 SW: western half, layer 3

72 W: eastern half, layer 6–7 E

77 E: southern half, layer 17

78 E: southern half, layer 17

84 E: southern half, layer 17–18

86 CS: central, layer 8

Tab. 11. Sample number and location within the 
archaeological structure. Six test samples were taken 
to check if any macro remains can be detected.
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reminds us that, unfortunately, huge areas of the 
peninsula only allow a delimited insight into the 
archive of the palaeoenvironment during the 
Holo cene. Many of these archives are fragmentary 
or chronologically insecure (López et al. 2009, 91). 
The low number of sites in the centre of the pen-
insula impedes the location of places that have a 
sequence, which dates to the end of the 4th and the 
3rd mill. BC. A higher number of investigated sites, 
which close the gaps on the maps and derive from 
different types of environment, are necessary 
(chapter 4.2). Therefore, samples for palynological 
studies were taken during the excavation in 2015 
as well.

In case that pollen withstood the test of time 
in the sediment present at El Prado, each profi le 
was sampled, except for pit CS, as it was excavat-
ed in its negative. On the profi le of the ditch and 
the profi les of the three pits SW, W and E, samples 

were taken from the bottom of the structure up 
to its top in steps of approx. 0.1m distance. As it is 
always assumed that ditches were backfi lled over 
a longer period of time and pits are usually fi lled 
faster and would represent a more or less closed 
timeframe, one of the pits was chosen for the 
study. As all the scientifi c analyses were conduct-
ed simultaneously, the radiocarbon dates were not 
known yet when sending the selected samples to 
Madrid. The pollen analysis was carried out by 
J. A. López Sáez of the ‘Grupo de Investigación Ar-
queobiología del Instituto de Historia del Conse-
jo Superior de Investigaciones Científi cas’ (CSIC, 
Madrid, Spain), who had already studied samples 
from the dwelling under the dolmen of Azután, 
the sites of Huecas and many more archaeological 
as well as geological sites in Spain.

Pit SW was chosen for the analysis to check 
whether the samples would contain enough pollen 

Fig. 85. The location of the samples with indication of their number. Sample 84 was taken from the soil be-
tween layer 17 and 18 of pit E. Upper left: pit SW; upper right: pit W; lower left: pit E; lower right: pit CS.
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to give a more detailed insight into the palaeoen-
vironment of Azután. Unfortunately, the samples 
were sterile. The moment the results from the 
dating arrived, it became obvious the choice of 
pit SW would have been a problematic one for the 
interpretation of the Initial Chalcolithic of that re-
gion anyway, as the pit probably cut a Palaeolithic 
structure and was disturbed by younger activity as 
well. In consequence, results from that pit would 
not necessarily all represent the second half of the 
4th mill. BC. The possibility was given that undis-
turbed and quickly backfi lled structures such as 
pit E could still contain pollen, but the 15 samples 
from pit E were also sterile. Only some samples 
contained few pollen but in a quantity that was 
too low for a palynological study. The high amount 
of sand probably causes a high abrasion as well as 
oxidation that eliminated the pollen. It is the aren-
aceous environment of the mineral soil destroying 
the pollen. Apparently, the sterility, with regard to 
pollen, is a frequently occurring problem in sam-
ples from the southern Meseta.20

The palynological study as well as the archaeo-
botanical analysis showed that, on very arena-
ceous soils, the preservation for pollen and macro 
remains is very poor and close to zero.

20 Information based on email communication with 
Antonio López.

6.3.5 Isotopy

One of the initial aims of the project was the inves-
tigation of human and animal mobility because 
of the assumption that due to the ‘deserted’ inte-
rior of the Iberian Peninsula the communities liv-
ing on the central plateaus lived a semi- sedentary 
life. To trace such mobility, samples from animal 
and human teeth in the Museo de Santa Cruz from 
some published sites of the province of  Toledo 
were  taken (Toledo, Spain) by M. Díaz- Zorita 
 Bonilla (University of Tübingen) as well as from 
the excavation of 2015 in Azután. It was attempt-
ed to choose sites that were located close to the 
herd drive paths (cañadas) that lead through the 
province.

Samples from seven different sites were tak-
en and analysed. First interpretations of the data 
show evidence for rather sedentary communities 
except for one sample of cattle from the site El 
Tonto (Olías del Rey/Mocejón).

As the results require further in-depth study 
and a detailed consideration of the strontium 
values of the different geological grounds of the 
southern Meseta, fi nal remarks on this topic will 
be made in a separate journal publication.
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7 Resources and Mobility

The following reflections concerning the sur-
roundings of the newly detected sites in the west 
of the province of Toledo have partly been consid-
ered before (Schmitt 2017; Schmitt et al. 2019) but 
deserve a closer look and more detailed considera-
tions. One of the foci will be the available resourc-
es in the vicinity of the dolmen and the enclosures 
of Azután reflected in the material culture de-
tected during the excavations. Not only material 
resources played an important role in the choice 
of location, but immaterial resources (social inclu-
sion in a community, collective feasts, ancestral 
lineages etc.) were decisive as well. The resources 
lay the foundation for the prehistoric settlement 
structures and contributed to the change of the en-
vironment of the settlement throughout time due 
to their use or extraction. The discussion of the re-
sources of the micro region, including the site con-
ditions of the valley of the Tagus middle basin and 
its surroundings, will facilitate the understanding 
of a fi rst concept regarding the organisation of the 
landscape and the communication network in the 
centre of the Iberian Peninsula (chapter 8).

7.1 Down by the River – Resources in the 

Valley

What are the possible reasons for settling in the 
micro region of the Tagus middle basin between 
the valley and the foothills of the Montes de Tole-
do? Why did communities of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC 
choose this area for the construction of ditched en-
closures, megalithic tombs and walled enclosures 
in the hills? To approach these questions and to 
give conclusive answers, the material resourc-
es present in the environment must be regard-
ed initially. Subsequently, considerations on the 
immaterial meaning of enclosures and collective 
burials for the formation of a community can be 
discussed (chapter 2.3.3). As mentioned before, the 
area in the west of the province of Toledo is domi-
nated by a wide and fertile valley along both sides 
of the Tagus River. Towards the south, mountains 

rise and form an area less favourable for agricul-
ture, which still offers different advantages.

Surely, at least a basic stock – a bit of several 
resources – is important for the formation of a 
community and the foundation of a regularly fre-
quented settlement. In consequence, this means 
that the agricultural potential of the soil must be 
able to ensure the survival of sedentary people 
and their livestock. Edible wild products such as 
berries, herbs and animals added to the potential 
sources of food. The agricultural use of the soil 
and the storage of cereals was proven by the ar-
chaeological record of both the dolmen and the 
excavation of El Prado in Azután (chapter 6.3.2). 
Therefore, the composition of the soil must have 
been good and fertile enough to grow nutritious 
plants. The seasonal exploitation of domesticated 
plants and animals as well as wild resources could 
be documented in the area of the dolmen. This is 
an indication of the abundance of available edible 
resources and a rather sedentary life of the late 
Neo lithic and Chalcolithic communities in the west 
of the province of Toledo, as the use of products of 
each season of the year supports the idea of place-
bound people (Bueno et al. 2005c; 2009; Sánchez 
2005; Schmitt 2017, 49–52; chapter 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 4.2 
and 6.3.2). The vicinity to water courses such as 
several brooks as well as the Tagus and the Uso 
Rivers ensured an abundance of fresh water and 
allowed the use of aquatic resources such as fi sh 
and mussels. Fishing and the consumption of riv-
er species can be assumed due to fi nds such as a 
net weight found during the fi eldwork in the year 
2014 and is refl ected in remains of shells detected 
throughout the excavation of 2015 in each struc-
ture, but especially in the western pit of trench SPS 
(chapter 5.2.2 and 6.2; Bueno et al. 2005c, 85 f.).

It can be supposed that organic materials such 
as wood, textile or fur were used by Late Prehis-
toric societies as well. The dry conditions of the 
area did not allow the preservation of these mate-
rials. There is indirect evidence of their existence: 
Postholes indicate the position of wooden posts 
and imprints of grass or hay found on pieces of 
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clay point to its possible use in the erection of wat-
tle-and-daub dwellings. This clay-mixture could be 
detected especially in the fi lling of the ditch dur-
ing the excavation of El Prado, but no indication 
of postholes could be documented within the lim-
ited space of the excavation trenches. At present, it 
must remain undecided whether the documented 
daub formed part of a palisade embedded in the 
ditch, covered by wattle-and-daub, or whether it 
has been discarded with other material as backfi ll 
of the ditch. The amount of daub is not enough to 
strongly support the fi rst assumption (chapter 6.2 
and chapter 10.5, 10.5.2 in the online appendix). 
Indirect proof for textiles could not be revealed at 
the sites of the dolmen of  Azután and La Estrella, 
nor in the small part hitherto being investigated in 
the area of the huge double-ditched enclosure.

Clay

The most common materials present in the archae-
ological record of the micro region are – also due 
to their mineral nature and better preservation – 
granite, pottery and quartzite. These materials 
have been used for the construction of the dolmen 
as well as the walled enclosures of El Castrejón 
and La Cabeza del Conde, to produce tools or pot-
tery. Ever since the beginning of the Neolithic, clay 
was a major resource. Pottery was used for food 
containers that offered more protection against 
rodents and other vermin. An other advantage 
in comparison to organic vessels is that special-
ly tempered and fi red clay vessels are heatproof, 
which means that they can be used for cooking, 
for the smelting of ores and as casting moulds.

Abundant proof of the use of different types of 
pottery was detected during the fi eldwork in the 
west of the province of Toledo as well as during 
the excavations by Bueno and her team of the dol-
men (Azután and La Estrella) and during the exca-
vation of El Prado of this project in 2015. Clay is a 
local resource and available on both sides of the 
Tagus River. The clay layers become more mas-
sive the closer they are to the banks of the river 
(ENADISMA 1972, 5–7). This is the result of the so-
called rañas (alluvial fans), which shape the valley 
along the river between the city of Talavera de la 
Reina up westwards to the town of El Puente del 
Arzobispo in the southwest of the investigated 
area. These alluvial deposits on the site El Prado 

consist of sandy, silty soil with strongly rounded 
pebbles as a result of fl uvial processes. The alluvi-
al soils also contain clay layers of an excellent con-
sistency for the production of pottery ( ENADISMA 
1972, 11). To this day, pottery plays an important 
role in the area. Places such as Talavera de la 
Reina and El Puente del Arzobispo (among others) 
still benefi t from the abundance of clay through 
the production and sale of ceramic items of char-
acteristic colours (vessels, tiles and decorative 
products in blue, white and yellow).

Granite

Granite was documented in the archaeological re-
cord of the sites as well. It was present in the ma-
terial collected during the fi eld survey in 2014, the 
excavation in 2015 and the investigations of the 
dolmen of Azután and La Estrella (Bueno 1991; 
Bueno et al. 2005a; Schmitt 2017; Schmitt et al. 
2019). Most striking is its use as construction ma-
terial for the chamber and the corridor of the meg-
alithic tombs as well as its use as fi lling material 
of the outer circle of the burial mound. Because of 
its hardness and porosity, the rock can be used for 
the production of grinding stones to facilitate the 
processing of cereal and acorns. Additionally, it 
was used for tools such as net weights (fi g. 86) and 
axes.

Similar to clay, granite is very common be-
cause the middle basin of the Tagus River is domi-
nated by granite and fertile ground as parent ma-
terial (ENADISMA 1972, 5–7). Outcrops of granite 
at the foothills of the Montes de Toledo and in the 
valley are concentrated along the Tagus River. 
They are especially abundant in the west of Az-
után and southwestwards of El Puente del Arzo-
bispo, where the river continues its way to the 
province of Cáceres and starts to cut canyon-like 
into the ground. Huge pieces of granite dominate 
the area. Depending on the water level, they are 
more or less easily accessible. Another outcrop 
can be found along the Anguilucha Brook, in the 
southeast and south of the dolmen of Azután. 
Along the different brooks and in the mountain-
ous hinterland – which is dominated by granite – 
and throughout the hilly terrain, several outcrops 
are visible. Both soil erosion and fl uvial erosion 
uncovered the bare rock over centuries. Where 
the most easily available and accessible sources 
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for granite were located ca. 5000 years ago can 
still not be stated conclusively. It is obvious that 
the material is available and accessible in abun-
dance in the surroundings of the archaeological 
sites, both in the valley and in the mountains. The 
same is true for quartz and quartzite. They are es-
pecially to be found in the mountains and are of-
ten associated with metalliferous veins.

Salt

Salt was another resource of signifi cance in pre-
historic times. Humans as well as other mammals 
need salt, as it plays an important role in several 
body processes such as the control of the water 
balance or the formation of bones. Salt can be 
used for the conservation of food. Especially in 
the Central European regions, this mineral could 
be considered the prehistoric fridge, as it may 
have been – and in some regions demonstrably 
has been – used to cure meat (e. g. Pucher 2008; 
Barth et al. 2008). In history, the term ‘white gold’ 

became common to express its value and the ben-
efi t it could bring to someone who was part of the 
processes connected to the extraction and produc-
tion of salt and its distribution.

Up to now, neither direct (e. g. briquetage) nor 
indirect (e. g. the presence of salty inland lakes) 
proof of the use or extraction of salt could be 
found in the micro region of Azután. The inland 
of the Iberian Peninsula is famous for its abun-
dance of surface salt sources as well as lagoons 
with salty water. Particularly the eastern part of 
the province of Toledo (La Mancha and Mesa de 
Ocaña) is known for its salty inland lakes (tab. 12 
and fi g. 87), as it is located at the western edge of 
the salt-rich region. The western inlands of the 
peninsula are predominantly salt-less (Harding 
2013, fi g. 7.1). Some possible saltern that may have 
been used during Late Prehistory can be found in 
the eastern part of the province close to the bor-
ders with the autonomous community of Madrid 
(Valiente 2005–2006).

Fig. 86. Some examples for the use of granite that could be documented in the valley of the Tagus middle basin 
and on the foothills of the Montes de Toledo.
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Name Municipality and rural district Description Publication

Salobral de Yepes Yepes, Mesa de Ocaña possible saltern Valiente 2005–2006

Añover de Tajo Añover de Tajo, La Sagra possible saltern Valiente 2005–2006

Las Salinillas Seseña, La Sagra possible saltern Valiente 2005–2006

Laguna Larga Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de Tirez Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de Peñahueca I Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de Peñahueca II Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna Los Albardiales I Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna Los Albardiales II Villacañas, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de los Carros Quero, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de Taray Quero, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna Grande Quero, La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna Chica Villafranca de los Caballeros, 
La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna Grande Villafranca de los Caballeros, 
La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de la Sal Villafranca de los Caballeros, 
La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de Navarredonda Villa de Don Fadrique, 
La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna El Salobral Villa de Don Fadrique, 
La Mancha salty water Muñoz 2008

Laguna de la Albardiosa Lillo, Mesa de Ocaña salty water Muñoz 2008

Lagunas de la Dehesa de 
Monreal Dosbarrios, Mesa de Ocaña salty water Cirujano/Medina 2002

Humedal de Huecas Huecas, Torrijos
rock salt in the 
 environs of the 
 former lagoon

Bueno et al. 2012a

Saladares de Huerta de 
Valdecarábanos

Huerta de Valdecarábanos, 
Mesa de Ocaña salty water Cirujano/Medina 2002

Saladares de Villasequilla Villasequilla, Mesa de Ocaña salty water Cirujano/Medina 2002

Laguna del Longar Lillo, Mesa de Ocaña salty water Cirujano/Medina 2002

Tab. 12. List of salty inland lakes (lagunas salobres) and other possible salt sources in the eastern part of the 
province of Toledo.

