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ABSTRACT  

 

In this paper, we analyze the data related to the households of the first farmers in the 

Iberian Peninsula during the early Neolithic and discuss the theoretical and 

archaeological constraints on their recognition. Information is limited by different 

factors, such as the traditional excavation exclusively of caves and the difficulties in 

preserving the archaeological record at open-air sites. Most of these sites present diverse 

types of structures, from production-consumption, storage or waste areas, to different 

types of possible dwellings. We argue that the most common type of settlement within 

these groups were farms, which would constitute basic units of productive and social 

organization. Lastly, we highlight the research approach involving the open-air 

excavation at settlements large enough to allow the identification of domestic units. 

 

Keywords: Early Neolithic, First farmers, Iberian Peninsula, Household, Domestic 

Unit, Activity area, Open-air site, Social Iberoamerican Archaeology 
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Introduction 

Some 40 years ago the first archaeological studies analyzed households (Flannery and 

Winter 1976). The theoretical definition of the household quickly spread, to become a 

central unit of observation and analysis (Wilk and Rathje 1982; Wilk and McC. Netting 

1984; Manzanilla 1986; Banning and Byrd 1987; Blanton 1994; Beaudry 2015; e.g.), to 

the extent that, a few years ago, it was considered to be “at the heart of archaeology” 

(Hendon 2007: 272). Since then, archaeological studies of the household, also called 

domestic unit, have increased considerably in number, its history and development 

being subject to analysis in multiple periods and cultures (Allison 1999; Hendon 2007; 

Flores 2007; Nash 2009; Carballo 2011; Yasur-Landau et al. 2011; Kadowak 2012; 

Douglass and Gonlin 2012; Castro et al. 2013; Madella et al. 2013; Beaudry 2015; e.g.). 

In addition, the archaeological study of Neolithic households in the Western 

Mediterranean also started to develop several decades ago (Ammerman et al. 1988). To 

date, the archaeological record related to Neolithic households has been increasingly 

analyzed (Frère-Sautot 2003; Robb 2007; Cavulli 2008; Pessina and Tiné 2008; 

Souvatzi 2007; 2008; Beeching and Sénépart 2009, Molist and Clop 2009; Rojo et al. 

2010; Perrin et al. 2011; 2014; e.g.).  

However, scarce information on the households of the Neolithic groups in the Iberian 

Peninsula is available (Puche and Díez 2003; Jover 2013; Alonso-Fernández 2017), 

mainly for two reasons: firstly, the perpetuation of research focusing primarily on cave 

sites; and secondly, the limited excavation area in open-air sites, which have only a 

partial archaeological record. 

 



4 
 

 

Fig. 1. Distribution of the main Early Neolithic settlements in the Iberian Peninsula. Caves with 

stratigraphy of the Early Neolithic in the Iberian Peninsula cited in the paper: 1.  Balma 

Margineda; 2. Cova del Toll; 3. Cova del Frare; 4. Can Sadurní; 5. Chaves; 6. Peña Larga; 7. El 

Mirador; 8. La Vaquera; 9. Botiquería de los Moros; 10. Cova del Vidre; 11. Cova de l’Or; 12. 

Cova d’en Pardo; 13. Cova de les Cendres; 14. Cueva de la Carihuela; 15. Cueva de Nerja; 16. 

Cueva de los Murcielagos; 17. Ibn Anar; 18. Almonda; 19. Caldeirâo. 

Main open-air sites of the Early Neolithic in the Iberian Peninsula: 20. La Draga; 21. Carrer 

d’en Xammar; 22. Caserna de Sant Pau-Plaça Madrid; 23. Les Guixeres; 24. Barranquet; 25. 

Benàmer II; 26.  Mas d’Is; 27. Calle Colón; 28. Tossal de les Basses; 29. El Prado; 30. Molino 

de Arriba; 31. El Congosto; 32. La Revilla del Campo; 33. La Lámpara; 34. Los Cascajos; 35. 

La Cañadilla; 36. La Paleta; 37. Castillejos; 38. Cabecicos Negros; 39. Vale Boi; 40. Cabranosa; 

41. Vale Pincel I; 42. Samouqueira II.    

 

In this study, we synthesize and evaluate the archaeological information available on 

early Neolithic open-air settlements in the Iberian Peninsula (Fig. 1), dated to the VI 

millennium BC. We focus on open-air Neolithic sites, with evidences of domestication 

and material culture associated with Neolithic impressed ware, mainly dated above 6100 

BP. These data enable us to infer the characteristics of households in the first farming 



5 
 

communities that settled and spread through this territory, although we remain aware of 

the fact that their recognition and analysis remain limited. 

Conceptualization of Activity Areas and Households 

Households, as units of observation and analysis (Hirth 1993; Douglass and Gonlin 

2012), can be approached from multiple theoretical perspectives, because they allow 

connections to be made between the partiality of the archaeological record and the 

different characteristics of the societies that maintained them. Other approaches can be 

added to the functionalist analysis of households, such as the observation of identity and 

cultural singularity, the symbolism of spaces and objects, or sociological questions, 

such as the differentiation of public and private spaces, or even the roles enacted by 

individuals in domestic spaces, according to gender or age (Stevanović 1997; Banning 

and Chazan 2006; Souvatzi 2008; Castro et al. 2013, Beaudry 2015). Here, we seek to 

define the characteristics of domestic groups in a specified society (Bate 1998), both at 

a productive and reproductive level, from the research perspective and 

conceptualization developed from Social Iberoamerican Archaeology (Fig. 2) (Bate 

1998; Acosta 1999; Flores 2007).  
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Fig. 2. Main observation units in Social Iberoamerican Archaeology. 

