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Chapter 14

Burial locations, memory and power
in Bronze Age Sardinia

Luca Lai

This chapter has three main goals: to help bridge a
communication gap between the traditionally archae-
ological domain and the bioarchaeological one in
Sardinian prehistory, providing data that have not
fully entered archaeological literature on Bronze Age
burials; secondly, to draw a tentative outline of what
this knowledge means for our understanding of the
complexity of the funerary phenomenon in Bronze
Age Sardinia; and lastly, to illustrate how several
problems and questions arise from adding the cave
burial component to the increasing data on ritual
landscapes and social transitions so far related only
to stone architecture, and how these can be used to
inform future research with more theoretically orien-
tated approaches.

Giants’ tombs have traditionally been identified,
in descriptive reconstructions of nuragic Sardinia’s cul-
tural landscapes, as the canonical burial place where the
constructors of the Nuraghi lay their deceased members.
In fact, in Lilliu’s first synthesis La civilta nuragica (1982),
connecting human remains to nuragic diagnostic items
did not lead to the possibility that caves could also
be used for burial; this was conversely evaluated as a
deviant special trait of Gallura, the northeastern region
of Sardinia, which he often describes as economically
poorer and culturally backwards in comparison with
mainstream nuragic developments. In his sequence
of periods, giants’ tombs appear in the Early Bronze
Age as competing solutions next to cave burials and
less refined megalithic monuments (allées couvertes).

In Lilliu (1982; 2003), the progression through
phases I, I and III (roughly parallel to Early-Middle,
Middle-Recent, Recent-Final Bronze Ages in today’s
standard chronology, where Recent is used as a
synonym of Late) corresponds to the golden age of
architectural development, which is characterized by
an earlier tomb type with upright stones and central
stela (Bagella 2001a), and by a later type with more or

119

less regular and refined rows of masonry parallel to
the Nuraghi, and sacred wells and springs. It seems,
from such a narrative, that nuragic human groups
were fundamentally buried in these monuments.
Strangely, the paradox of hardly a few hundred such
tombs then known in opposition to over 6,000 Nur-
aghi was not highlighted sufficiently. Conversely, the
use of caves is mentioned concerning only one burial
cave, Tani (or Su Cungiareddu ‘e Serafini, Carbonia),
where human remains were found in very unusual
conditions associated with diagnostic material culture
(discussed below: Ferrarese Ceruti & Fonzo 1995), and
a few extraordinary ritual sites, inducing the reader
to picture a lived landscape where caves were not a
normal feature in the mature nuragic age from the end
of the Middle Bronze Age (MBA).

As will be seen, despite the awareness of occa-
sional finds of nuragic items in caves, this picture,
which still permeates the reconstruction of the aver-
age nuragic community both among scholars and the
general public, is inaccurate; evidence today is instead
overwhelming in showing a continuous, or possibly
intensified, use of caves during the later Bronze Age
(RBA). Lilliu between the 1950s and 1970s was indeed
constructing the ‘nuragic civilization’, which as such
is to some degree the product of a remarkable cultural
operation that had a crucial role in shaping present-
day Sardinian identity, as critiqued and unveiled by
recent work (Sirigu 2012; Sirigu 2006); possibly this
effort, along with his classicist early education, is at the
root of Lilliu’s tendency to overlook features perceived
as ‘primitive’ — as a familiarity with caves so well
documented for Neolithic times — and to stress instead
grand architecture, which would endow Sardinia with
a dignity comparable with the classic ‘civilizations’ of
historic antiquity. Even after Lilliu, most scholars, when
attempting to synthesize data into general scenarios
of nuragic social evolution, have given burial caves
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Table 14.1. AMS dates from Sardinian MBA-EIA cave burial contexts. (*Date from Grotta del Marinaio: courtesy of the Museo Sardo di
Antropologia ed Etnografia, Cagliari).