Indirect proof for the extraction and distribu-
tion of salt during Neolithic as well as Chalcolith-
ic times up to the end of the 3rd mill. BC has been 
found in the municipality of Huecas (Toledo). 
The presence of rock salt due to a former lagoon 
close to the site Los Picos as well as the silex min-
ing in the vicinity of the burials of the Valle de las 

Higueras were interpreted as two of several rea-
sons for the settlement and the excellently crafted, 
rich burial goods (Benítez et al. 2009; Bueno et al. 
2012a; Barroso et al. 2017) that were documented 
during the excavations.

The location of El Prado in an area of easy 
transition, interconnecting as well as probably 
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controlling the passing from north to south and 
east to west, suggests that the micro region of Az-
után might have played an important role in the 
distribution of salt. Produced and extracted in the 
east of the province of Toledo, it may have been 
transported along the Tagus middle basin to pro-
vide salt-less areas (Barroso et al. 2017, 91 f.) of the 
Iberian Peninsula such as the Extremadura.

7.2 Run to the Hills – Resources in the 

 Mountains

As mentioned and described before, the Tagus 
middle basin is dominated by granite and fertile 
ground as parent substrate of the soil. While the 
Tagus lowlands have been fi lled by tertiary mate-
rial, the foothills of the Montes de Toledo consists 
of a slate rich composition. Granite, quartzite and 
quartz also characterise the mountainous hinter-
land and are abundant resources visible in sever-
al outcrops (ENADISMA 1972, 5–7). Although the 
valley is more suitable for agricultural purposes, 
the mountains offer other relevant resources that 
have been used during Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
times (see fi g. 92).

Quartz and Quartzite

Quartz and an extremely fi ne-grained rock crys-
tal quartz type are present in veins around the 
modern village of Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé. 
Outcrops of these veins were recorded during the 

survey in May 2014 at the site of El Castrejón. The 
fine-grained grey or reddish coloured quartzite 
used for the production of tools detected during 
the excavation of 2015 probably mainly derived 
from pebbles. Due to their fine structure, they 
are easier to process. Quartzite can easily be col-
lected for instance at the Sierra Ancha and at the 
Cabeza del Conde as well. Therefore, it is a mate-
rial that can be acquired both in the valley and in 
the mountains. Quartz and quartzite presented 
the largest group within the lithic material found 
during the survey and the excavation of El Prado 
(chapter 6.2), they have been used for the produc-
tion of tools and more fi ligree arrowheads (for the 
latter objects especially quartz). Silex can be found 
in the form of arrowheads or other cutting tools 
as well. Still, quartz in its purest form – the afore-
mentioned rock crystal – appears to have been 
used mainly as a valuable good in burial contexts. 
It has presumably had a ritual signifi cance (Costa 
et al. 2011, 259–263). This is refl ected by the prism 
and the nucleus found amongst the burial objects 
of the dolmen of Azután (no or only little process-
ing of the material) or by the items made of rock 
crystal (arrowheads and beads) that were docu-
mented in the megalithic monuments of Valencia 
de Alcántara (Bueno 1988; 1991, fig. 42, fig. 61, 
101). The rock crystal fi nds at the site of El Prado 
are almost exclusively not processed and cannot 
be designated to a distinct type (fi g. 88). A presence 
of this stone in sites of collective practice (burials, 
feasts etc.) stresses the rather symbolic meaning of 
the almost translucent material. Maybe especially 
because of that, this type of stone rarely appears 
in the archaeological record of Central Iberian 
Late Prehistory. Although it must be mentioned 
that rock crystal is a material that has hardly been 
studied. Only recently a group of researchers in 
the southwest of the Iberian Peninsula started to 
investigate this material in greater detail. Appar-
ently, rock crystal is not uncommon in the archae-
ological record of the southwest, but in compari-
son to other lithic objects, artefacts made of rock 
crystal are of reduced size but appear in similar 
types (Morgado et al. 2016, 232–234).  Other parts 
of the Iberian Peninsula have not been satisfacto-
rily investigated regarding the presence of rock 
crystal in the archaeological record. This means 
that the rarity of rock crystal artefacts may refl ect 

Fig. 87. Impression of the lagoon of Peñahueca in 
December 2013. At the margins of the shallow basin 
in the front, salt precipitations are clearly visible.
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a lack of research interest related to the material 
rather than a real absence during Late Prehistory.

What becomes apparent when studying the 
material culture recorded in the micro region is 
the absence of jewellery in the form of variscite. 
Only in the dolmen of Navalcán, which is located 
approx. 30km distant from Azután, a few beads 
made of this green stone could be documented 
(Bueno et al. 1999b). As mentioned before, even 
the rock crystal fi nds are crafted in low quality 
and quantity. Compared to other megalithic buri-
als and Chalcolithic sites, this absence of jewellery 
is striking. Especially jewellery objects made of 
variscite, amber or ivory are highly mobile due to 
their size (Odriozola et al. 2017; Murillo/Montero 
2017; Schuhmacher 2017). It has to be considered 

that the dolmen in the west of the province of To-
ledo suffered under different disturbances before 
eventually archaeological interventions took place 
by the end of the 20th cent. (Navalcán: fl ooded by 
a water reservoir; Azután: damaged by a trench 
of the Spanish Civil War). Therefore, the apparent 
absence could also represent the destruction or re-
moval of originally existing jewellery in the tombs.

Silex, Crystalline Rock and Granite

Apart from tools made of quartz and quartzite, 
tools made of silex are also present in the archae-
ological record of the micro region. Sources of si-
lex exist between the valley and the mountains 
around Fuentidueñas. It has been used to produce 
artefacts with especially sharp cutting edges. Arte-
facts produced of crystalline rock can be detected 
in the archaeological sites as well. The material is 
mainly used for polished artefacts such as stone 
axes (fi g. 89). Although crystalline rock can easily 
be confused with granite by the inexperienced eye, 
the different materials can be distinguished based 
on their structure and chemical composition. 
While rock contains more golden mica, an almost 
rusty coloration is typical for granite. The latter is 
not that often used for the production of tools but 
rather for the erection of walled sites and mega-
lithic tombs such as the walled enclosures of La 
Cabeza del Conde and El Castrejón or the mounds 
of La Estrella and Azután. Besides slate, which 
has mainly been used as building material but for 

Fig. 88. Two examples of rock crystal fi nds deriving from pit SW (left) and pit W (right). They have not been 
worked out on high-quality standards and may have been used as small scrapers.

Fig. 89. Polished axe found during the survey cam-
paign of spring 2014 within the enclosed space of the 
later detected double-ditched enclosure El Prado.
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decorative elements such as plaques or jewellery 
items as well, granite forms the most used lithic 
material in construction along the Sierra Estrel-
la and Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé. It is widely 
distributed downhill and along the Tagus Valley 
of the study area. As mentioned before in the con-
text of the resources in the valley, granite was also 
used for the production of grinding stones because 
of its coarse-grained structure. Such tools could be 
detected during the survey of the project and dur-
ing the excavation of the dolmen of Azután. These 
tools formed part of the standard repertoire of 
Late Prehistoric settlements and were especially 
used to shred and grind cereal as well as acorns 
(Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a).

Slate

Slate rarely appeared at the site of El Prado and 
is therefore a less common lithic resource docu-
mented during the excavation in the year 2015. A 
slate plate that stuck in the northern profi le of the 
excavation trench (SCE) that was opened to inves-
tigate the shape and fi lling of the ditch was docu-
mented. The piece did neither show any traces of 
anthropogenic treatment (processing, engravings 
etc.) nor did it cover or indicate a special area 
or find. It seems to have been part of the regu-
lar backfi ll of the ditch. Only one broken piece of 
slate, which derived from the younger pit that cut 
the ditch, might have been worked and formed. 
The small, disc-shaped object seems to have been 
artifi cially rounded and in the centre the remains 
of a perforation were recognisable (chapter 6.2.1, 
fi g. 54). Maybe it is the fragment of an ornament.

Other non-worked slate plates were docu-
mented in the excavation section that was focus-
sing on the investigation of a small part of the pit 
fi eld situated in the interior of the ditched enclo-
sure (SPS). Together with larger pieces of granite 
(mainly pebbles), they were documented only lit-
tle above the base of the pit located in the south-
west of the trench. Due to the observation that 
the slate plates were not lying fl at on the ground 
of the structure but in a slight transverse angle, 
it can be assumed that they collapsed into the pit 
(fi g. 90). It is conceivable that for instance wood-
en slats covered the opening of the pit and were 
protected with a layer of stones. Once the organic 
material decomposed, the stones fell into the pit. 

This example underlines the predominantly prac-
tical use of slate for covering and building purpos-
es in the micro region, instead of as ornaments or 
the carriers of symbolic meaning (e. g. engraved 
plaques). This idea is reinforced by the absence of 
slate in the archaeological record of the dolmen of 
Azután and La Estrella as well (Bueno 1991; Bueno 
et al. 2005a).

Ore

Not only lithic resources and the use of the hinter-
land whenever possible for agriculture purposes 
and as grazing grounds for cattle can be detected 
in the mountains, but also ore veins are existent. 
In some cases, they are visible as outcrops at the 
surface or through certain indicator plants that 
point out the presence of ores. The material that 
gave the Chalcolithic period its name, even though 
it is only rarely represented in the material culture 
of the fi rst half of this period, is copper. A very ear-
ly copper metallurgy was said to have taken place 
at the site of Cerro Virtud (Almería) already during 
the fi rst half of the 5th mill. BC. Still, the rare pres-
ence of copper objects in the archaeological record 

Fig. 90. SfM-model of layer 7 of the eastern part of 
pit SW showing the inclined slate plates and other 
stones close to the bottom of the pit.
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of the Iberian Peninsula up until the Bronze Age 
may indicate a low social value of the ore, despite 
the knowledge of deposits and the skills to process 
it (Montero/Murillo 2017, 141 f.).

Earlier studies showed that especially the west 
of the Iberian Peninsula is rich in different kinds 
of metal ores (copper, iron, silver etc.; Delibes/
Montero 1999; Barroso et al. 2003; Bartelheim/
Montero 2009, 9 f.). As many of the copper mines 
were reused during the Roman period, the layers 
of earlier extraction are often destroyed. As a re-
sult, prehistoric copper mining traces are diffi  cult 
to detect. Through analyses of the isotopic compo-
sition of copper artefacts, an isotopic fi ngerprint 
can be generated that can facilitate the detection 
of the site the copper ore is supposed to be derived 
from. Prehistoric mining activities as well as the 
processing of ores can be traced by surface fi nds 

that indicate a connection to the work with copper 
ores (hammers, pestles, melting pots, moulds etc.).

Ore veins close to the surface and surface out-
crops were localised and documented at the west-
ern foothills of the Montes de Toledo, meaning 
that they also exist in the hinterland of the study 
area (Montero et al. 1990; Barroso et al. 2003). For 
example, in Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé at the 
site of El Castrejón (chapter 5.2.2), the green ore 
appears within ore veins that run through the 
granite rock and are also associated with milk 
quartz. Surface surveys during the late 20th cent. 
(Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 7 f.), around 2007 
(Pacheco/Pérez 2007) and again within this project 
in 2014, revealed potentially prehistoric fi nds at 
El Castrejón. During the 2014 survey mainly small 
sherds of hand-made pottery were found. Addi-
tionally, an artefact made of sandstone, which may 
have been used as a mortar (fi g. 19, chapter 5.2.2) 
to separate ore from quartz, was documented as 
well. As mentioned in chapter 5.2.2, the hilltop 
of El Castrejón was enclosed by stone walls (sur-
rounding approx. 1ha of the surface) that were 
described as possibly being Chalcolithic almost 
30 years ago (Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 8). 
Therefore and because of the latest surface fi nds, 
the site was defined as a prehistoric walled en-
closure. Within the enclosed space, some shallow 
and sometimes rectangular pits or trenches were 
recorded. Those may indicate mining activities, as 
the extraction work could have followed the ore 
outcrops at the surface to a low depth underneath 
the surface into the hill (fi g. 91). El Castrejón com-
bines indicators for mining (pits and ore veins) 
and the processing (mortar) only 18km south of 
the enclosures of the Tagus Valley near Azután. I. 
Montero and his colleagues (1990, 15) mentioned 
another location in the area of Aldeanueva de San 
Bartolomé, approx. 1km westwards of the dolmen 
of La Estrella. The trenches that could be detect-
ed there served to exploit malachite and azurite. 
They could be dated to Roman times. Up to now, 
no older prehistoric mining traces have been de-
tected at this site. Hence, the site of El Castrejón 
as well as the mentioned Roman extraction traces 
demonstrate that less than 20km from Azután cop-
per mining was possible.

The rural district of La Jara also offers abun-
dant copper sources located 20 to 40km distant 

Fig. 91. One of the depressions detected on the pla-
teau of El Castrejón during the survey in May 2014. 
The trench may be an indication for prehistoric min-
ing activities.
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from the archaeological sites of Azután. As far as 
presently known, these outcrops of copper ore 
veins did not show any evidence for copper ex-
ploitation during prehistoric times. Amongst the 
abundant copper sources of La Jara, the munici-
pality of El Campillo de la Jara is especially known 
for its copper mining activities. Besides El Campil-
lo, Sevilleja de la Jara is also very rich in copper 
ores and also gold deposits. Up until recent times, 
gold mining was practiced in the mountainous 
hinterland of the micro region both in Sevilleja 
de la Jara and in La Nava de Ricomalillo (Monte-
ro et al. 1990, 16–22). Whether the gold deposits in 
the western Montes de Toledo have been exploited 
in prehistoric times besides the use of placer gold 
as well must remain pure speculation because up 
to now no prehistoric gold mining traces could be 
detected in that area.