This can be accomplished by determining labor processes carried out through time and 

materialized in a space by each domestic group in their daily life (Veloz 1984; Whittle 

2012; Gillespie 2012). Nevertheless, it is very important always to bear in mind that in 

most cases only a small part of these labor processes materializes in the archaeological 

record. 

Recognizing households and their activity areas in archaeological contexts is crucial, as 

they are the materialized expression of residence, production-consumption, and 

biological, symbolic and ideological reproduction of each domestic group (Hendon 

2007; Douglass and Gonlin, 2012; Hirth 2012; Castro et al. 2013) (Fig. 3). In their 

temporal development, households offer a fuller understanding of the organization of 

domestic spaces, and the inference of essential aspects of the social organization of a 

specific society (Flores 2007; Hendon 2007; Castro et al. 2013).  

 

 

 Fig. 3. Main theoretical categories in Social Iberoamerican Archaeology. 
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For this reason, we approach the study of the Neolithic archaeological record 

considering these two units of observation and analysis: activity areas and households 

or domestic units. 

On the one hand, activity areas can be defined as the materialization, in archaeological 

contexts, of work processes carried out at one or several different moments in a given 

period of time (Fig. 3). They can be recognized by detecting the locations where these 

activities developed simultaneously, successively and recurrently over time (Acosta 

1999). They can be considered the empirical manifestation of one or more activities 

necessary for a certain society. These activities occur in a defined space, in association 

with the artifacts used for these tasks and with their results that reflect accumulated 

labor (Flores 2007: 64). They are the materialization of social labor, whose spatial, 

temporal, and functional associations constitute the modes of labor of every society 

(López Aguilar 1990: 102).  

On the other hand, a household or domestic unit constitutes the empirical manifestation 

to a greater or lesser degree of conservation of the activities, temporally and spatially 

determined, carried out in a recurrent way by every domestic group, which are socially 

necessary for the subsistence and reproduction of the members of the unit. The cultural 

forms establish the characteristics of each activity carried out, as well as the use of 

space, although many variables could determine the organization and spatial distribution 

(Flores 2007). Be that as it may, we must insist on the need to avoid "equivalence 

transformations" (Schiffer 1985), a concept widely discussed in behavioural 

archaeology. This concept highlights the fact archaeological reality does not faithfully 

reflect the (systemic) reality of everyday life, because the first may have been altered by 
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a vast number of processes. In other words, we must bear in mind the "Pompeii 

premise" problem and consider that the materiality recognized in an archaeological 

record and that would be included in a so-called domestic unit, hardly corresponds to a 

single or concrete moment of everyday life. On the contrary, the set of elements and 

objects that we document will come with a wide range of problems (Hirth 2012), and 

represent the accumulation in a given space of a set of activities carried out by the group 

over an ill-defined period of time –from a few days to several generations. It will 

necessarily reflect an accumulation of the work performed in the occupied space, and 

not only the work performed by the members of that domestic group. The quality and 

magnitude of the work invested are fundamental indicators to deduce features relating to 

the capacity and social organization of these groups.   

The concepts of the domestic unit and the domestic group should not be confused 

(Laslett 1972; Flores 2007; Douglass and Gonlin 2012; Gillespie 2012). The domestic 

group is the basic organizational unit in every human society, referring to all the 

individuals who live in common and shared physical space, according to a series of 

varied relations, such as kinship, adhesion, affinity and politics. In so doing, they satisfy 

their needs and thus avoid their disintegration. As a unit of social reproduction, they 

carry out different activities and social practices, such as biological reproduction, care, 

protection, teaching, and the production and consumption of goods (Souvatzi 2008; 

Castro et al. 2013). These activities are regulated by a system of social relations which 

sustain the social group and are subjected to a superstructure by various aspects and 

social rules (Flores 2007: 82). 

Given that the social actions of any domestic group are subject to change (Hofmann 

2012), the empirical evidence of households in the archaeological record can take 

multiple forms (Castro et al. 2013), which can be difficult to interpret (Banning and 
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Byrd 1987:322). These limitations are present in the analysis of the partial archeological 

record for the early Neolithic households in the Iberian Peninsula.  

Archaeological evidence of the first Neolithic communities in the Iberian Peninsula 

Towards 5700-5500 cal BC, in the Iberian Peninsula, a considerable number of 

archaeological open-air sites have documented evidences of human communities with a 

farming way of life (e.g, Zapata et al. 2004; Peña-Chocarro et al. 2013; García Puchol et 

al. 2018)1. At the beginnings of this process, these groups would arrive to the Iberian 

Peninsula by sea from the Italian, French and North African coasts (Zilhão 2011; 

Borrell and Gibaja 2012; Isern et al. 2014; Martín et al. 2017), but also from inland 

European territories, crossing the Pyrenees (Szécsényi-Nagy et al. 2017). 

In total, for the timescale between 5700 and 5100 cal BC, almost fifty archaeological 

sites have been excavated to date (Table 1). A considerable number of them, dating 

from C. 5700/5500 cal BC, are concentrated in the basins of the Ter and Llobregat 

rivers, the coasts of Tarragona and between the Serpis and Gorgos basins, where the so-

called “Cardial formative horizon of impressed ceramics” originates (Bernabeu et al. 

2009; Soler et al. 2013; Bernabeu and Martí 2014). They are also located in the coasts 

of Málaga (Aura et al. 2013; Martín et al. 2017), Cádiz (Lazarich and Ramos 2002; 

Ramos et al. 2006a; 2006b); and Algarve (Carvalho 2008; Goufa and Carreia 2016). 

Nevertheless, Neolithic settlements only from 5400/5300 cal BC started to be identified 

in the rest of the basins from the interior and the West of the Iberian Peninsula 

(Camalich and Martín 2013; Isern et al. 2014; Rojo et al.  2012; 2015; Carvalho 2008; 

2012; 2015; Tavares da Silva and Soares 2015; Jiménez-Echeverría, 2017a; e.g.), as a 

result of population stabilization and expansion in these areas. 