7.3 Ungraspable – Immaterial Resources

Many factors are important for a society to found 
a settlement or a highly frequented site and re-
sources to fulfi l the fundamental needs should be 
sufficiently available. Besides visible resources, 
material resources like water or silex, immaterial 
or intangible resources were mentioned before 
(chapter 1.1.1). They are resources such as knowl-
edge, relationships or social structures (Storberg 
2002, 469). They may have been used as cultural 
capital or as means to exercise power over cer-
tain parts of the community or communal life. 
Before discussing possible intangible resources of 
the society within the study area – which all must 
remain an interpretation deduced from the pre-
served material culture and bound by our own 
modern cultural limitations – the defi nition of re-
sources with a focus on the intangible ones shall 
be briefl y refreshed.

As stressed before, resources are of huge sig-
nifi cance to individuals but are also essential for 
the interaction of individuals and groups and re-
lated to networks, systems etc. as well that play an 
relevant part in the formation of the community. 
These social interactions require the considera-
tion of ‘culture’ not only focussing on necessities, 
but a range of possibilities should be included in 
the processes forming a community as well. Such 

possibilities can be the results of several different 
beliefs as well as a diversity of organisational prac-
tices that coexist for some time and develop in one 
or the other direction (also dependant on social 
actors, period, environment etc. – the complete 
sociocultural background). The social interactions 
and resources are part of this cultural openness. 
Therefore, natural products and raw materials are 
culturally connoted also and not only fundamen-
tal for survival (SFB ResourceCultures 2016, 17; 
Hardenberg et al. 2017, 14). Including the afore-
mentioned statements in a defi nition of resources 
for cultural sciences, resources would be seen as 
‘the means to create, sustain and alter social rela-
tions, units and identities within the framework 
of cultural ideas and practices’ (Harden berg et al. 
2017, 14).

Through this defi nition, resources are becom-
ing an analytical tool. Actions of indivuals are 
under constant transformation because they are 
dependent on the cultural context they are per-
formed in. With shifts in values and beliefs, the 
cultural context changes as well. New social con-
tacts or practices, an introduction of new technol-
ogies or a new material resource infl uence the cul-
tural background and the signifi cance of a certain 
resource. This illustrates that resources usually 
appear in combinations and do not stand alone. 
Hence, a resource is usually connected to other re-
sources (knowledge, objects, people etc.) that are 
needed for its distribution and the maintenance 
of its social role, resulting in several resources 
that act and react among each other within a Re-
sourceComplex. Individuals remain in the focus of 
the change of a resource as their actions in social 
relations infl uence the ResourceComplex. There-
fore, interactions within the social area between 
humans and animals, plants, ancestors for exam-
ple can be regarded as resources with an essential 
role for changes or the maintenance of certain 
practices, rules or production processes of a com-
munity (SFB 1070 ResourceCultures 2016, 17–19; 
Hardenberg et al. 2017, 14–16; for the complete 
defi nition of resources of SFB RESOURCECULTURES see 
chapter 1.1.1).

Immaterial resources can be certain social 
practices, beliefs and structures, the control of net-
works as well as the reference to and the mainte-
nance of places connected to the ancestors. It is no 
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accident that these intangible resources seem to 
fi nd their equivalent in the study area of Azután. 
Former studies already investigated ancestral ref-
erences or interactions within a communication 
network, although they were not specifi cally listed 
as ‘intangible resources’. In the present study, they 
will be reconsidered with the help of the newly 
introduced concept of intangible or immaterial re-
sources or goods.

It has to be stressed again that the interpreta-
tion is based on the material remains that some-
how were preserved over a timespan of 5000 
years or more. They are just a tiny percentage of 
the objects that were originally in use and our 
knowledge of them is highly biased by the materi-
al they are made of, their size, chemical conditions 
of their environment, excavation techniques and 
many more factors. In addition, our interpretation 
of these objects is again biased by the researcher’s 
knowledge and cultural background.

The dolmen of Azután was erected during 
the 5th mill. BC. A place continuity or reuse of the 
area can be assumed, as further back during the 
Early Neolithic times a dwelling was built at ex-
actly the same spot where centuries later the dol-
men was constructed. The main usage phases are 
the 5th and 4th mill. BC with a later reuse during 
the Bell Beaker period in the second half of the 
3rd mill BC. Another dolmen of a similar construc-
tion type and the same chronology has been con-
structed only few kilometres southwest of Azután 
in the municipality of La Estrella (chapter 3.3). 
Both dolmens consisted of a corridor and a cham-
ber of large granite blocks covered by a mound of 
earth. These so-called orthostates were decorated. 
The engravings and paintings of different colours 
could only be seen from the interior, for example 
when depositing another deceased and only by the 
people that were allowed to enter the burial mon-
ument (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a; 2016a). 
Evidence for a reuse of older stelae and menhirs 
can be found at the entrance of the dolmen of La 
Estrella and in the chamber of the dolmen of Na-
valcán (Bueno et al. 2017, 27), the latter at an ap-
prox. distance of 30km from Azután. Such a reuse 
can be assumed for Azután as well.

Although the burial practice of collective bur-
ials appears to be something rather egalitarian, 
neither was everyone allowed to enter the grave 

nor was each member of the community placed in 
a megalithic tomb after death. Often it seems as if 
a certain group of people (families?) was buried 
in certain megalithic monuments, as can be as-
sumed for the burials in the Valle de las Higuer-
as (chapter 2.3.3: Bueno et al.). Even within these 
collective burials of certain groups or communi-
ties, individual tendencies can often be observed. 
The trend towards individuality can be noticed 
since the construction of the fi rst megaliths. This 
is expressed by the segregation of a group – being 
deposited in a certain area of the chamber or sep-
arated by additional walls – as well as individual 
burial gifts that can sometimes be detected. This 
might have served to emphasise the importance 
of these individuals for the whole community. An-
cestral lineages were strengthened by collective 
meals and drinks. Taken together with prestige 
goods or individual burial gifts for certain mem-
bers of the burial group, infl uence and power of a 
certain group inside the community was stressed. 
The individual tendencies within the megalithic 
burials were not restricted to a certain gender nor 
to a certain age; children, adults as well as elderly 
persons, males and females could be object of such 
singular treatments in death. The social status and 
therefore the familiar organisation and the refer-
ence to ancestral lineages seem to have been more 
important than a person’s sex (Bueno et al. 2005a, 
77–79). This kind of continuity in individualis-
ation, which can be observed in megalithic burials 
from the 5th until the late 3rd mill. BC, is interpreted 
by Bueno and her colleagues as the use of ideolog-
ical resources in favour of more and more consol-
idated elites (Bueno et al. 2005b, 86; 2017, 31). To 
strengthen this immaterial resource of ideological 
power, the reference to the ancestors – including 
the reuse of older menhirs and stelae to maybe 
even prolong the ancestral lineage – might also 
have turned the burial mounds into sacred places. 
Through worshipping the deceased of one leading 
group or family, their authority and infl uence may 
have been further consolidated. Heritable power 
that was based on emphasising ancestral lineages 
to justify a social order also may have led to more 
social confl icts.

The visible burial mounds could have been 
a tool for the justifi cation of leadership through 
individualisation within a place of collective 



Ungraspable – Immaterial Resources 165

burial. A further segregation might have existed 
between people who were allowed to see the in-
terior space of the dolmen and those who were 
not allowed to enter. Additionally, the visible bur-
ial mound might have also served as a graphical 
and topographical marker. For example, it might 
have indicated a certain territory associated with 
a certain group of people or marked the safest 
and most convenient path through the plains and 
mountains of the Mesetas. These marked routes 
and paths belong to the immaterial resources of 
the study area and are looked at more closely in 
chapter 8.2 in conjunction with the organisation 
of the prehistoric landscape. Some of the most 
important settlement areas developed in areas of 
easy transit and important interconnection. The 
wide landscape in the west of the province of To-
ledo, where Azután is situated on the terraces of 
the Tagus, is such an area.

Another way to highlight collectivity but also 
a means of separating an inside from an outside 
space are the enclosures. The huge El Prado dou-
ble-ditched enclosure located on the southern 
bank of the Tagus River and the possible ditched 
enclosures of Los Viñones and Los Pedazos on the 
foothills of the Montes de Toledo in direct vicinity 
to the dolmen of Azután (chapter 5.3.2 and 5.3.3) 
were places that probably expressed this commu-
nal idea of collectivity. Besides the separation into 
an enclosed space and the outside area by deep 
ditches and maybe palisades, these enclosures 
must have been an expression of a massive com-
mon performance (building) as well, showing the 
power to gather a certain amount of people for the 
construction of a huge site like this. The substan-
tial number of pits – approx. 1180 only in the ge-
omagnetically investigated area – indicate a place 
that has been visited regularly through many dec-
ades and centuries. This is strengthened by the 
typology of the surface fi nds that cover various 
centuries as well as the 14C-dates obtained from 
the excavated pits (chapter 5.2.2 and 6.3.1). The 
building process of the enclosure and the process 
of digging the large number of pits that were used 
for various purposes during their operating life 
(storage, food preparation and waste pit) stress the 
signifi cance of collective tasks.

The enclosure is situated at a strategic posi-
tion along the Tagus, as the river is not easy to be 

crossed and the Prado enclosure seems to have 
included one of the rare fords. Feasts, common 
rituals gathering people as well as the strategic 
position within a communication network at a 
northsouth/eastwest-junction were probably used 
by the burial community of the dolmen (leader-
ship?) as resources to both demonstrate power 
and to celebrate feasts that could have served to 
ensure the support of the community. Further in-
tangible resources besides the orga nisation and 
social cohesion are both the transfer of knowl-
edge as well as the transfer of technologies. To be 
in possession of special knowledge, transfer may 
have taken place as well. Maybe such an exchange 
took place during the gatherings in the dou-
ble-ditched enclosure. Knowledge is power and 
being able to bundle knowledge by either having 
it or recruit and retain it in the form of special-
ists catering to the leading group – meaning it can 
be shared with or deprived from others – assured 
the superordinate level of one group. Knowledge 
on pottery production and composition, the detec-
tion and processing of ore or the breeding of do-
mesticated animals would be conceivable among 
others.

As mentioned in the chapter on the resources 
of the mountains (chapter 7.2), different types of 
stone as well as copper ores that could have been 
exploited are present in the hinterland. In two 
places those resources seemed to have been pro-
tected by walled enclosures (El Castrejón and La 
Cabeza del Conde). Besides protecting the resource 
of metal ore, those sites might have served as terri-
torial markers, similar to the dolmen as well as the 
ditched enclosure of El Prado (fi g. 92). This is an-
other immaterial aspect that completes the image 
of the perfect position of the sites of Azután: fertile 
land in the valley, ores in the hinterland, an east-
west corridor, a ford across the Tagus (northsouth 
corridor). Chapters 7.4 and 8 will further focus on 
the territorial markers and a system of exploita-
tion of the landscape.

Up to now, the investigations in the micro 
region already hint to a certain organisation 
of society. The possibility to gather and hold a 
certain amount of people as well as surplus pro-
duction and a system of leadership supposed 
to maintain the social organisation, which may 
have been based on families or related groups 
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that trace back their importance by the empha-
sis of and the reference to the ancestral roots in 
the region. Megaliths, ditched enclosures and 
fortified settlements are the three visible ele-
ments of this system of social cohesion, using 
certain burials as means for the constitution 
of political power ( Bueno et al. 2005b; 2017; 
chapter 2.3.3).

7.4 All the Small Things – The Economic Base 

of Society

It has been suggested several times in this the-
sis that different ResourceComplexes and not 
only one ResourceComplex (for the defi nition of 
Resource Complex see chapter 1.1.2) – or econom-
ic base of society – contributed to the favourable 

Fig. 92. The map shows both some of the material resources mentioned in chapter 7.1 and 7.2 as well as imma-
terial resources such as dolmen and enclosures marking the way to the perfectly positioned Prado enclosure 
down by the river.
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location of the micro region selected for this 
study (chapter 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 4.2). Agropastoralism, 
accompanied by a spread of the dehesa system, 
the exploitation of forestal and aquatic resourc-
es, suggest the mixed system of farming and cat-
tle breeding connected with the use of seasonally 
available wild products (such as berries, honey, 
undomesticated animals). Besides this interaction 
of different subsistence strategies, another rele-
vant factor was the integration into a communica-
tion network by the positioning along an east-west 
corridor and at a strategic position along the Ta-
gus middle basin. A closer look at these statements 
will be provided now and in the following chapter.
The Tagus River and its middle basin certainly 
can be regarded as one of the most signifi cant re-
sources in the study area, not only because it is a 
source of fresh water but also because of the ex-
cellent central position on the Iberian Peninsula, 
which has been emphasised by Bueno and her col-
leagues (e. g. Bueno et al. 2005a; 2010; 2016a). As 
mentioned before, the study area along the Tagus 
middle basin forms a natural corridor connecting 
the east and the west. North and south of the river, 
the landscape of the southern Meseta is framed by 
mountain ranges which can be crossed via pass-
es. In combination with old drove-ways (cañadas) 
they facilitate the connection to other rivers: the 
Guadiana in the south and the Duero in the north. 
This kind of contact has certainly already been 
possible in prehistoric times. Obviously, the cen-
tral position of the Tagus that connected hetero-
geneous areas made it an important intersection 
(Bueno et al. 2010, 154).

Quite a few studies have dealt with the rela-
tion between cañadas and megalithic sites and 
revealed close spatial connections between the 
old drove-ways and the Neolithic and Chalcolith-
ic sites. Therefore, it can be supposed that these 
transhumance tracks were established and in use 
long before the foundation of the mesta by the end 
of the 13th cent. AD. The close connection of mega-
liths and other sites to the path network indicates 
a far older use of these ways that reaches back 
in times of the prehistoric communities (Galán/
Martín 2009; Murrieta-Flores 2012).

Megalithic burials as well as stelae have been 
said to have served as visible markers for the 

easiest ways; the course of the subsequent caña-
das reales. These visible monuments might not 
only have marked the routes of the Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic communities but also guided people 
of this study area on their everyday ways. Hence, 
they may have been omnipresent in their minds 
as well (Bueno et al. 2015, 62–64). The assumption 
of megaliths acting as visual markers for certain 
routes across the Iberian Peninsula was investi-
gated and considered as conclusive for several 
areas along the Tagus (for more detailed informa-
tion see Bueno et al. 2004; 2010; 2015; 2017). This 
is also the case for the research area of this case 
study (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a). The two 
megalithic burials of La Estrella and Azután were 
already mentioned in that context. They are situ-
ated along a drove-way known as cañada real le-
onesa oriental. It leads from Ávila on the northern 
Meseta across the Tagus in the valley of Azután to 
Puerto the San Vicente in the south. It is not only 
connecting the northern and the southern Meseta 
through the passage across the Gredos Mountains 
but also allows the connection of the Tagus basin 
with the river basins of the Duero in the north and 
the Guadiana in the south. The argument for the 
relevance of the communication route and the sig-
nifi cance of the archaeological landscape in the 
surroundings of Azután is strengthened as well 
by the location of the walled enclosure of El Cas-
trejón in the municipality of Aldeanueva de San 
Bartolomé and the latest discoveries of the ditched 
enclosures on the southern bank of the Tagus and 
on the foothills of the Montes de Toledo. The Tagus 
is a perennial river and as such often cuts its way 
canyon-like into the ground. This is especially im-
pressive in Toledo (city) but is also the case from El 
Puente del Arzobispo to the west, which makes the 
river diffi  cult to cross. Natural fords are rare. As 
a matter of fact, the location of the double- ditched 
enclosure adds another advantage to the micro re-
gion of Azután; it is situated at one of the rare nat-
ural crossings. The huge enclosure El Prado may 
even have surrounded the passage and served to 
control and protect the favourable place.