                                                           
1 In recent years, several works with the absolute dates of these sites have been published (Rojo et al. 

2012: 581-603; García Puchol et al. 2016, 2018; Martín et al. 2017, e.g.). 
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For years, the settlement pattern in this period has been characterized as the occupation 

of river valleys, near fertile lands and water sources. At present, the archaeological 

recognition and the material and sequential characterization of the first farmers in the 

Iberian Peninsula still comes predominantly from the excavation of cave sites (Fig. 4).  

 

Fig. 4. Caves with stratigraphy of the Early Neolithic in the Iberian Peninsula cited in the text: 

1.  Balma Margineda; 2. Cova del Toll; 3. Cova del Frare; 4. Can Sadurní; 5. Chaves; 6. Peña 

Larga; 7. El Mirador; 8. La Vaquera; 9. Botiquería de los Moros; 10. Cova del Vidre; 11. Cova 

de l’Or; 12. Cova d’en Pardo; 13. Cova de les Cendres; 14. Cueva de la Carihuela; 15. Cueva de 

Nerja; 16. Cueva de los Murciélagos; 17. Ibn Anar; 18. Almonda; 19. Caldeirâo. 

 

Among the more than 70 Early Neolithic caves excavated in the Iberian Peninsula (Rojo 

et al. 2012), given the importance of their occupation sequence and quality of 

information, there should be highlighted: Balma Margineda, Cova del Vidre, Cova del 
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Frare, Can Sadurní and Cova del Toll in Cataluña; Cova de l’Or, Cova de les Cendres 

and Cova d’en Pardo in the Valencian region; Cova de Chaves, Botiquería and Peña 

Larga in Aragón; Cueva de Nerja, Los Murcielagos and La Carihuela in Andalucía; El 

Mirador, la Vaquera in the Meseta and Caldeirâo, Almonda and Ibn Amar, in Portugal. 

The time sequences and the archaeological materials documented in some of these caves 

constitute the basic information for studying the organization and the transformations of 

the first Neolithic groups in this area. The approach and limitations of each 

archeological study resulted in the excavation of only small areas in many cases. Most 

of these excavations were limited -and still are- by many different factors, related to 

research objectives or budgetary and timescale constraints. This has hampered the 

recognition and study of the early Neolithic households. 

However, this situation has changed in recent years. On the one hand, several research 

projects in open-air sites have been carried out, almost 15, and, on the other, recent 

rescue excavations have also documented a wide range of open-air sites. As a result of a 

high number of rescue archaeology excavations, many Neolithic open-air sites have 

been found. More than 65 % of the Neolithic open-air sites were detected by rescue 

archaeology. Both types of excavations, rescue archaeology and research projects, have 

generated valuable results, constituting a quantitative leap in the knowledge of early 

agricultural groups in these territories. 

For decades, different research projects targeting the study of the open-air Neolithic 

sites have been pursued. There are various examples that we can cite in different 

territories of the Iberian Peninsula. In the Meseta, the best quality information comes 

from the research project developed in the Soria sites of La Revilla del Campo and La 

Lámpara (Rojo et al. 2008; 2016). These have been complemented by other nuclei 

located in emergency excavations, among which El Prado (Alonso and Jiménez 2014; 
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Alonso-Fernández 2017), Molino de Arriba (Alonso and Jiménez 2015), El Congosto 

(Rojo et al. 2016), La Cañadilla and La Paleta (Jiménez et al. 2008; Jiménez 2010). The 

same can be considered to apply to other areas such as the Ebro basin in its upper course 

(García Gazólaz and Sesma 2007, García Gazólaz et al. 2011), although the most 

significant examples are certain river basins in the eastern Iberian Peninsula. In the 

eastern Iberian Peninsula, we highlight the sites of La Draga, Font del Ros and Les 

Guixeres, in Cataluña, and Mas d’Is, in the Valencian region (Fig. 5).  

 

Fig. 5. Main open-air Neolithic settlements in the East of the Iberian Peninsula. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/in
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/the
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/east
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Nevertheless, most of the available information comes from rescue archaeology (see 

Table 1 for details), associated with urban development during the last few decades. 

Most of the sites detected are located mainly in the Llobregat river valley and the 

Catalan coastal depression, today one of the most populated areas of the Iberian 

Peninsula. The same is true of certain southern sites, located in the Valencian region: El 

Barranquet, Benàmer, Calle Colón, or even sites with a great surface excavated and 

good quality of information, dated between the end of the 6th millennium and the 

beginnings of the 4th millennium cal BC, such as Tossal de les Basses (Rosser and 

Soler 2016) or Costamar (Flors 2010). 

Rescue archaeology has made it possible to carry out large-scale open-area excavations 

at many sites of previously limited access, despite persisting spatial constraints. This 

has enabled archeologists to prepare more accurate interpretations of the structures. The 

possibility of excavating large areas in a short time period offers economic and 

timescale advantages over excavations related to research projects. These circumstances 

also typify projects in other Western Mediterranean regions (for example, Radina and 

Sarti 2002; Perrin et al. 2011; 2014). 

In any case, despite the lack of a direct relationship between the surface area excavated 

and structures found, open-air sites where a considerable area was excavated rendered a 

larger and more diverse group of findings. For now, these settlements ‒La Draga (Bosch 

et al. 2011), Carrer d’en Xammar (Morales et al. 2010), Caserna de Sant Pau (Borrell 

and Gibaja 2012), Los Cascajos (García Gazólaz et al. 2011), El Prado (Alonso-
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Fernández 2017), Revilla del Campo (Rojo et al. 2008), Benàmer II (Torregrosa et al. 

2011), Mas d’Is (Bernabeu et al. 2003), Vale Pincel I (Tavares and Soares 2015; Soares 

et al. 2016) and Vale Boi, at El Algarve (Carvalho 2008)‒ provide a more complete 

interpretation of early Neolithic materials and structures. 

 

Deciphering the archaeological record of the early Neolithic in the Iberian 

Peninsula 

As commented above, the archaeological record for the open-air settlements of the first 

Neolithic groups in this area is partial. This is not only because of the spatial limits of 

the reduced area excavated in many cases, but also due to the multiple natural and 

human post-depositional processes that have affected the record, preventing an 

extensive preservation of the archeological remains. Sometimes, however, the spatial 

limitations of the excavated area, for example in the case of Cabecicos Negros (Vera, 

Almería) (Goñi et al. 2012) merely lead to records of sedimentary deposits that are 

difficult to interpret. And in other cases, as in El Barranquet (Oliva, Valencia) 

(Esquembre et al. 2008), palaeochannels are found that were used as waste areas for all 

types of consumption remnants and objects (Fig. 6).  Nevertheless, at the open-air sites 

studied, different types of structures were identified (Table 1). 
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Fig 6.  Photograph and section of the paleochannel excavated at El Barranquet (image courtesy 

of M. A. Esquembre).  

 

According to formal criteria, the documented structures have fallen until now into two 

categories:  

1.  Paved surfaces, difficult to interpret, although usually associated with 

palaeosoils or occupied soils.   

2.  Holes made in the subsoil. These are concavities or depths created artificially in 

the earth. Based on their formal characteristics, ‒i.e. conditioning or not of the 

interior walls, their dimensions and archaeological records contained in their 

filling‒ different interpretations of their uses or purposes have been put forward, 

with varying denominations according to authors and traditions. Thus, silos ‒

storage structures‒, holes or burial pits have been considered; holes have been 

interpreted as drinking troughs or small wells; pits or holes are difficult to 

interpret, although they are mostly used as dumps or waste areas; combustion 

structures (Fig. 7), hearths or cooking pits ‒also called Polynesian ovens‒ of 

varying sizes, morphology and filling composition; holes for retrieving clay or 

soil; holes or pits for posts, for hut floors, that usually tend to be oval and 

several meters in diameter; and, finally, trenches i.e. long and narrow ditches 

dug in the subsoil of different  widths and depths for varying purposes.     
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Fig. 7. Circular cobble-paved structures excavated in Benàmer II. 

 

Reviewing the archaeological record analyzed here (Table 1), in most cases, negative 

structures interpreted as silos have been found. These structures sometimes appear to be 

clustered in groups. Among others, the presence of silos has been separately observed in 

Pla de la Bruguera, Turó de Can Bellsollà, Can Gambús 1, Can Gambús 2, La Serreta, 

Mas d'en Boixos, La Esquerda de les Roques del Pany, Molí d'en Rovira or El Cavet 

(Bibliography in Table 1). In general, their morphological, pyriform or truncated 

features, have led to interpreting them as silos, added to the fact that, in sites such as El 

Prado (Alonso-Fernández and Jiménez-Echeverría 2014: 43; Alonso-Fernández 2017), 

they were built on rocky geological bases, with clay covered walls and floors. 

Moreover, in several cases, palynological studies have allowed interpreting their use as 
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silos, given the presence of cereal pollens, which is the case of Sector 119 of La Paleta, 

which in turn was used to date their moment of use and abandonment (Jiménez 2010: 

324); this is also the case of El Prado (Alonso and Jiménez 2014), given that 5% of 

fabaceae was found. Furthermore, the so-called Sector 3 was documented in La 

Lámpara, and interpreted as a silo that had been shut following a ritual, based on the 

layout and characteristics of the materials left inside (Rojo et al. 2008: 394-398). In any 

case, the difficulty is to determine whether they are contemporary, this being one of the 

major problems affecting the study of storage processes and their management within 

settlements. In any case, not all the pits seem to have been silos, especially the small 

ones with irregular shapes. These could have had different functions or have resulted 

from different activities, such as clay extraction, as has been proposed at several French 

archaeological sites, including Pont de Roque-Haute (Portiragnes, France) (Guilaine et 

al. 2007: 46). 

Among this wide range of recorded holes, worthy of note are those with a different 

typology, size and containing archaeological materials in their sedimentary fill. All that 

we can deduce from their characteristics is that a large part of them were amortized as 

waste areas. This is the case of Can Soldevila IV, Can Banús, El Carrascal, in El Prado 

next to silos, or Llano del Montico. In the latter case, pits or holes of different types and 

sizes were also used as funerary trenches, as has been widely observed throughout most 

of the peninsular territories. Individual or double burials ‒of men, women or children‒ 

have been found in the Plaça de la Vila in Madrid (Barcelona), Paternanbidea, Molino 

de Arriba, El Congosto, Alto de Rodilla and Fuente Celada (Rojo et al. 2016), as well as 

in La Lámpara, El Prado and El Retamar, although in these latter three cases, they are 

associated with other pit-type structures ‒trenches, silos, hearths, etc.-.  
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Fig. 8. Excavated area in the site of Caserna de Sant Pau (Barcelona). Ground plan and section 

of some of the silos documented. Figure based on M. Molist et al. (2008: 17, Fig. 2; 21, Fig. 4). 

However, the sites in which combustion structures have been found are more numerous. 

These combustion structures include cobbled pits, also called Polynesian ovens (Vaquer 

et al. 2003, Fortó et al. 2008) or hearths, of different morphologies and sizes though 

they are usually shallow and paved with stones or thermo-altered blocks. Among others, 

we can mention La Cañadilla, Cortecampo II (Ramos 2007), Vale Santo, Cabranosa, 

Padrâo or Alcalar 7, considered in the latter case as a shell midden (Carvalho 2008, 

Goufa and Carreia 2016). 