Fertile soil along the terraces of the Tagus mid-
dle basin not only facilitated animal husbandry 
and offered enough pasture to feed the cattle but 
also analyses on archaeological material deriving 
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from the sites of Azután (dolmen and El Prado) 
as well as in the north of the province (Huecas) 
support the cultivation of cereals in the surround-
ings ( Bueno et al. 2005a; 2005c; 2009; 2010; chap-
ter 6.3.2). The study of the archaeological record 
of the dolmen of Azután proves the use of wheat 
since the 5th mill. BC. This strengthens the assump-
tion that wheat had been cultivated right from 
the beginning of agriculture on the Iberian Pen-
insula. Evidence for wheat agriculture around 
the middle of the 5th mill. BC and even before can 
be found both on the southern and the northern 
 Meseta. The site of La Atalaya (Muñopepe, Ávila) 
on the northern Meseta (Guerra et al. 2012; 2015) 
provided dates of the 5th mill. BC as well. Even 
older proof for the cultivation of wheat was doc-
umented on the southern Meseta in the site of Los 
Barruecos (Malpartida de Cáceres, Cáceres), which 
dates back to the late 6th mill. BC (Cerrillo 2005). 
Previously the assumption was to negate early 
wheat farming in Central Iberia, claiming it slowly 
diffused from the Mediterranean regions into the 
centre. Studies of the last two decades found more 
and more evidence to contradict this traditional 
diffusionist view. Apparently, agriculture and for-
estry played an important role from the beginning 
of the Neolithic onwards. Besides the use of the 
forest for hunting wild animals, collecting herbs 
and berries as well as honey, a mixed system – the 
dehesa – was established that allowed the use of 
the spaces between the predominant oak trees and 
beneath the canopy as cereal fi elds or pasture for 
the domesticated animal. While acorns served as 
an additional food source for pigs, there is enough 
evidence all over the Neolithic of the Iberian Pen-
insula that they played a role in human nutrition, 
too. This is reflected among others also in the 
sites of Azután and Castillejo, where acorns were 
ground into fl our and, mixed with other food, con-
sumed as some kind of porridge (Bueno et al. 2002; 
2010, 157 f.).

Analyses of phytoliths as well as of residues 
in pottery allow insights into the range of con-
sumed products and offer hints on vegetation of 
the prehistoric landscape. They are supported by 
palynological data that reveal a more holistic im-
age of the environment, too. Palynological samples 
deriving from the dolmen of Azután and the bur-
ials of Huecas give indications for the clearance 

of the landscape as well as expanding agriculture 
(chapter 2.3.2 and 2.3.3). Both cereal (Cerealia) pol-
len and the spurs of coprophilic funguses point to 
the availability of grassland for cattle feeding and 
breeding and enough open spaces for the culti-
vation of wheat (López et al. 2009, 95–97). These 
analyses show clear evidence of deforestation dur-
ing the time between 4000 and 2500 BC. A once 
dense holm oak (Quercus ilex) forest cover trans-
formed into a landscape described as dehesa-like. 
Not more than approx. 15% of all vegetation is 
represented by holm oaks; a signifi cant reduction 
of this tree species. They are, together with juni-
per, still the dominant type of tree (López et al. 
2009, 94 f.). The number of juniper and oak pollen 
as well as the presence of acorns in archaeologi-
cal contexts illustrates the beginning of the dehesa 
economy (Bueno et al. 2005b, 84–86; 2005c, 86–88). 
In addition to the evidence for cereals by several 
methods of analysis and the presence of domesti-
cated animals, the increase of pollen of shrubs and 
bushes points to a rather sedentary farming and 
cattle-breeding economy, as does the dehesa land-
scape (Liesau 2009; López et al. 2009, 96 f.; Bueno 
et al. 2009, 54 f.; López/López 2000; Schmitt 2017). 
A land use in the form of farming, cattle breeding 
and forestry forms the most decisive Resource-
Complex of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods. 
Thus, the combination of communication, mobility 
and connectivity integrated Azután with the pre-
historic communities of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC.

New analyses of phytoliths from the excava-
tion of 2015 confi rmed the results concerning the 
cultivation of cereals mentioned above. Because 
of the soil conditions, unfortunately no pollen sur-
vived in the samples taken from three of the pits 
and the inner ditch (chapter 6.3.4; arenaceous con-
ditions ground the pollen over the millennia). The 
most significant ResourceComplexes (economic 
bases) around the turn of the 4th to the 3rd mill. BC 
seem to have been the control of the communi-
cation network as well as agropastoralism. This 
included resources such as the system of paths, 
the river, visual markers, fertile soil, the ability 
to gather people as well as the connection to the 
ancestors and the perpetuation of certain social 
structures. The organisation of the landscape will 
be closely considered in the following chapter, 
starting with the theory on central places.
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8 Organising the Landscape

One of the fi nal points that will be considered in 
this study is the integration of the micro region of 
Azután in the general landscape with a special fo-
cus on central places, intersections and gateways. 
After having discussed the favourable position of 
the Prado enclosure as well as the resources of 
the Tagus valley and the mountainous hinterland, 
the focus will be on the attempt to reconstruct the 
organisation among the different types of sites in 
the prehistoric landscape. As far as possible, an 
interpretation of the purpose of the large dou-
ble-ditched enclosure in the valley will be given. 
Regarding the small size of the excavated area and 
the limited knowledge concerning the huge site, 
the interpretation cannot go beyond initial con-
siderations. Further archaeological research com-
bined with detailed scientific studies as well as 
geophysical investigation will be necessary to fi nd 
out more about the purpose of El Prado and its 
surroundings. Before discussing the structure and 
organisation of the Early Chalcolithic landscape 
of the research area or the function of El Prado a 
short explanation of the theory of central places 
and gateways will be given.

8.1 In and Out – Theory of Central Places and 

Gateways

Investigating territories and central places means 
investigating the relations between human and 
environment also (Ullmann 1980, 13) and there-
fore is a key issue when investigating resources. 
Thus, an understanding of the theory of central 
places is necessary. W. Christaller developed the 
original central place theory in 1933 to understand 
the basic principles that determine the distribu-
tion and the size as well as the number of cities. 
His theory defi nes the purpose of being a centre of 
a certain area as the most important function for 
a city (Christaller 1968, 23). Being a central place 
increases the meaning of a city as it is supposed to 
provide the area it dominates with goods (materi-
al resources) and services (immaterial resources, 
e. g. administration or cultural events). Centrality 

thereby is the degree to measure the infl uence of 
a place and how it can provide its complementary 
region with goods and services (Christaller 1968, 
27–30). Centrality is not only given by the supply 
with commodities but requires a production of 
surplus in relation to the demographic density 
of the catchment area (Knitter 2013, 7 f.; see also 
 Nakoinz 2012, 217).

According to Christaller, neither the distri-
bution, nor the amount or the size of settlements 
can be understood if only regarding the natural 
location and conditions. Additionally, it would be 
feasible to deduce the principles, which lead to a 
certain organisation of places, only through statis-
tics or historical studies (Christaller 1968, 13). As 
Christaller considered an economic- geographical 
theory with a deductive approach as a potential 
answer to the organisation of places, he devel-
oped an economic, spatial- equilibrium theory. 
Through this theory an ideal pattern of settlement 
will result that is based on the competition for 
space (Christaller 1968, 13–16; Pacione 2009, 125). 
However, Christaller’s model assumes the world 
to be an unlimited, uniform plain, without obsta-
cles and with the same settlement conditions in 
each place. This leads to cost and distance being 
in proportion to each other. He assumes the pop-
ulation to be equally distributed as well as even-
ly constituted in their income and supposed to 
have the same demands. The central place has 
the purpose to provide goods and services for 
the associated sites and places of its surround-
ings. Human beings are exclusively thought of 
as economically acting persons (Homo economi-
cus), following the logic that as consumers they 
always chose the closest supplier to minimise the 
distance, while the supplier aims to maximise 
the profi t. Besides that, the suppliers do not only 
want to maximise their profi ts but also their clien-
tele by locating as far away as possible from the 
next supplier to ensure that the consumer visits 
the closest centre (Knitter 2013, 7 f.). It is all about 
maximising on the suppliers’ side and minimis-
ing the temporal and spatial expenditures on the 
consumers’ side.
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The original central place theory only refers to 
formal economic criteria. Therefore, changes for 
prehistoric studies have been made. Regarding 
Christaller’s principles of settlement distribution 
(trade, market and administration), studies sug-
gest that neither in a contemporary nor an archae-
ological context one distinct principle is present; 
it is usually a complex combination of these three 
principles (e. g. Bernbeck 1997, 171).

The basic points of critique of Christaller’s the-
ory are
  – that it cannot be applied to each type of 

settlement;
  – that it massively simplifi es human behaviour 

especially because it is determined by the eco-
nomical component;

  – that it is static;
  – that it does not include political decisions.

For settlements under external infl uences, models 
integrating supra-regional connections or net-
works are needed (Crumley 1979, 152; Knitter 2013, 
10–12). D. Denecke simplifi ed the concept of cent-
ral functions that defi ne a place of high importance 
and made it applicable to historical periods (Den-
ecke 1973, 51). It was E. Gringmuth-Dallmer who 
adapted the concept of central functions for studies 
dealing with prehistoric times up until the Middle 
Ages (Gringmuth-Dallmer 1996). According to his 
concept, the functions characterising a central pla-
ce are security and administration, trade and reli-
gion as well as craft and industry. He assumes that 
the more functions are present at a settlement, the 
more complex and multi-layered it is. This would 
make central functions a tool to measure centrality, 
allowing a reconstruction of settlement hierarchies 
(Gringmuth-Dallmer 1996, 8; Knitter 2013 10–12). 
If a place fulfi ls more of the stated functions than 
another it would be higher ranked in the hierar-
chy and perform more relevant services for the 
community. Eventually, O. Nakoinz linked the func-
tions defi ned by Gringmuth-Dallmer to the original 
central place theory of Christaller. Regarding the 
central place theory, Nakoinz describes it as a the-
ory that is supposed to have the aim to outline the 
spatial organisation of interaction between several 
places. This is why the defi nition of Nakoinz focu-
ses on the latter, the interactions. D. Knitter sum-
marised the key statement of Nakoinz’s adaption 
as follows: ‘Centrality is the relative concentration 

of interaction’ (Knitter 2013, 12). Christaller’s term 
of centrality is generalised by this defi nition, which 
allows the integration and the investigation of hu-
man actions of any type, be it of economic, spatial 
or social kind or the contrary (Nakoinz 2012; 2019; 
Knitter 2013, 10–12).

The central place theory describs the process-
es related to a settlement’s external relations that 
are taking place on a local scale (Taylor et al. 2010, 
2811). The regional and supra-regional relations 
should be covered as well. Therefore, another con-
cept must be considered: the concept of gateway 
cities or sites. Such a gateway site is supposed to 
develop at marginal areas of production regions. 
The purpose of a gateway is the control and the 
facilitation of connection and contact between 
the so-called outside world and the central place 
it is related to (Burghardt 1971, 269). Gateways 
are forming the focal points at the integration of 
their supplier region and surroundings in a larg-
er economic context (McKenzie 1967, 4). General-
ly speaking, gateway sites emerge at a number of 
location and due to different initial situations de-
fi ned by A. F. Burghardt (1971, 270) and K. G. Hirth 
(1978, 37). They develop
  – at intersections between regions of different 

production directions;
  – along zones of different economic character;
  – along natural corridors of communication;
  – at critical passages that are located between 

highly productive or densely populated areas;
  – at locations with a strong demand for limited 

resources;
  – at the interface between zones of different 

socio-political or technological complexity or 
with differing religious believes.

A gateway has the tendency to be situated between 
different regions. While the gateway is operating 
on the supra-regional trading scale, a central place 
is located within a region in the production centre 
and has local connections. According to this, gate-
way places are defi ned by long-distance connec-
tions. While central places are situated in the cen-
tre of an area and focussed on the interconnection 
with its tributary places, the gateway is located 
at or close to the border of its tributary area with 
the function to handle the supra-regional contact 
(Burghardt 1971, 269 f.; Nakoinz 2013; Knitter 
2013, 13 f.). Regarding both function and location 
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of each type of place the supply area is supposed 
to be shaped differently. A central place has a com-
pact supply area (squared, circular or hexagonal), 
while a gateway place apparently has an elongat-
ed, fan-shaped supply area (Burghardt, 1971, 270). 
Burghardt explains it best when he describes it in 
a very picturesque way: ‘[…] one may envisage the 
central place as the centre of a bowl, the gateway 
as a funnel or spout.’

The development of those theories and their 
application – especially of the theory of central 
places – on studies dealing with archaeological 
sites all over Europe and in other regions as well 
has been very infl uential during the last years and 
decades to get an idea about the prehistoric distri-
bution of sites and how ancient communities used 
the landscape (e. g. García et al. 2013; Müller et al. 
2019; Papantoniou/Vionis 2019). Here is not the 
place to discuss these studies in extenso, it should 
be kept in mind that in the case of the Iberian Pen-
insula the sites defined as central places in the 
1980s and 1990s (e. g. Nocete 1989; Morán/Parreira 
2003; Hurtado 1995) must be reconsidered with to-
day’s knowledge of the settlement areas. Detailed 
large-scale studies in the environs of supposed 
central places signifi cantly increased the number 
of known small sites as well as such of several 
hectares’ sizes (e. g. López 2016; Valera/do Pereiro 
2013; Valera 2023).

The detection of the double-ditched enclosure 
El Prado as well as the mapping of the unpub-
lished and potentially late prehistoric sites of the 
province of Toledo (chapter 5 and 6) also changed 
our knowledge on several settlement areas. The 
‘deserted’ interior turns out to be neither sparsely 
settled nor lacking large-scale enclosures.

With this short explanation of central places 
and the introduction of gateway places as a back-
ground the following part approaches the meaning 
of Azután and focusses on the reconstruction of the 
micro region during the Copper Age. What can be 
said about the organisation of the landscape and 
the interconnection of the sites, and could Azután 
have been integrated in the communication net-
work of the Early Chalcolithic? Depending on the 
purpose and function of the sites and especially the 
huge enclosure El Prado, areas of potential confl ict 
or peer group pressure may have resulted as well 
from the separation of certain areas.