On the other hand, it should be noted that silos, pits and structures, also associated with 

concentrations of artifacts and debris, have usually been recorded in open-air sites that 

were possible to excavate extensively over an open area. Significant examples in 

different regions of the Iberian Peninsula are, for example: Vale Pincel I (Tavares and 

Soares 2015; Soares et al. 2016) with combustion structures, pits and artifact 

concentrations; Can Roqueta (Oliva et al. 2008); or Los Barruecos (Cerrillo 2006), 

where it was possible to recognize the presence of combustion structures, silos and 

artifact concentrations; or in La Paleta (Jiménez 2010), where pits, silos and ditches 

were found. 

In other archaeological sites, pits are located either close to clusters of artifacts, as at 

Font del Ros (Terradas et al. 1992; Morales et al. 2010), close to waste areas next to 

hearths, or adjacent to combustion structures, such as in Caserna de Sant Pau (Molist et 

al. 2008; 2009; Borrell and Gibaja 2012) (Fig. 8). In the latter case, several analyses 

have implied a food processing-consumption area, associated with cobbled structures. 

At other sites, pits are associated with long trenches containing considerable amounts of 



21 
 

archaeological materials related to charcoal concentrations and linked to post-holes, 

identified as dwelling-pits, such as at Les Guixeres (Mestres 1981-82), Xammar (Pou 

and Martí 2005) or La Velilla (Jiménez 2010: 224), where a hearth or a central structure 

was recognized.  

 

 

In general, some of these pits could have been used or re-used for funerary purposes, 

with multiple the examples documented (Pou et al. 2010; Rojo et al. 2016). At other 

archaeological sites, different structures were identified and interpreted as dwelling-pits 

or dwellings with different activity areas, e.g. Los Cascajos (García Gazólaz and Sesma 

2007), La Revilla del Campo (Rojo et al. 2008), El Prado (Alonso-Fernández 2017), 

Vale Boi (Carvalho 2008), Benàmer II (Torregrosa et al. 2011) and Mas d´Is (Bernabeu 

et al. 2003).   

The site of Los Cascajos (Los Arcos, Navarra) (García Gazólaz and Sesma 2007; García 

Gazólaz et al. 2011) has a very large surface area ‒more than 30 Ha‒, with a long 

sequence of occupation running almost uninterruptedly throughout the Neolithic. Of the 

550 negative structures interpreted as pits, post-holes, silos, hearths, waste areas and 

buried burial pits, very few correspond to ancient times ‒mainly E351, a combustion 

structure, and the burial structures 497 and 183‒. In fact, 8 circular huts have been 

documented, delimited by post-holes, between 6 and 8m in diameter; 36 were buried 

with 34 negative structures. Of these, 23 tombs with 25 individuals are arranged in a 

circle on an area of about 550 m2, constituting a kind of necropolis area. 
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 In La Revilla del Campo (Torralba del Moral, Soria) (Rojo et al. 2008: 357), an area of 

around 2000 m2 could be excavated, leading to the recording of 17 structures. These 

were circular holes of different dimensions ‒between 42cm and 2.2m at the top and a 

depth between 19 and 160cm‒, excavated in the rocky substrate. In the sedimentary fill 

that clogged these structures were numerous archaeological remains. Structures 2 and 

13 stand out. Structure 2, called a complex space, contains ditches within it, burned clay 

fragments and circular structures. Structure 13 consists of two circular enclosures 

covering an area of 194m. In its interior area, post-holes were documented in the 

smaller enclosure and in the main enclosure, a double line of trenches were found in a 

semicircular shape, representing a possible access area. Inside there are post-holes as 

well. A possible hearth was detected within the inner space. 

In the case of the settlement of El Prado (Pancorbo, Burgos) (Alonso-Fernández 2017), 

a group of 50 negative structures corresponding to two different times during the Early 

Neolithic, could be excavated over an area of about 4605 m2. They correspond to the 

type of site referred to as "pit field". The study and interpretation of the set has made it 

possible to propose the verification of two clear groupings of structures of different 

types ‒silos, ditches, a combustion structure, burial pits and structures related to the use 

of water‒ that allow to deduce the existence of two non-contemporary living units 

(Jiménez-Echeverría 2017b), separated by about 250 years. The different structures and 

outdoor activity areas are distributed in an organized manner in the occupied space, 

where a storage area can be differentiated by the concentration of silos, funerary pits 

towards the central zone where the living unit would be located, and numerous pits, 

structures of combustion and wells/troughs somewhat further away. This site, which 
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could be interpreted as a farm, would exceed 0.30 Ha (Alonso-Fernández and Jiménez-

Echeverría 2017: 192). Stable isotope analyses show the proximity of the cultivation 

fields to the settlement and the consumption of C3 type plants (Pérez and López 2017). 

The palaeodiet analyses of the buried individuals show the importance, in particular, of 

the presence of cereals and legumes (Fernández-Crespo and Schulting 2017). These 

data, in addition, are confirmed by traceological studies, that indicate a notable presence 

of sickle and harvest work elements (Lazuén and González-Urquijo 2017).   

In Vale Boi (Carvalho 2008), in addition to cobbled structures, two concentrations of 

cobblestones were recorded, interpreted as a possible living area or hut floor. In this 

soil, a combustion structure of 70 cm in diameter and a circle of blocks that may have 

been used as a storage shelf were found. Its excavators believe it may have been a 

residential campsite, with no more than 3-4 huts. 
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Fig 9. View of the open area excavated surface in Benàmer II. 

In the occupation phase of Benàmer II, the excavated area in Sector 1 had an irregular 

polygonal shape of 1968 m² (Fig. 9). It was covered by different contemporary 

archaeological strata as well as of the Iberian period (Torregrosa et al. 2011: 21-22), 

which at some points affected the Neolithic strata. The different Neolithic layers and 

structures defined an occupation floor and were distributed in two areas inside Sector 1. 

Most of the structures were documented in the northwestern area associated with two 

large overlapping strata. Linked to these, with a surface area of 700 m², three complete 

and two partially preserved structures were found, with an elliptical or almost circular 

shape, and variable dimensions of 1,20-2,15 m in diameter (Fig 10). They were 

composed of fire-cracked limestone pebbles and very small charcoal fragments. In this 

context ceramics, mollusks, flaked stone and grinding materials appeared. Some 

ceramic fragments from several vases were widely scattered over this surface. Altered 

bone fragments and hardened daub building remains were also documented. The fact 

that one of the cobbled structures was superimposed over the rest and that the structures 

were 3-4 m apart supports the interpretation of these remains as a specific production-

consumption area. These combustion structures appear to have been used recurrently 

over the occupation period.  
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Fig. 10. Cobbled structure of Benàmer II.  

In the southern part of this sector, at least three different areas were documented (Fig. 

11). To the southeast, a homogeneous archaeological layer contained dark clayey 

sediment with some pebbles and gravel. In this irregular space of less than 120 m², lithic 

debris were found, together with a Cardial ceramic fragment, abundant wheat pollen 

(López Sáez et al. 2011: 111), and a partially preserved stone grinder (Jover 2011) of 

60-70 cm length and 36 cm deep and thus barely transportable. Two meters to the west, 

a large pit of only 40 cm deep was filled with dark brown sediment composed of clays, 

silt and gravels but without archaeological remains. The upper strata showed hardened 

daub fragments and flaked lithic remains. Having an irregular elliptical ground plan, of 

more than 3 m in diameter and more than 8 m² at its base, this pit appears to be a 

dwelling-pit, similar to the ones documented in other sites, located not far away 

although slightly more recent, such as Tossal de les Basses (Rosser and Soler 2016) or, 

in the French Mediterranean area, in Mas de Vignoles X (Perrin et al. 2011). Lastly, to 
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the southwest of this pit an irregular area of dispersed pebbles contained several cores 

and flint flakes. 
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Fig 11. Excavated area in sector 1 of the site of Benàmer (Muro d’Alcoi, Alicante). Photographs 

show some of the structures and materials excavated. 

Excavations at Mas d´Is have documented several small-diameter post-hole trenches, 

interpreted as dwellings (Bernabeu et al. 2003) (Fig. 12). The one designated as House 

2, partially preserved, appears to be the oldest. The overlying House 1, rectangular in 

ground plan with an apsidal end, was apparently built from wooden posts and had a 

compartmentalized interior. To the west, different structures of gravel and medium-

sized cobble were excavated, but rendered few archaeological remains. In the eastern 

area, no structures were found, but flint tools and flakes appeared. Both possible 

dwellings were constructed and used between 5600-5000 cal BC (Bernabeu and Martí 

2012: 396). These kinds of buildings, of considerable size and having one apsidal end, 

have been identified in other settlements from the Western Mediterranean, such as 

Passo di Corvo (Foggia, Italy), Casale del Dolce (Anagni, Italy) (Tiné, 1983; Pessina 

and Tiné 2008: 140), and -presumably- Baratin (Courthézon, France) (Sénepart 2009: 

70). 

Outside House 1, some 23 m away in Sector 82, lay the remains of a negative 

rectangular combustion structure. Measuring 2.50 x 1.50 m, the walls were fire-

hardened and the interior was filled by fire-cracked stones and several sedimentary 

layers containing charcoal and organic matter. This structure, presumably for cooking, 

may have been connected to House 1 despite the distance between them. This dwelling 

was dated by short-life samples to 6600 ± 50 B.P. (Beta-166727 and Beta-162092: 

5630-5480 cal BC [95% confidence interval]) (Bernabeu et al. 2003: 43).  Some 6 m 

west from the apsidal end of House 1, a fragment of a possible earthen oven was found, 

probably displaced from its original location. Finally, approximately 250 m west of 
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Houses 1 and 2, another plausible dwelling was identified, as House 3, similar to House 

1 but dated slightly later (c. 5500-5400 cal BC) (Bernabeu and Martí 2012: 399).  

 

Fig. 12. 1. Reconstruction of the ground plan of house 1 in Mas d’Is (Penàguila, Alicante) 

(Bernabeu et al. 2003: 42, Fig. 2). 2. Detail of a combustion structure located outside house 1 

(Bernabeu et al. 2003: 43, Lam III). 3. Restitution of a possible portable mud oven (Bernabeu et 

al. 2003: 44, Fig. 3). 

One exceptional case was the Neolithic lacustrine and partially underwater settlement of 

La Draga (Bosch et al. 2000; 2011). After 16 years of archaeological excavations over a 

surface area of more than 726 m², in the area C, two stratigraphic levels were 

differentiated. The one corresponding to the earliest occupation, Level II, showed a 

settlement formed by what was interpreted as dwellings and open-air activity areas. 

There appear to have been 8 to 10 aligned rectangular buildings, oriented west to east, 
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each with its own hearth. The buildings were identified by three to four rows of aligned 

posts. Several wooden planks, roof fragments, and objects made of organic materials 

were also found (Bosch et al. 2006). A wooden palisade apparently separated the 

dwellings from the working areas of the group, such as cultivated areas, granaries, 

communal fires, waste areas or fences. 