8.2 Ruled by Secrecy – The Purpose of the 

Prado-Enclosure

What kind of site were the Prado enclosure and 
its surrounding area? Did they possess redistribu-
tional and connecting functions that would defi ne 
them as a gateway or was it a central place of ag-
glomeration? Other possibilities are that it might 
have served as a gathering point for social activi-
ties or had religious meaning for the community.

To shed some light on these questions and con-
siderations, some points need to be clarifi ed fi rst. 
A crucial factor is the environment (climate, veg-
etation, topography and the available resources). 
Environmental characteristics are an important 
factor in human spatial organisations. Besides the 
environmental conditions, the chronological situ-
ation between the sites in the micro-region has to 
be examined. Theories about the organisation of 
sites and their surrounding landscape strongly de-
pend on whether sites were contemporaneous or 
not. The size of a site and its location must be con-
sidered, but also human choice and ritual reasons 
played a part in the selection of a certain area. The 
idea – stated in a similar manner by Bueno (1991; 
Bueno et al. 2004; 2005a) for the southern Meseta 
on several occasions – is that burials, ways of com-
munication as well as enclosures or settlements 
marked certain territories and were an expres-
sion of social structures. Based on the previous 
research of Bueno and including the new inves-
tigations undertaken in the study area of Azután 
and the surroundings of the dolmen this idea will 
be reapproached. The question to what amount 
the resulting assumptions can be applied to other 
parts of the southern Meseta can be of interest for 
future studies as well.

The geomorphological situation (chapter 4.1), 
the results of the palynological studies (chap-
ter 4.2) and the work in the archives as well as the 
archaeological fi eldwork (chapter 5 and 6) have 
already given an impression of the high prehis-
toric potential that can be expected in the next 
years, given that further projects will investigate 
in the micro region of Azután and other areas of 
the province of Toledo. Additional geomorpholog-
ical studies undertaken in other parts along the 
Tagus River (e. g. Wolf/Faust 2015) can contrib-
ute to further approximation to the prehistoric 
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environment. Obviously, the surroundings of the 
modern town of Azután provide a favourable situ-
ation: In comparison to its southern hinterland the 
location on the fertile terraces of the Tagus River 
offers abundant clay sources and ideal farm- and 
pastureland. Granite and quartzite deposits can be 
found in the direct vicinity. The latter were used 
for the construction of megalithic monuments, 
grinding stones and other tools. Cooper ores were 
available and probably extracted by surface min-
ing in prehistoric times in the mountains not far 
away (Montero et al. 1990; Barroso et al. 2003; 
chapter 7.2). All these factors along with the pre-
sumably dehesa-like landscape (amongst others 

López et al. 2009, see chapter 2.3.2 and 4.2), reveal 
that the settlement conditions for the people 5000 
years ago have certainly been very appealing.

A study about the location of megaliths in re-
lation to fords across the Tagus carried out by 
E. Galán and A. M. Martín (2009) pointed out an 
additional favourable settlement condition for 
 Azután. As mentioned, the Tagus is a perennial 
river, which cuts canyon-like into the landscape 
often. This, for instance, is the case at the old city 
centre of Toledo and behind El Puente del Arzobis-
po in western direction. In prehistoric times riv-
ers like this not only served as a communication 
route but may have divided regions and served as 

Fig. 93. Galán and Martín combined the known megaliths, fords as well as mountain passes in a map. Often 
passes and fords correlate with the location of megaliths. The ford of Azután is indicated by the letter N (modi-
fi ed after Galán/Martín 2009, 197, fi g. 1).
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borders also, whenever they were impossible or 
diffi  cult to cross. As Galán and Martín illustrate in 
one of their fi gures (fi g. 93) one of the rare fords 
across the Tagus was located close to Azután (N). 
The next ford is more than 20km away (Talavera la 
Vieja (O)). In their study about the location of meg-
alithic monuments, the authors draw a persuasive 
connection between megalithic monuments, riv-
er passages and mountain passes (Galán/Martín 
2009, 199–202). They point out that besides the 
practical or ritual use of megaliths (burial grounds 
or carriers of messages) the burial mounds or ste-
lae also served as territorial or path markings.

Another study in western Andalucía investi-
gated Copper and Bronze Age sites with the aim 
to reveal the main routes used during these peri-
ods. The focus was on the connection between all 
known sites and the possible human movement in 
a defi ned study area. By using computational tech-
niques natural corridors and possible main routes 
were defi ned and analysed by P. Murrieta-Flores 
(2012, 108–113).

Both studies intend to strengthen and empha-
sise the link between routes and site location but 
do not refer to the local conditions of the sites. It 
remains unclear whether the sites are situated 
where they are due to the routes and the connec-
tion to the communication network or due to oth-
er favourable settlement conditions. In the case 
of the study area around Azután both aspects 
are combined: a favourable situation for agricul-
ture on fertile ground and abundant resources to 
settle as well as the ford across the Tagus, which 
suggests the location of the Prado enclosure along-
side a well-used route. Including the locations of 
the dolmen of Azután as well as the other three 
megalithic burial mounds of Toledo (La Estrella, 
Navalcán, La Cumbre), the theory of settlements 
and megalithic monuments marking territories 
and ways of communication is strengthened (see 
Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a). These  megalithic 
burials are located alongside the cañadas reales; 
the traditional drove-ways of Spain (transhumant 
routes). In historic times, they were mainly used 
by herdsmen of fl ocks of sheep and goat herds to 
drive the animals from the winter pastures to the 
summer pastures and in reverse, selling their meat 
and fur on the way (Zöbl 1982, 6–14, chapter 2.3.1). 
It is not yet satisfactorily probed whether those 

routes go back to prehistoric times, although the 
project reinforced the theory with the detection of 
the huge enclosure on the terraces of the Tagus as 
well as the fi eldwork in the valley and the moun-
tains. Hence it cannot be denied that Azután and 
the 13km distant dolmen of La Estrella are situat-
ed alongside the cañada real leonesa oriental from 
Puerto de San Vicente to Ávila just as the dolmens 
of Navalcán and La Cumbre – a distance of 30km 
from Azután – are located alongside the cañada 
real leonesa occidental (fi g. 94). The routes mapped 
below are only a depiction of the most frequented 
routes through the province of Toledo or to cer-
tain places in the province. Further routes exist 
in the ‘Red Nacional de Vías Pecuarias’ (National 
Network of drove-ways) provided by the Spanish 
government and these often interconnect both the 
cañadas reales as well as other drove-ways. Be-
sides the striking location of the dolmen as well 
as the ditched enclosures and El Castrejón along 
the old drove-ways, most of the sites agglomerate 
in the vicinity of the river systems of the province. 
Although rivers can sometimes be diffi  cult to cross 
they often belong to the least cost ways, because 
the wide valleys allow easier movement.

Further fi eldwork in this area at the western 
edge of the province of Toledo, where the val-
ley widens in the direction of the Extremadura, 
might show that Late Neolithic and Early Chal-
colithic activities in the area were not restricted 
to the burial of the deceased but also included 
settlement activities, gatherings and more. This 
part of the southern Meseta is a region con-
necting different landscapes (e. g. wide fertile 
valleys, mountainous hinterland). As El Prado 
is the only large ditched enclosure known from 
the centre of the Iberian Peninsula it might be 
interpreted as the connecting point between dif-
ferent socio-cultural regions defi ned by the size 
and layout of their enclosures. Palynological and 
archaeobotanical studies confi rmed the practice 
of agriculture in a dehesa-like landscape. Sheep 
and goats were more important for the economy 
then pigs and cattle (chapter 6.2) which points to 
a society based on agropastoralism. Fertile soil, 
abundant copper and gold resources as well as 
clay, stone and silex sources formed the basis for 
settlement. Megalithic burials equivalent to buri-
als known from the Extremadura and enclosures 
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similar to sites known from the Alentejo indicate 
supra-regional contact.

Considering the factors that defi ne a site as a 
central place or a gateway, Azután fulfi ls more re-
quirements for a gateway than a central place. The 
area
  – is situated at the intersections between differ-

ent regions of production;
  – is located along natural communication 

corridors;
  – seems to have long distance connections;
  – is situated at a critical passage that also serves 

as a contact point.
The dolmen and the enclosures are probably con-
nected to each other due to their proximity and 
in the case of El Prado this is even more likely 
because of overlapping 14C dates. The Anguilucha 
Brook fl owing between the areas of the dolmen 
and the small enclosures and El Prado may have 

divided the landscape into an area of the living 
and an area of the dead. Each of the dolmen in the 
west of the province of Toledo is situated along the 
cañadas. In addition to the original purpose as a 
burial they probably functioned as visual markers 
also as already supposed by Bueno and her col-
leagues. The megalithic burial mounds appear in 
the valley, in the case of Azután at the foothills and 
in the hills, marking the way through the hills into 
the valley.

8.3 Where the River Flows – Structuring the 

Landscape of Azután

When trying to structure a prehistoric landscape, 
the absolute dates of the sites must be considered, 
as contemporaneity is a crucial criterion for an 
interpretation and interaction of the sites in the 

Fig. 94. The six cañadas reales that lead through the province of Toledo in connection with all the sites men-
tioned in chapter 5.1.2 and 5.2.2. The locations of the four megalithic burial mounds in the west of the province 
of Toledo as well as El Prado are marked in red (map based on the modifi ed MDT200-TOLEDO © Instituto Geo-
gráfi co Nacional and other information provided by the Spanish government institutions; traditional ways 
digitalised after the Red Nacional de Vías Pecuarias).
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micro region. A closer look at the chronological 
depth of the sites in regard to a possible simulta-
neity in absolute dates is possible for the dolmen 
of Azután and the Prado enclosure. Relative dates 
deriving from the excavation of the dolmen of La 
Estrella and the survey material are considered as 
well when trying to structure the Early Chalcolith-
ic landscape of Azután.

As mentioned, the megalithic burial mound 
of Azután comprises several utilisation phases 
(amongst others, chapter 2.2 and 3.3). Beneath 
the mound, a Neolithic settlement phase has been 
identifi ed by the dwelling foundation below the 
dolmen. It was dated to the end of the 5th mill. BC 
(4230–3973 calBC). 14C-dates taken from the meg-
alithic burial itself date the construction of the 
monument of Azután to the end of the 5th mill. and 
the fi rst half of the 4th mill. BC (4039–3657 calBC; 
Bueno et al. 2016, 162). Based on these dates and 
the fi nds, it can be assumed that the main usage 
phase of the dolmen has been the 4th mill. BC, with 
a subsequent use during the Bell Beaker period in 
the second half of the 3rd mill. (Bueno et al. 2005a, 
117–131).

The structures excavated in the interior of the 
double-ditched enclosure El Prado and the dates 
deriving from the excavation of a small part of 
its interior ditch confi rmed the relative chronolo-
gy based on the surface fi nds and revealed a long 
chronology and place continuity on the terraces of 
the Tagus River. Although the 14C-dates cover nei-
ther exactly the main utilisation phase of the dol-
men of the fi rst half of the 4th mill. BC nor the later 
Bell Beaker phase, surface finds indicate settle-
ment activities during this time. All 14C-dates from 
the enclosure either date back to before the main 
phase of the dolmen or very close to its end. As no 
14C-results from the exact base of the ditch exists, 
its prehistoric excavation might have taken place 
much earlier than its backfi lling. The results of the 
radiocarbon dating stated in chapter 6.3.1 will be 
briefl y summarised again. A ‘messed up’ situation 
resulted after the analysis of two charcoal samples 
from the base and the approximate centre of pit 
SW and an additional thermoluminescence (TL) 
sample. The base-sample dates to the last quar-
ter of the 13th mill. BC, the sample from the cen-
tre dates to the second half of the 4th mill. BC and 
the TL-sample dates to the 1st mill. BC. In other 

words, inside the structure there is evidence for 
late upper Palaeolithic, Early Chalcolithic as well 
as probably Early Iron Age activities (for an in-
terpretation attempt see chapter 6.3.1). One sam-
ple from pit W dates back to the end of the 6th 
and the early 5th mill. BC, another one to the turn 
of the 4th to the 3rd mill. BC. All three radiocarbon 
dates from pit E date the structure to the turn of 
the 4th to the 3rd mill. BC as well. The inner ditch 
itself seems to have been excavated during the 
second half of the 4th mill. BC (Early Chalcolithic) 
and pit CS, which has been dug into the backfi ll 
of the ditch, provides an excellent terminus ante 
quem for the backfi ll, as the ditch must have been 
completely backfi lled before the pit could be exca-
vated in its fi lling. It dates to the turn of the 4th to 
the 3rd mill. BC (just like pits E and W). Thus, the 
enclosure so far dates to the second half of the 
4th mill. BC and, hitherto, the investigated part of 
the agglomeration of anomalies in its interior – the 
pit field – shows both earlier and later dates as 
well as pits concurrently existing with the not yet 
backfi lled ditch.

Because of the huge size of the Prado enclo-
sure (50ha or maybe even 100ha) and the limited 
size of the excavation trenches in 2015, there ex-
ists a possibility that part of the ditched enclosure 
has been dug during an earlier or later time of 
the Iberian Late Prehistory than the investigated 
section revealed. Based on the currently known 
chronological situation, the main use of the dol-
men seems to have slowly come to an end with the 
monument still being a visible marker in the land-
scape while the building activities on the south-
ern bank of the Tagus were in full progress. The 
diverging chronology of the pits illustrates that the 
area was regularly frequented throughout centu-
ries and even millennia (tab. 13).

The other potential enclosures Los Pedazos 
and Los Viñones in the immediate surroundings 
of the dolmen have not been verified as enclo-
sures yet. They are located approx. 1km south-
west of El Prado. In the case of Los Viñones, the 
structures visible in the aerial images as well as 
the geomagnetic measurements did not give con-
clusive evidence for the existence of an enclosure. 
The structures could also describe old courses 
of the Anguilucha Brook. The collected surface 
fi nds of both areas, Pedazos and Viñones, indicate 
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Neolithic and Chalcolithic activities in these areas 
(fi g. 95).

The dolmen of La Estrella is located further 
uphill in the Montes de Toledo to the west of the 
modern town of La Estrella and in northwestern 
direction of Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé. Un-
fortunately, no 14C-dates exist for this megalithic 
burial mound. But, as mentioned in chapter 3.3, 
the construction is of the same type as the dolmen 
of Azután, with a round chamber and an elongat-
ed corridor. This type is a common construction 
type at the end of the 5th and in the fi rst half of the 
4th mill. BC. Typological comparisons of the objects 
found during the excavation of this dolmen lead to 
the assumption that both megalithic monuments, 
the one in the mountains and the one in the foot-
hills of the mountains, shared the same main 
phase of utilisation.