On the other hand, in the most recent occupation, Level I, the wooden buildings appear 

to have been smaller and with approximately rectangular ground plans, insulated against 

the water. Open-air hearths and waste pits have been found. Certain oval and paved 

surfaces 3-4 m in diameter, some surrounded by posts, could have served as granaries 

(Bosch et al. 2000) and others as platforms to hold ceramic vessels. A comparable site is 

the settlement of La Marmotta (Anguillara Sabazia, Italy) (Fugazzola et al. 1993), in 

Italy. However, the fact that it is relatively late within the Early Neolithic may mean 

that this site gave rise to household groups after the firm establishment of the first 

farming communities. 

The data discussed here offer preliminary evidence for recurrent structures and 

elements, associated in space and time, which would have constituted early Neolithic 

households, despite the scarcity of the evidence, their different degree of preservation 

and the limited areas excavated. 

Recognizing the households of the first Neolithic groups in the Iberian Peninsula 

Although the aforementioned sites have not been completely excavated, settlements 

such as Benàmer II (Torregrosa et al. 2011), Los Cascajos (García Gazólaz et al. 2011), 

El Prado (Alonso-Fernández 2017), as well as the slightly later ones with similar 

characteristics, Tossal de les Basses (Rosser and Soler 2016) or Barranc d´en Fabra 

(Bosch et al. 1996), illustrate how household spaces would be organized by the first 



30 
 

farmers in this territory. Although the insides of the dwellings would have hosted 

different activities, apart from providing protection and lodging, open air areas 

surrounding these structures provided space for many daily activities. At a certain 

distance from these structures, appeared production-consumption areas, combustion 

structures, and clustered or isolated storage areas. There is no evidence to determine 

whether these latter spaces were open or enclosed, as at La Draga (Bosch et al. 2011), 

and also in the storage area of the 5th millennium cal BC at Benàmer III-IV (Torregrosa 

et al. 2011). Other open-air activities not detected in archaeological records to date, such 

as livestock stabling –found in caves (Badal 1999; Badal et al. 2012)– or crop fields 

would not be located far from the domestic units. Some pollen studies, such as those 

carried out in Benàmer II (López Sáez et al. 2011) or El Prado (Pérez and López 2017) 

attest to this. 
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Fig. 13. Structures interpreted as buildings in Early Neolithic open-air sites in the 

Iberian Peninsula: rectangular plant houses, oval or oblong plant houses and 

rectangular-shaped houses with apsidal ends. 

 

The archaeological record evidences at least two types of dwellings (Fig. 13). Firstly, 

rectangular structures with posts, resembled those found at La Draga, or with one 

curved side, as identified at Mas d´Is. Secondly, circular or oval pit-houses, such as the 

ones found at Xammar, Los Cascajos, Vale Boi or Benàmer II, were in some cases 

associated with post-hole foundation trenches, as at Guixeres de Vilobí. Similar 

examples have been reported in the Italian peninsula and along the French coast 

(Beeching and Sénépart 2009; Sénepart 2009; Perrin et al. 2011; 2014). Nevertheless, 

not all of the pits documented with similar characteristics would have functioned as pit-

houses (Suárez and Márquez 2014; Márquez and Jiménez 2014). 

In many of the settlements analyzed, such as Los Cascajos, El Prado or Benàmer II, but 

also in French sites as Mas de Vignoles X (Nimes, France) (Perrin et al. 2011), having 

open-air activity areas distributed around the dwellings, such as storage silos and 

grinding areas, food-processing structures, and hearths, the minimum surface area of the 

domestic units could have reached 2500-3000 m². In addition, there were pens, 

cultivated fields, and areas of storage of raw materials such as firewood. In total, the 

directly managed space could have occupied up to 3 hectares around the settlement. 

Other activities would have covered greater distances, but inside territories that were 

well-known and frequented by the inhabitants of the settlements: grazing areas, seasonal 

pens, shelters, caves used for storage, occasional shelter, inhumation or penning (Badal 

1999; García Atiénzar 2010) and sites linked to community identity, etc. 
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Regardless of whether some sites could be considered as occasional refuges, shell 

middens, quarries or flint workshops or areas of groupings or rituals, all usual activity 

locations for peasant groups ensuring complete land management, including intensive 

use of the territory where they are settled (Antolín 2015)–, a large part of the 

archaeological record analyzed here, despite its limitations, must necessarily correspond 

to structures and areas of activity that integrate what we call domestic units. Thus, the 

partially preserved evidence of the archaeological sites described above could be 

considered primarily as farm-like households, scattered throughout the areas where the 

first agrarian pastoral groups in the Iberian Peninsula initially settled (Bernabeu et al. 

2008; Diniz 2008; García Atiénzar 2010; Jover 2013). These farms would have formed 

the basic units of social and productive organization. 
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Fig. 14. Burials detected in open-air Early Neolithic settlements of the Iberian 

Peninsula. 

 

Therefore, we propose that the essential organizational base of the first Neolithic 

communities in this territory was the domestic group, composed of a small number of 

individuals, probably families (Bate and Terrazas 2002), comprising households, with 

one or more dwelling structures. These would be surrounded by diverse production-

consumption areas, e.g. combustion structures, artifacts-fabrication areas, raw-materials 

sites, waste or storage areas, and, in some cases, isolated burials (Fig. 14). In numerous 

cases, they contain single or double tombs of men, adult women, men of different ages 

or children, accompanied by very different non-standardized burial goods, although in 

many cases these include work instruments. Nevertheless, the evidence documented in 

many of the settlements mentioned above are only a part of their overall activities and 

spaces corresponding to a domestic unit and not preserved. 