Lastly, a short note on the walled enclosures 
of the study area: El Castrejón and La Cabeza 

del Conde. El Castrejón (chapter 5.2.2), situat-
ed on the eponymous hill in the southwest of 
 Aldeanueva de San Bartolomé, is nowadays bare-
ly covered with soil. The fi nds were mainly lying 
on the bare rock. It can be assumed that the pot-
tery eroded to the surface, which would explain 
its bad preservation and the abraded edges. The 
survey material mainly consists of pottery. It al-
lowed a dating of the fi rst phase of occupation 
to the Chalcolithic period. The enclosing stone 
wall supposedly belongs to this phase as well. 
Three stone walls are still visible: One encloses 
the plateau; another is connected to this wall and 
encloses the middle terrace south of the plateau 
and a third is situated on the lower terrace be-
low. The survey material found in 2014 was so 
badly preserved that it was only possible to de-
termine it as prehistoric. Finds of the survey ac-
tivities in the 1980s made it possible to defi ne a 
Chalcolithic occupation phase.

Laboratory 
code Structure Dated material Uncalibrated date Calibrated date, 2 σ

CNA3851.1.1 Prado ditch Charcoal: 80cm above 
the bottom of the ditch 4560±31 BP 3487–3105 calBC

CNA3853.1.1 Prado pit E Faunal bone (humerus): 
top of the structure 4381±30 BP 3090–2914 calBC

CNA3856.1.1 Prado pit E 1st phalange (ovicapri-
dae): top of the structure 4392±31 BP 3090–2914 calBC

CNA3857.1.1 Prado pit E Femur (ovicapridae): 
middle of the structure 4421±30 BP 3094–2917 calBC

MAMS-29785 Prado pit SW Charcoal: middle approx. 
30cm depth 4588±23 BP 3494–3137 calBC

CNA4285.1.1 Prado pit W Faunal bone (ulna): mid-
dle of the structure 4390±31 BP 3092–2917 calBC

CNA4286.1.1 Prado ditch Bone fragments (fauna): 
ca. 1m above the base 4517±32 BP 3356–3262 calBC

MAMS-30825 Prado pit CS Charcoal: upper part of 
the structure 4324±24 BP 3011–2894 calBC

Ly-4500 Azután chamber Bone 4590±90 BP 3631–3016 calBC

Ly-4578 Azután chamber Bone 5750±130 BP 4904–4345 calBC

UGRA-288 Azután chamber Bone 5060±90 BP 4039–3657 calBC

Beta-145277 Azután chamber Bone 4620±40 BP 3520–3138 calBC

Tab. 13. Comparison of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC 14C-dates of the excavation at El Prado (chapter 6.3.1) and the 
results of the dolmen of Azután (Bueno 1991; Bueno et al. 2005a; 2005b) shows the close chronological connec-
tion of the sites. Calibrated with IntCal 13.



Where the River Flows – Structuring the Landscape of Azután 177

Fig. 95. View from the Sierra Ancha in the Tagus valley. The arrows indicate the location of Los Pedazos, the 
dolmen, Los Viñones and El Prado (above, from left to right). Illustration of the distances between the four 
sites. The DEM underlines the location of the dolmen and Los Pedazos on the foothills of the Montes de Toledo 
as well as Los Viñones and El Prado in the valley of the Tagus River (below).
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The walled enclosure of Cabeza del Conde is 
named for the hill it is situated on. It is part of the 
Sierra de La Estrella and its position clearly dom-
inates the valley of the Uso River. On the plateau, 
a natural defence of large granite rocks already 
existed that only had to be complemented by ad-
ditional stone walls made of small and middle size 
stones to enclose the plateau. The fi rst phase prob-
ably dates back to the Chalcolithic, including the 
parts of the walls closing the gaps between the nat-
ural enclosure and the majority of the dwellings 
(chapter 3.3; Carrobles/Méndez-Cabeza 1991, 7–9).

At present, it can only be assumed that the 
sites were contemporaneous. The dolmen might 
already have been out of use shortly before the 
double-ditched enclosure had been built, but there 
were still visible markers along the way down-
hill into the valley of the Tagus and the plain of 
La Campana de Oropesa (or uphill the other way 
around, depending on the perspective). A certain 
concurrent use or existence of the sites allows an 
interpretation as a hierarchy in settlement types 
between the mountain ranges and the valley. As 
the walled enclosures are situated close to the 
metal resources in the mountains and, in the case 
of El Castrejón, show evidence of copper ore ex-
traction, these walled enclosures can be regarded 
as metal mining sites focussing on the ore resourc-
es in the hinterland. The way into the valley was 
marked by two collective burial mounds: one in 
the hills (La Estrella) and another one at the foot-
hills (Azután). Both indicate the way south to the 
ford across the river. Additionally, they may have 
served as a reference to the ancestors confi rming 
the claim of a certain group over a territory by 
stressing the ancestral relations in said territory. 
The small enclosures in the surrounding of the 
dolmen of Azután might have had ritual meanings 
due to their short distance to the megalithic burial. 
The huge double-ditched enclosure of El Prado in 
the valley might have connected the copper min-
ing sites in the hills with the sources for clay and 
agriculture in the valley. It dominated the terrac-
es of the Tagus River, simultaneously controlling 
the ford and therefore the communication in all 
directions.

The strong integration and interrelation of 
social and natural features on different spatial 

scales shows the complexity we have to deal with 
(fi g. 96). A least cost analysis underlines the perfect 
situation of the different site types along the eas-
iest ways. Taking the Prado enclosure as a start-
ing point, the analysis shows that the resources 
recorded in the excavated material (dolmen and 
enclosure) as well as other Neolithic/Chalcolith-
ic sites are within less than a fi ve hour walking 
distance. Clay and fertile land were in the close 
surroundings of the double-ditched enclosure. As 
they were frequently used, an easy accessibility 
was of importance. Fig. 96 shows that later the tra-
ditional drove-ways (cañadas reales leonesas) were 
established along the least cost paths as well.

Every place has its own history but what kind 
of history did the community living in  Azután 
have? Do, for example, different settlement types 
imply a different status of the people living there? 
In summary, it can be said that in the micro region 
of Azután walled enclosures, small enclosures, 
megalithic burial mounds and a huge enclosure 
are to be found. The walled enclosures might have 
served as a base of the workers for extraction pro-
cesses in the surrounding area. The collective bur-
ials and the small enclosures might defi ne the are-
as of ritual practice and the huge enclosure might 
have had distributional purposes. Whereas this 
might imply a classifi cation of society by their set-
tlement pattern, there are collective burials that 
may indicate a more egalitarian structure of soci-
ety. What is clearly visible in the archaeological re-
cord is a certain need to enclose spaces. Whether 
to include or exclude a certain group of people, to 
defend and protect goods or control communica-
tion cannot be decided conclusively based on the 
current research data.

8.4 The Line – Contact Areas and Potential 

Confl ict

Have there been areas of potential conflict or 
could the situation between the sites and the fact 
that people were included or excluded in certain 
rituals have been cause for disagreement? In 
the sector division ‘Confl icts’ of SFB 1070, it was 
agreed upon to focus on social conflicts rather 
than on active aggressive behaviour history brings 
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Fig. 96. Least cost calculation using the opening of the double-ditched enclosure partly excavated in 2015 as 
a starting point. It displays the distance that could be covered within ten hours, taking into account the relief 
situation. The sites in the valley, the dolmen as well as El Castrejón are aligned along the least cost paths. The 
detail of the west of the province of Toledo also shows that the later cañadas reales leonesas follow these calcu-
lated easiest ways (map based on the modifi ed MDT200-TOLEDO © Instituto Geográfi co Nacional).
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to mind (e. g. wars, colonisation and suppression 
of groups due to belief or colour of skin). It is dif-
fi cult to detect confl icts in archaeology that do not 
manifest themselves in layers of destruction or 
leave visible marks on human skeletons. Still, the 
archaeological record of the sites will be inves-
tigated for hints on social confl icts or situations 
that may result in such. Identifying confl icts on 
the level of individuals will be almost impossible. 
Therefore, the focus has to be on the level of social 
groups and communities.

It will be assumed that the territory of the mi-
cro region of Azután can be defi ned as mentioned 
with sites of different functions depending on 
their location and the resources in the surround-
ings. Additionally, if the enclosure of El Prado 
fulfi lled a gateway function and was connecting 
different areas of production at a critical point of 
passage, the following question will appear: What 
kind of social confl icts might result from the close 
connection between the mountainous hinterland 
and the valley? Did El Prado as a gateway play a 
signifi cant role that might have prepared the land-
scape for exchange and communication with the 
north? Generally, it has to be kept in mind that ter-
ritories require some kind of social structure, a so-
cial organisation, which is predestined to cause so-
cial confl icts because equal treatment of all parts 
of the community is an utopic assumption. Both 
territory and social differences are origins of con-
fl icts. The competition for status and power or the 
competition for space between societies or social 
groups within a society as well as for fertile land, 
mineral deposits or sanctuaries will most likely oc-
cur and result in confl icts.

As stated on several occasions, the archaeolog-
ical landscape of Azután reveals impressive new 
insights for the Later Prehistory of Central Iberia. 
Areas that were regarded as almost ‘deserted’ in 
the 4th and 3rd mill. BC now can be fi lled with his-
tory. It is obvious that earlier theories were based 
on patchy and limited research and do not refl ect 
the prehistoric reality as shown by the systemat-
ic fi eldwork conducted for this PhD-study. The ar-
chitectural variability, the chronology, the types 
of rituals and the quantity of hypogea in the Valle 
de las Higueras (Huecas, Toledo) already pointed 
to social structures of similar complexity as those 
found in Andalucía and the southwest (Bueno 

et al. 2016a). Some of the anomalies in the magne-
togram of El Prado might hint to structures like the 
tumuli TVH and Castillejo (fi g. 32) that were detect-
ed in the vicinity of the artifi cial caves of the Valle 
de las Higueras. Especially the date deriving from 
THV corresponds with the dates so far present 
from El Prado. Two dates from Castillejo are slight-
ly later and the one from the niche points to the 
end of the Chalcolithic period (tab. 14).

As of today, El Prado is the only large ditched 
enclosure known in Central Iberia. It shows simi-
larities with sites located more than 200km to the 
southwest. As discussed above, a certain degree of 
landscape organisation is detectable (Schmitt et al. 
2019). The Anguilucha Brook seems to have sepa-
rated the valley of Azután into an area of the living 
– the large ditched enclosure with evidence of mas-
sive human activity – and an area of the dead with 
the megalithic burial mound on the foothills of the 
Montes de Toledo. To the east, where the sun rises, 
the monument of El Prado with its diverse negative 
structures shows evidence of a regularly visited 
place (numerous pits) where people gathered, com-
municated and may have exchanged goods, maybe 
even covering long distances to do so. To the west 
of the brook where the sun sets, the enclosures Los 
Viñones, Los Pedazos and the dolmen may have 
created spaces connected to the funerary ritual. 
Thus, the cardinal point where the site is situated 
might already indicate its use, as the course of the 
sun is often a synonym for the life cycle. Maybe a 
similar pattern can be found in other sites of the 
same period as well, but further studies in Azután 
will be needed to strengthen or weaken this idea 
fi rst. With a deposition of parts of a human skull 
(mainly Os frontale) found during the excavation 
of 2015 in the fi lling of the ditch (chapter 6.2.1), 
the large enclosure El Prado shows a feature that 
can be found in other enclosures as well. Due to 
the small size of the excavation trenches and the 
large dimension of the enclosure with its numer-
ous anomalies, it is likely that more parts of hu-
man skeletons were discarded in the fi lling of the 
ditch. Some of the anomalies visible in the interior 
and outside of the enclosure might reveal regular 
burials as known from many  other enclosures also 
(e. g. Perdigões, La  Pijotilla as well as the walled 
enclosure of Jaraíz de la Vera). Still, this feature 
does not completely object to a differentiation of 
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the landscape in an area of the living and the dead, 
as potential burials could date to later times (Bell 
Beaker) or the deceased (or parts of them) were in-
cluded in social activities that took place within the 
enclosure. The history of the archaeological struc-
tures and the enclosure on the southern terraces 
of the Tagus middle basin only recently started 
to come to light. With further research, more and 
more pieces of Late Prehistory that survived over 
the millennia will add to the story.

With the research of Bueno and the investiga-
tions between 2013 and 2015 of this study ( archive 
work and on-site surveys), enough results have 
been gathered to justify the assumption of an in-
teraction between the valley and the western 
part of the Montes de Toledo. Along the cañada 
real  leonesa oriental – from south to north – cop-
per mining sites can be found in the hills. Pass-
ing the places of the ancestors (dolmen) in the 
hills and the foothills, the dehesa-like landscape 
of the valley was entered. Based on the fi nds and 

radiocarbon dates, a contemporaneity of these 
sites can be assumed. If they were not used simul-
taneously, their remains should at least have been 
visible still. Fertile soil, fresh water supply, abun-
dant ore resources as well as clay, stone and silex 
sources covered the basic needs for settling here. 
Megalithic burials, as known from the Extrema-
dura, and enclosures, as known from the Alentejo, 
point to supra- regional contacts.

After having presented the current state of re-
search in the micro region of Azután, the discus-
sion now returns to the topic of social confl icts. Be-
ing confronted with areas of contact and exchange 
of goods or knowledge might cause resentment 
and draw a clear-cut line between those parts of 
a community that are allowed to have those con-
nections and take part in the transfer of knowl-
edge and those who are excluded. Probably not 
all people were included in the rituals connected 
to the funerary acts in the dolmen. Those rituals 
might have served to legitimise and strengthen 

Laboratory 
code Structure Dated material Uncalibrated date Calibrated date, 2 σ

CNA3851.1.1 Prado ditch Charcoal: 80cm above 
the bottom of the ditch 4560±31 BP 3487–3105 calBC

CNA3853.1.1 Prado pit E Faunal bone (humerus): 
top of the structure 4381±30 BP 3090–2914 calBC

CNA3856.1.1 Prado pit E 1st phalange (ovicapri-
dae): top of the structure 4392±31 BP 3090–2914 calBC

CNA3857.1.1 Prado pit E Femur (ovicapridae): 
middle of the structure 4421±30 BP 3094–2917 calBC

MAMS-29785 Prado pit SW Charcoal: middle approx. 
30cm depth 4588±23 BP 3494–3137 calBC

CNA4285.1.1 Prado pit W Faunal bone (ulna): mid-
dle of the structure 4390±31 BP 3092–2917 calBC

CNA4286.1.1 Prado ditch Bone fragments (fauna): 
ca. 1m above the base 4517±32 BP 3356–3262 calBC

MAMS-30825 Prado pit CS Charcoal: upper part of 
the structure 4324±24 BP 3011–2894 calBC

GX-29783 Castillejo M-5 Bone 4050±70 BP 2876–2458 calBC

GX-29784 Castillejo M-15 Bone 4180±50 BP 2896–2621 calBC

Beta-145275 Castillejo niche Bone 3810±70 BP 2467–2041 calBC

Beta-194602 TVH Bone 4470±40 BP 3346–3022 calBC

Tab. 14: Comparison of the 4th and 3rd mill. BC 14C-dates of the excavation at El Prado (chapter 6.3.1) and the re-
sults of from the tumuli of Huecas (Bueno et al. 2005b; 2009; 2012a) shows the close chronological connection 
of the sites. Calibrated with IntCal 13.
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the power of a smaller group by reference to the 
ancestral relations that dominated the communi-
ty and presumably had a predominant role in so-
ciety (chapter 2.3.3: Bueno and colleagues; chap-
ter 7.3). Armed confl icts and social confl icts could 
have emerged if not ensuring this role, for exam-
ple through the protection of the community, the 
long-term assurance of suffi  cient food supply or 
regularly performed feasts and gatherings to let 
everyone participate in the prosperity of the lead-
ing group, thus establishing good relations to oth-
er groups within and outside the community.