Besides, archaeological evidence characterizes the first Neolithic societies by a 

dispersed settlement pattern (Bernabeu et al. 2008; Alonso-Fernández and Jiménez-

Echeverría 2014), throughout valley floors with occasional aggregation of households, 

creating primordial villages. Farms presumably acted as self-sufficient units, based on 

kinship bonds. Domestic groups imply overarching social units, probably determined 

filially (Alonso-Fernández 2017). In this sense, the first palaeogenetic studies (Olalde et 

al. 2017) and mobility patterns (Ortega et al. 2017), accompanied by the analysis of 

funerary ritual, allow us to infer aspects of the social structure. The fact that the practice 

of individual burials is recurrent, in several cases of elderly women, with manipulations 

of corpses, suggests a social system based on matrilineality, where heads of family or 
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lineage would be revered socially by being buried in significant places (Alonso-

Fernández and Jiménez-Echeverría 2017: 192). These filial groups appear to be the 

largest social units in which production and reproduction would be organized (Bate and 

Terrazas 2002). Similarities in the material culture documented at different early 

Neolithic settlements reflect such links. One of the best examples is the repetition in 

forms and decoration in Cardial Ware ceramics, produced independently in each 

household (McClure 2011), with schematic designs as well as on rock art at several sites 

(Martí and Hernández 1988). According to research in the areas around Valencia, the 

so-called Or-Cendres Cardial Ware group (Fig. 15) provides evidence of a dispersed 

settlement pattern, mainly in farms. From these farms, an integral management of 

territories would be practiced, with the full use of caves. Caves were used presumably 

for funerary practices, storage, shelter, penning, or even as ritual spaces with a special 

significance for the community. This latter function has been proposed for Cova de l’Or 

(Martí and Hernández 1988; Martí et al. 2001; García Borja et al. 2004). All these 

domestic groups apparently shared varied cultural and ideological manifestations, 

notably macroschematic art and old schematic art (Torregrosa 2000; Hernández, 2016). 

These artistic manifestations appear not only on the surfaces of Cardial Ware ceramic 

vessels, but also in rock art. All such evidence points to a tribal society (García and 

Jover 2011; García 2012). 
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Fig.15. Map representing the archaeological features that characterize the Or-Cendres 

Cardial Ware group: spatial distribution of Cardial sites, macroschematic art and 

schematic art in the southern Valencian region. 

 

Conclusions 

In this article we seek to recognize the spatial and social organization of the first 

Neolithic communities in the Iberian Peninsula. Our analysis of the archaeological 

record shown highlights several important aspects:  

1. The excavations and analyses of cave sites over several decades have enabled the 

definition of the first Neolithic groups on the area, defining their chronology, 

characterizing their materiality, and establishing the sequence of their development. 
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However, these studies have not permitted a fuller knowledge either of their territorial 

management or their social organization. The data compiled from caves is not the best 

source to analyze the organization of Neolithic households. 

2. Open-air Neolithic sites until recently could not be characterized, due to the 

constraints of the extensive open-area excavation required and the partial degree of 

preservation of the material remains. In fact, to date, many of the structures have been 

defined merely as isolated evidence and only in a few cases as settlements. 

3. In recent years, the development of research projects and, mainly, the activity of 

rescue archaeology have enabled the excavation and study of large open-area surfaces. 

With a suitable theoretical framework, deciphering a partial archaeological record is 

possible, allowing the recognition of the spatial organization within the first farming 

domestic groups in the study area. This analysis indicates that the basic social 

organization unit was the farm-type household, characterized by one or more structures 

and surrounded by different clearly organized production/consumption areas (Fig. 16). 

The first settlement processes of these farming groups presumably gave rise to 

aggregations of households that perhaps developed into minor settlements.  
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Fig. 16. Theoretical diagram proposing the spatial organization of activities areas in an Early 

Neolithic household. 

 

Nevertheless, in the research on this area, several constraints need to be taken into 

account. First, it is critical to consider the different natural and human shifts in the 

physical environment that rendered the archaeological evidence of Neolithic households 

and, thus the subsequent differing levels of quality in the archaeological data. The great 

majority of the study sites for this period in the Iberian Peninsula have undergone 

alterations. Situated on fluvial terraces, they were disturbed by diverse post-depositional 

processes. The recurrent occupation and agricultural exploitation of the same spaces 

throughout history is the main destructive cause of many of the earliest Neolithic 

settlements (Torregrosa et al. 2011). In addition, the dwellings and activity spaces, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/theoretical
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/the
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/spatial
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/organization
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/of
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/a
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles-espanol/household
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involving organic materials, have been poorly preserved in their original environmental 

contexts, the remains being fragmented and altered.  

Furthermore, several key factors in studying these early Neolithic societies relate to our 

own interpretations of the social organization of past human groups. At an 

archaeological site, the evidence can be varied, from a single activity area, to different 

dwelling structures. Also, not all the archaeological sites are settlements. A settlement 

entails a set of labor processes related to the temporary or permanent dwelling of a 

specific human group in a specific area, fulfilling their needs in production, 

reproduction and maintenance (Montón and Sánchez-Romero 2008). In the present case, 

the household of at least one dwelling, with evidence of different activities, has been 

identified only at sites such as Los Cascajos, El Prado, Benàmer II or Mas d´Is, where 

areas of at least 1800 m² were excavated. These examples induce us to interpret possible 

households at other sites within smaller excavated areas and thus where archaeological 

evidence is more limited. The excavation of open-air surfaces large enough to allow 

inferences concerning households -a minimum of 2000/3000 m²-, should be a primary 

criterion in future excavation strategies. 

If we wish to deepen our knowledge of domestic units and, by extension, of the 

productive and reproductive organization of the first Neolithic groups in the Iberian 

Peninsula, we will have to adopt research strategies that involve excavating new sites in 

open-air areas, over very wide stretches, which, based on this study, should have a 

surface of at least 3000 m². Otherwise, we will continue to document partial structures 

or areas of activity that are difficult to interpret accurately in their context.   
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