Besides the power over a certain territory 
by a group of people (e.g. a family), this group of 
people must be able to join special types of signif-
icant production techniques during the Late Neo-
lithic and Early Chalcolithic required specialised 
knowledge. Locating copper ore veins does not 
only require knowledge of the material the ores 
are associated with, but also the knowledge of in-
dicator plants that preferably grow in areas with 
certain minerals. The processing of the ore needs 
specialised people as well. A similar specialisation 
is needed for the extraction of clay, the production 
of pottery and for the stone work to extract the 
megaliths for burials or stelae just to name a few 

examples found in the micro region. The erecting 
of monuments not only needs specialised knowl-
edge on building techniques but also requires the 
cooperation of many people and the coordination 
of work. All these examples of specialisation, of 
groups of people having more power than others 
and probably an easier access to exchange goods 
as well as of actions and rituals that included parts 
of a community and excluded others are poten-
tial sources of confl ict. These differences within 
a community may have caused envy, resentment 
and verbal arguments. Groups of high status but 
with no leading functions might have tried to gain 
power over the existing ‘elite’. Specialised crafts-
men might have left the community when dissat-
isfi ed with the circumstances of living and tried 
to join other groups. With them their knowledge 
would have left as well, which left the current elite 
weakened to a certain extent.

As social conflict is difficult to trace based 
only on archaeological sites and material culture 
without written sources, these ideas must remain 
hypothetical. There is no way to prove them, nor 
are they the only possible explanations for the ev-
idence, but just serve to make aware of possible 
scenarios.
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9 Black Holes and Revelations

‘Keep you in the dark you know they all pretend.
Keep you in the dark and so it all began.

Send in your skeletons sing as their bones go 
marching in, again.

They need you buried deep the secrets that you 
keep are ever ready.

Are you ready?’
(First lines of the song ‘The Pretender’, 

Foo Fighters)

Although the song ‘The Pretender’ by the Foo 
Fighters is not about a topic similar to the con-
tent discussed within this PhD-study, its fi rst lines 
refl ect issues one is confronted with in Prehistor-
ic Archaeology rather well. Some archaeological 
sites – some of those which have been defined 
as central places during the 1980s and 1990s but 
were only partially studied – have been assigned 
functions and characteristics that, compared to 
other sites, made them unique. Studies conducted 
during more recent decades and the analysis of ae-
rial imagery as well as LiDAR-data revealed more 
and more sites of similar sizes and layouts. This 
shed a new light on the position of the so-called 
central places (chapter 2.3.3 and 8.1). The secrets 
that were kept or still are kept beneath the ground 
of the Spanish Central Plateaus (in the case of this 
study) are ready to be disclosed. The myth of the 
deserted interior of the peninsula is losing its hold 
bit by bit due to discoveries made on the southern 
as well as the northern Meseta.

Knowledge of the Central Iberian prehistor-
ic communities is still more incomplete than our 
knowledge of the settlement areas of Andalucía 
or southern Portugal for example. However, the 
studies on the southern Meseta by Bueno and 
her team (the studies of Huecas and the toledean 
dolmen are of special relevance for this study) as 
well as the archive and fi eldwork conducted for 
this study (chapter 5 and 6) uncovered site types 
that had previously been unknown in the central 
area: In the province of Toledo the artifi cial caves 
of the Valle de las Higueras (Huecas) built for the 
dead were discovered. Four dolmens have been 
recorded in the west of the province. Close to the 
border to Cáceres, on the territory of the modern 

village of Azután, a large double-ditched enclosure 
and several other ditched systems were detected 
on the southern terraces of the Tagus River. The 
latter became the key topic of this study, as it is 
the fi rst and up to now only large-scale enclosure 
of the Mesetas with a chronology that contradicts 
the idea that sites of this type diffused from the 
coastal areas to the interior during the second half 
of the 4th and beginning of the 3rd mill. BC (chap-
ter 5.4, 6.3.1 and 9.1). Sites similar to the new sites 
from the central Iberian Peninsula are found in 
the south and southwest of Iberia as well as in 
the area around the Portuguese capital Lisbon. 
A  network of routes (chapter 8.2 and 8.3) connect-
ed the province of Toledo – including the study 
area – with the Neolithic and Chalcolithic settle-
ment areas and made the territories of the  Tagus 
middle basin easily accessible. Some of these 
routes probably are still used today in the form of 
the cañadas and other drove-ways.

9.1 New Born – Enclosures Far from the 

South

Due to its construction, the newly discovered 
double- ditched enclosure of El Prado fi nds its best 
comparison to sites in the south and southwest of 
the Iberian Peninsula (chapter 5.4). Enclosures far 
from the well-known ones in the southwest have 
been disregarded and not mapped completely 
by other researches up to now. The aspiration of 
this study from its very beginning was to focus on 
 areas as well as sites that, hitherto, had been ne-
glected to a certain extent. The research under-
taken in the municipality of Azután and the new-
ly discovered enclosures of El Prado, Los Pedazos 
and Los Viñones (chapter 5.3.3, 5.4 and 6) were 
taken as a starting point for the consideration of 
the other enclosures of Iberia.

It has been stressed in chapter 3.2.1. that en-
closures are not exclusively a phenomenon of 
the south and southwest of the Iberian Peninsula. 
From the 1990s onwards, ditched enclosures were 
detected in the autonomous communities of Castil-
la y León, Madrid as well as Valencia (e. g. Delibes 
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Fig. 97. Map above: newly compiled and so far not yet mapped ditched and walled enclosures of the Iberian 
Peninsula, excluding the southwest and southeast. Map below: the enclosures of the peninsula. Marked by 
orange coloured squares are the so-called mega-sites: 1 – El Prado, 2 – La Pijotilla, 3 – San Blás, 4 – Perdigões, 
5 – Porto Torrão, 6 – Montes das Cabeceiras, 7 – Salvada, 8 – Vila Verda de Ficalho, 9 – Alcalar, 10 – Papa Uvas, 
11 – Marroquíes Bajos, 12 – Valencina de la Concepción (Márquez/Jiménez 2010; Risch et al. 2015; Valera 2022 
and 2023. Calculation of the DEM based on the SRTM 90m ASCI-tiles provided by the CGIAR CSI; Reuter et al. 
2007 [https://srtm.csi.cgiar.org]).
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et al. 2014; Liesau et al. 2008; Bernabeu et al. 1994) 
and walled enclosures were found far from the 
well-known ones in Zamora, Toledo and Cáceres 
amongst others (fi g. 97a, see *tab. 21 in the  online 
appendix). Ditched as well as walled enclosures, 
which are not situated in the south of the penin-
sula, seem to have had – for the most part – a low 
impact on the research concerning Iberian Late 
Prehistory. This may be due to their often unim-
pressive size compared to sites like La Pijotilla 
(Hurtado 1991) or Valencina de la Concepción 
(García et al. 2013) and because of the fact that 
the majority of the sites of the Mesetas have not 
been investigated holistically or are just known 
from survey activities. This digression aims to il-
lustrate the variety of enclosures in the rest of 
the Iberian Peninsula, which up to now have not 
been mapped and did not receive much attention. 
As compilations and comparisons of the south-
ern and southwestern sites of Spain (Márquez/
Jiménez 2010) and Portugal (Valera 2023) already 
exist in exemplary manner, they were only rem-
apped but neither included in this compilation 
nor numbered, except for the so-called mega-sites 
(fi g. 97b).18 Instead, the compilation focussed on 
the enclosed sites of northern Portugal and the re-
maining areas of Spain (excluding Badajoz, Anda-
lucía and Murcia) that have been published until 
July 2017. As they cannot be discussed in detail, 
the focus was on statistical values such as how 

18  For detailed descriptions see – amongst others – the 
publications mentioned above.

they were detected, the mean size etc. as well as 
on construction types and the chronology. All this 
information as well as the relation to the numbers 
given on the map can be found in the catalogue 
and used for further research (chapter 10.6 in the 
online appendix).

Altogether 92 sites were found in the pub-
lished studies. Out of those, there were 72% 
ditched enclosures, 27% walled enclosures and 
one site showed a combination of wall and ditch 
(fi g. 98). This mixed site is El Alto del Quemado in 
the province of Ávila (fi g. 97a, number 31).

The distribution of the enclosed sites has some 
clear foci. The majority of the enclosures was found 
in the autonomous communities of Castilla y León, 
Valencia and Madrid (fi g. 99). This is most likely a 
result of the research intensity and increased use 

Fig. 98. Diagram showing the percentages of walled, 
ditched and mixed enclosures.

Fig. 99. The number of en-
closed sites (y-axis) detected 
and published in the investi-
gated autonomous commu-
nities (x-axis).
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of aerial archaeology in Castilla y León. The sites 
of Madrid and Valencia were mainly detected due 
to the massive amount of infrastructural work in 
the surroundings of the Spanish capital as well as 
the tourism boom along the Mediterranean coast, 
which is one explanation for the amount of sites 
found in the province of Alicante (chapter 3.2). 
The Extremadura – and especially the province of 
Cáceres – also revealed a comparatively high num-
ber of exclusively walled enclosures.

Construction work seems to have been a ma-
jor factor for the detection of enclosures. For two 
of the 92 enclosures, the publications provided no 
information on the detection of the site. The ma-
jority of the remaining 90 sites was not known 
before excavations started. In addition to exca-
vations survey activities, including aerial archae-
ology, have been useful tools for the detection of 
enclosures (tab. 15). 49 sites have been excavated. 
The number of rescue and research excavations 
is more or less balanced. Sometimes excavations 
commenced as rescue excavations and converted 
into research projects.

Mode of detection Number of 
sites

aerial archaeology 16

archaeological survey 17

archaeological survey, aerial 
archaeology 5

archaeological survey, excavation 5

archaeological survey, excavation, 
aerial archaeology 1

archaeological survey, geomagnetic 
survey 2

construction work 4

construction work, excavation 1

excavation 37

geomagnetic survey 1

gravel extraction 1

total 90

Tab. 15. For 90 of the 92 sites information about the 
mode of detection was available, showing that most 
of them go back to excavations. Some enclosures 
were also detected through other or several methods.

Fig. 100. Compilation of examples for segmented or so-called causewayed enclosures. a) Casetón de la Era (II) 
– Valladolid, Castilla y León (Delibes et al. 2014, 44, fi g. 21). b) Fuente de la Mora – Madrid (Díaz-del-Río 2004, 
113). c) Arenal de la Costa – Valencia (Bernabeu et al. 2012, 57).
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For a long time, the enclosures beyond the 
south and southwest were thought to be signif-
icantly smaller, but sites like El Prado (at least 
50ha) and Fonte Quente (Santárem, 20ha) demon-
strate that big sites are not restricted to a certain 
area of the Iberian Peninsula. For 49 of the 92 
investigated sites, information on their size was 
available. At some locations such as Las Pozas 
(Zamora) or Mas d’Is (Alicante) more than one 
enclosed construction was found. In general, cor-
rect information on the dimension of the enclo-
sures can only be given if a complete or close to 
complete plan exists, most often made by aerial 
imagery or geophysical investigations. The aver-
age size of all studied enclosed sites amounts to 
3.31ha. Disregarding the largest outliers El Prado 
and Fonte Quente, the size of the remaining 47 
sites decreases to only 1.93ha.

The type of construction of the enclosures 
is often  highly variable but seems to focus on 

segmented enclosures (causewayed). This con-
struction type especially appears in Castilla y León 
and in Madrid but can also be found in Galicía and 
Valencia, showing that this type is not a phenome-
non of the centre only (fi g. 100). The small number 
of available plans of the enclosures does not allow 
a more detailed description of different construc-
tion types and their distribution nor is it likely that 
the pattern of distribution will not change. Sinu-
ous ditches – initially thought to be restricted to 
the southwest of the Iberian Peninsula – are now 
present at the site of El Prado and can be observed 
at the site of Tossal de les Basses ( Alicante) as well 
(fi g.  101a). The course of the walls of walled en-
closures like Castanheiro do Vento (Guarda) shows 
that such sinuous constructions were not only 
used for negative structures. Another ditched 
enclosure with similarities to the Prado enclo-
sure is La Revilla del Campo (Soria). The two par-
allel ditches were connected by perpendicular 

Fig. 101. Ditched sites that revealed parts that can be compared to El Prado as well as one that does not fi nd 
any comparisons on the Iberian Peninsula so far. a) Tossal de les Basses (Rosser/Fuentes 2007, 12) with sinuous 
ditches, b) La Revilla del Campo (Rojo et al. 2008a, 254) with short ditches connecting the two parallel running 
ones and c) Los Cascajos with a plan showing rather bulky, so far incomparable ditches (Becker 2017, fi g. 1).
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(rounded) ditches (fi g. 101b), suggesting the con-
temporaneity of the ditches and forming an en-
trance situation similar to the one of the Prado en-
closure. No similarities to the construction of the 
other ditched enclosures can be found for the site 
of Los Cascajos (Navarra) at the current state of 
investigation. The magnetic plan revealed a large 
site with bulky ditches in some parts (fig. 101c) 
that cannot be observed at any other sites.

Similarities can be observed for the group of 
walled enclosures as well: The construction of the 
sinuous walls of Castanheiro do Vento (fi g. 102a) 
seems to be of the same type as at the site of El 
Canchal del Potro (Cáceres). Their locations at 
hilltops resemble one another, too (fi g. 102b). The 
walled enclosures of Los Barruecos (Cáceres) and 
Castro de Santiago as well as Fraga da Pena (both 
Guarda) have similarities to those at La Cabeza 
del Conde (Toledo). At this group of sites, the out-
cropping granite bedrock was used and connected 
with drystone walls, which created an enclosed in-
terior space (fi g. 103).

Generally, segmented enclosures of small siz-
es were not restricted to Central Spain as well as 
enclosures of large sizes and sinuous ditches were 
not restricted to the southwestern part of the pen-
insula. Also, similar types of walled enclosures 
could be attested in Guarda, Cáceres and Toledo, 
which means that they are dispersed over large 
areas of the peninsula. Due to the absence of exact 
coordinates, no statements on the location can be 

given here and it often remains uncertain wheth-
er enclosures were situated in the valley, at the 
foothills of mountains or on hilltops. This is espe-
cially the case for sites for which only vague loca-
tions are given (e.g. 10km southwest of the town). 
For this reason, analyses regarding the geological 
ground the enclosures were constructed on can 
neither be given nor discussed, as the geology of 
the Iberian Peninsula is highly variable and some 
kilometres can make a huge difference in soil con-
ditions (chapter 4.1).

Enclosures in general are not only a phenom-
enon of the Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic. Some 
of them date back to the second half of the 6th and 
the fi rst half of the 5th mill. BC. The oldest ditched 
enclosures known are La Revilla del  Campo 
( Soria, 5250–5000 BC), Mas d’Is (Alicante, 5450–
4850 BC) and Senhora da Alegria (Coimbra, 5468–
5309  calBC) in the centre, the east and the west of 
the peninsula (Bernabeu et al. 2002; 2003; 2006; 
Rojo et al. 2008a; 2008b; Valera 2013a; 2013b). It is 
striking that these sites appear contemporaneous-
ly, although they were constructed in places far 
apart. This points to more than one region of ori-
gin for ditched enclosures. Two more ditched en-
closures of the fi rst half of the 5th mill. have been 
detected. They are situated in Alicante as well: Los 
Limoneros II and Tossal de les Basses (Barciela 
et al. 2014; Bernabeu et al. 2012; Jover/García 2014; 
Rosser/Fuentes 2007). The oldest walled enclosure 
in the investigated area, Los Barruecos (Malpartida 

Fig. 102. Walled enclosures exhibit wavy parts such as the constructions of a) El Canchal del Potro ( Cerrillo 
2011, 151) and b) Castanheiro do Vento (Vale 2010, 58).
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de Cáceres), is located in Cáceres. It dates back to 
the end of the 6th mill., at around 5200 BC (Sauceda 
1991; Cerrillo 2006; Cerrillo et al. 2002). The clear 
majority of the 71 enclosures investigated here 
dates back to the 3rd mill. BC. 15 further sites date 
to the 4th mill. BC and can be found in the provinc-
es of Alicante (7), Cáceres (3), Castelo Branco (1), 
Toledo (1), Madrid (1), Zamora (1) and Navarra 
(1). Four of them – the sites in Cáceres and Castelo 
Branco – are walled enclosures.

This is the current level of knowledge for the 
excavated and dated sections of the sites. If fur-
ther and more detailed studies are conducted, it 
might turn out that some of them have a longer or 
more complex history.

This digression should serve to give an insight 
into the state of investigation of sites published 
until mid 2017 when this compilation of sites has 
been assembled. New enclosures are detected on 
a regular basis, increasing the number of known 

Fig. 103. At Castro de Santiago the outcropping bedrock is connected with drystone walls (grey), thus using 
the natural situation to form an enclosed space (Valera 2007, 107).
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Neolithic and Chalcolithic walled and ditched en-
closures on the Iberian Peninsula. Especially cur-
rent studies using satellite and aerial imagery as 
well as large-scale LiDAR-measurements of the 
modern surface (e.g. López 2016; López/Cerrillo 
2016; Valera 2023; Valera/do Pereiro 2013) make 
signifi cant contributions to the investigation of en-
closed sites and will help to achieve a better un-
derstanding of their spatial and temporal organ-
isation (in the case where on-site studies can be 
conducted).

9.2 Come Alive – Refl ections on Population 

Dynamics

The 509 late prehistoric sites of the province of 
Toledo that have been mapped after the investiga-
tion in the archives of the ‘Junta de Comunidades 
de Castilla-La Mancha’ (JCCM; chapter 5.1.2) allow 
the assumption that the prehistoric population 
must have been quite a lot larger than previous-
ly presumed for the southern Meseta. When re-
garding the sheer size of the Prado enclosure in 
the west of the province as well as the massive 
amount of anomalies in the magnetogram that at 
the moment are interpreted as pits, the population 
in this area must also have been denser than as-
sumed. The construction of such a huge site could 
probably only be managed by a large group of 
people and the number of pits refl ect high social 
activity, although the fi nds represent a time span 
of several centuries. The latter is evidenced by the 
chronological variation of the surface fi nds as well 
as the results of the radiocarbon dating (chapter 
5.2.2 and 6.3.1).

Reconstructing population densities for certain 
areas or even complete periods is very challeng-
ing and will always result in an interpretation and 
never in a fact. Such calculations and studies that 
are based on settlements and the adjacent burial 
grounds in the best case – excavated completely 
or in the case of settlements with a complete mag-
netic plan – should be treated with caution. Some-
times they are based on the settlements only or just 
one settlement, considering the number of dwell-
ings with insecure numbers of inhabitants for 
each household. Other studies use the number of 
buried individuals of a burial ground. Even if both 

are based on complete plans that show the edges 
of the extension of the settlement or the burial site, 
uncertainties remain. The number of individuals 
for each household always stays a speculation just 
as the assumption whether the same number of 
 people per square meter lived in each house. There 
always remains a strong possibility that not all 
deceased of a community were buried in one and 
the same cemetery or according to the same ritu-
al (e.g. river burials or the scattering of cremated 
bones in the surroundings). The massive number 
of pits within and outside the double-ditched en-
closure of El Prado shows a high amount of human 
activity that probably involved many people. The 
excavation in 2015 demonstrated the margin of 
error if the calculation of populations is based on 
the geomagnetic plan, as the investigated anomaly 
turned out to not just be one large pit but four pits 
situated close to each other (chapter 6.2.2). None-
theless, some considerations made by J. Müller 
(2017) concerning the agglomeration of people will 
be addressed. In his opinion, the reconstruction of 
settlement areas ( reconstruction of the settlement 
landscape) and the reconstruction of sizes of pre-
historic populations are closely linked to each oth-
er. He assumes that the distribution of people in-
fl uences the possibilities to control them or makes 
it more difficult to control them, depending on 
populations being dispersed or agglomerated. In a 
densely settled site, the control of 1000 individuals 
or more is easier than if they spread over a large 
area with many small settlements or farmsteads. 
In addition, transport costs should be lower if the 
population – or the leading political elite – de-
cides to cluster in one spot. In his paper, Müller 
describes three processes of agglomeration from 
the Neolithic to the Iron Age located in different 
areas of Europe, linked to questions of technologi-
cal and economic changes (Müller 2017, 106–109). 
Following his line of interpretation, the decrease 
and increase of populations was dependent both 
on social and economic changes and not only de-
pending on the general tendency of growth. The 
appearance or development of new technologies 
was connected to changes of the social organisa-
tion of communities as well as a different forma-
tion of social space. Living closer together can lead 
to clearer and more differentiated social structures 
(Müller 2017, 111 f.).
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What can be assumed for the second half of 
the 4th mill. and the turn of the millennia in the 
micro region? Can an increase in population be 
traced and what might have triggered it? The Chal-
colithic is defi ned by the use of a new material: 
metal ores (copper). Although especially in the be-
ginning of the Copper Age, the ore was barely used 
and evidence for its use cannot be found in the 
dolmens or El Prado. Extraction sites are present 
in the municipality of Aldeanueva de San Barto-
lomé and others, even though they cannot be dat-
ed to the Chalcolithic with certainty. Other ‘new’ 
or rather more productive methods must have 
led to the agglomeration of social activities on the 
southern bank of the Tagus. Those – for the micro 
region already proven methods – may have been 
the agro-forestal system (dehesa) and the use of 
seasonally available food sources (cultivated and 
wild) as well as the beginning of a secondary prod-
ucts revolution, when animals were not only used 
as meat producers but also for their strength and 
as dairy producers.

When comparing these observations to the 
ones made by Müller for the site of Okolište in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, some similarities can be noticed. 
Both prehistoric sites were founded on the most 
fertile grounds of their region and along the im-
portant lines of communication in all directions. 
The size of Okolište appears to be much larger 
than the average settlement sites of Late Neolithic 
and Early Chalcolithic of southeast Europe, which 
are usually less than 2.5ha in size. While ditched 
enclosures of similar sizes are present on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, the size of El Prado (at least 50ha) 
at present is outstanding for the central plateaus 
(average size of other enclosures: less than 2ha) 
and it is amongst the largest sites of Iberia for the 
second half of the 4th mill. BC. In the case of Oko-
lište, both the layout of the enclosure as well as 
the interior space with lined up houses point to 
a planned construction. Although the interior of 
the Prado enclosure does not show any structured 
spaces, the regular course of the double-ditched 
enclosure allows the assumption of an underlying 
concept for its construction (Müller 2017, 114 f.). 
Taken together, the settlement conditions, the 
massive number of pits as well as the planned lay-
out of the ditches point to a place of agglomeration 
as well as contact located on fertile ground. This 

agglomeration of social activity reflected in the 
numerous structures cannot be seen as evidence 
for an increase in population during the second 
half of the 4th mill. BC. The total number of con-
temporary settlements and burial sites in the area 
would have to be considered for such a calcula-
tion, always keeping in mind the many unknown 
factors such as undetected sites, the number of in-
habitants per dwelling as well as burial practices 
that cannot be retraced anymore.

9.3 An End Has a Start – Conclusion and 

 Future Perspectives

The new investigations at the southern bank of the 
Tagus River at the western edge of the province 
of Toledo provided outstanding results concern-
ing the Chalcolithic communities of the southern 
 Meseta. The territorial study of the whole prov-
ince, including the mapping of the known late pre-
historic sites, painted a picture of the late Neolith-
ic/Chalcolithic of the Tagus middle basin that has 
been unknown up to now (see chapter 5 and 6). 
Research conducted on site at El Prado – taking 
into account the scientifi c analyses as well – pro-
vided a compact sequence of information on 
chronology and late prehistoric archaeological 
structures that on the southern Meseta can only 
be compared to the results of the works of Bueno 
and her team in Huecas. The generated data in 
Huecas derived from various sites, whereas the 
excavation and analyses in Azután all represent 
the single site of El Prado. It provided new data of 
considerable interest for the Late Prehistory of the 
Iberian interior.

Hitherto, the signifi cant location of the Prado 
enclosure and its adjacent sites became evident. 
It is a huge diched enclosure, equalled by only a 
few others far in the south and southwest of the 
Iberian peninsula. An unexpected discovery that 
surpassed the initial assumptions of the project by 
far and – together with the dolmens and sites such 
as the ones of the municipality of Huecas – demon-
strating that the sedentary communities of the in-
terior were in close contact and constant exchange 
with the coastal areas of the peninsula.

With this study, investigations in Azután 
end temporarily, but enough potential for future 
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research has emerged. As this PhD-thesis only 
could investigate a small part of the enclosure, 
it cannot answer all questions that arose during 
the intensive research of the micro region – for 
example because of the poor preservation of pol-
len. Amongst other open questions, it must remain 
undecided whether the double-ditched enclosure 
stopped at the river or continued on the northern 
bank including the Tagus. The lifespan of the other 
ditches and structures of the Prado area remains 
unknown and insight into a small part of the area 
was gained only. Apart from that, excavations at 
the sites of Los Pedazos and Los Viñones should be 
conducted to falsify or verify the existence of pre-
historic structures. A close collaboration with ge-
omorphologists would be reasonable for a better 
understanding of the formation processes of the 
prehistoric landscape, aiming at a more holistic 
approach. These points mentioned above are just 
a few of the unresolved research issues in the area 
of the modern village of Azután.

The Prado enclosure – as well as other sites in 
the vicinity of Azután – offers enough opportuni-
ties for further on-site studies. It becomes evident 
that the west of the province of Toledo has a high 
potential for prehistoric research. Subsequent pro-
jects would be desirable to gain more insight into 
the past of this impressive landscape. A next step 
could be the completion of the magnetic plan at 
least on the southern terraces of the Tagus and to 
try geomagnetic measuring on the northern ter-
races in the territory of the modern village of Al-
colea de Tajo. If the enclosure continues north of 
the river, there might be a chance to detect parts 
of it in Alcolea de Tajo, despite the likely destruc-
tion due to the installation of extensive irrigation 
systems.

Residue analyses on pottery could provide fur-
ther information on the diet of the community of 
El Prado and might compensate for the bad pres-
ervation of pollen or macro remains (chapter 6.3.3 
and 6.3.4). It also might help in creating a better 
picture of the close environment, as the food prob-
ably was cultivated in the close surroundings.

To complete the bigger picture of the province 
of Toledo and its prehistoric sites, further least cost 
analyses of sites with a reliable chronology such as 
Los Castillos de las Herencias and Huecas should 
be done. Additionally further 14C-dates for already 
excavated sites should be obtained to get an idea 
about possible interactions. The cost-distance anal-
yses as well as the dates can serve to give a clearer 
image of the Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic settle-
ment areas of the southern Meseta and can help to 
retrace old path networks.

It can be assumed that an area containing rel-
evant resources – especially the salt-rich toledean 
Mancha – is a blank space on the current archaeo-
logical map during the Late Neolithic and Chalco-
lithic because hardly any archaeological research 
has been conducted. This and other still existing 
gaps on the archaeological map of the province of 
Toledo can certainly be fi lled with more detailed 
fi eldwork like systematic surveys conducted in the 
micro region and presented in this PhD thesis. The 
work does not end here, it just started. Disregard-
ing Central Iberia during prehistoric times would 
only create an incomplete picture, leading to in-
terpretations such as semi-sedentary communities 
and an almost deserted interior. As can be seen by 
the research of the recent decades and this study, 
intensive fieldwork, excavations and publishing 
the results can prove this assumption to be wrong 
and put the centre of the peninsula in perspective.
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Our knowledge of the Central Iberian prehistoric communities is still worse than that 

of those in Andalucía or southern Portugal. Recent work on the southern Meseta unco-

vered site types previously unknown in the central area: On the territory of the  modern 

village of Azután, a large double-ditched enclosure (El Prado) and several other  ditched 

systems were detected on the terraces of the Tagus River. El Prado became the key 

 topic of this study, as it is the only large enclosure of the Mesetas with a chronology 

contradicting the idea of a diffusion of such sites from the coastal areas.

New investigations revealed outstanding results about the Chalcolithic commu-

nities of the southern Meseta. The territorial study of the whole province, including 

the mapping of the known late prehistoric sites, painted a new picture of the late 

 Neolithic/Chalcolithic of the Tagus middle basin. On-site research at El Prado – taking 

into  account scientifi c analyses as well – provided new data on chronology and late 

prehistoric archaeological structures comparable on the southern Meseta only to the 

results of Primitiva Bueno and her team in Huecas.

The unexpected results from El Prado surpassed the initial expectations by far, 

 proving that the sedentary communities of the interior were in close contact and 

 constant exchange with the coastal areas of the peninsula.

‘PASS THE MOUNTAINS, FOLLOW THE MEGALITHS 
AND THERE YOU ARE!‘
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