68.2% probability | 95.4% probability
Site Reference Lab number | Raw date & error | cal BC cal BC
Dana del Maccioni (Dana di | (Cosseddu et al. 1994; | Beta-37704 2720 B + 60 916-812 1000-799
lu Maccioni), Alghero Sanna 2006)
Beta-47023 2800 Br + 60 1021-893 (61.0%) 1116-824
874-850 (7.2%)
Su Cungiareddu ‘e Serafini/ | (Cosseddu et al. 1994; | Beta-47025 3380 Bp + 70 1764-1607 (62.7%) | 1878-1838 (6.4%)
Tani, Carbonia Sanna 2006) 1582-1560 (5.5%) 1830-1510 (89.0%)
Tueri, Perdasdefogu (Cosseddu et al. 1994; | Beta-47024 2880 Bp + 60 1187-1183 (1.1%) 1228-906
Sanna 2006) 1156-1146 (2.9%)
1128-976 (62.2%)
952-945 (2.0%)
(Marcus et al. 2020) MAMS-38280 | 2987 Bp + 23 1262-1194 (61.4%) | 1280-1126
1142-1133 (6.8%)
MAMS-38282 | 2996 Bp + 24 1270-1196 (65.0%) | 1370-1360 (1.8%)
1140-1134 (3.2%) 1294-1154 (85.9%)
1148-1127 (7.7%)
MAMS-38283 | 3020 Br + 23 1290-1221 1386-1340 (15.5%)
1309-1195 (79.6%)
1138-1135 (0.3%)
MAMS-38284 | 2974 Bp + 17 1226-1191 (39.6%) | 1260-1240 (8.1%)
1177-1161 (13.4%) | 1236-1126 (87.3%)
1144-1130 (15.2%)
MAMS-38285 | 2961 Bp + 23 1216-1128 1261-1110 (94.8%)
1096-1091 (0.6%)
MAMS-38286 | 2992 Bp + 23 1264-1195 (64.0%) | 1286-1126
1140-1134 (4.2%)
MAMS-38287 | 2990 Br + 24 1264-1194 (62.5%) | 1286-1125
1142-1133 (5.7%)
MAMS-38288 | 2917 Bp + 24 1188-1181 (4.0%) 1208-1140 (28.9%)
1158-1146 (7.3%) 1134-1026 (66.5%)
1128-1052 (56.9%)
Stampu Erdi, Seulo (Cosseddu et al. 1994; | Beta-37705 3190 Br + 80 1606-1583 (5.7%) 1643-1263
Sanna 2006) 1558-1554 (1.1%)
1546-1391 (58.4%)
1336-1323 (3.0%)
Cannisoni & Gastea, Seulo (Sanna ef al. 1999; Beta-50953 3470 Br + 60 1880-1740 (62.4%) | 1936-1640
Sanna 2006) 1712-1698 (5.8%)
Capo Pecora, Arbus (Sanna ef al. 1999; Beta-82327 2940 BP 70 1258-1246 (3.2%) 1384-1340 (3.9%)
Sanna 2006) 1233-1042 (65.0%) | 1308-971 (89.6%)
960-936 (1.9%)
Grotta del Marinaio, Orosei | (Unpublished) Beta-101397* | 2700 Br + 40 894-866 (25.3%) 920-801
856-812 (42.9%)
Is Aruttas, Cabras (Lai 2008) AA-64824 3054 BP + 55 1396-1258 (64.4%) | 1433-1188 (91.2%)
1182-1158 (2.3%)
1146-1128 (2.0%)
(Olivieri et al. 2017) MAMS-26894 | 2952 Bp + 25 1244-1234 (3 1256-1250 (1.0%)
1232-1056 (94.4%)
MAMS-26896 | 2941 Br + 27 1210-1114 1229-1047

120

Burial locations, memory and power in Bronze Age Sardinia

little attention, because of the scarce evidence in this
respect. Webster for instance, notes that ‘many of the
natural caves previously used as seasonal shepherd
camps and burial sites have scant evidence of Middle
Bronze Age visits. Cave use also declined with the
spread of Nuraghi and megalithic tombs during the
MBA into the extreme southwest of the island, in the
Iglesiente-Sulcitano regions” (Webster 1996, 91). As an
exception, he does not overlook the presence of burial
caves, but precisely in the southwestern region, thus
fitting the pattern of a southwards replacement of caves
by megalithic graves; such caves, furthermore, mostly
pertain to the pre-nuragic Bonnanaro B/ Sa Turricula
phase today commonly labelled as MBA1 (Ferrarese
Ceruti 1981b). The following MBA2 and MBA3 phases
were not represented by any finds of materials, with
the exclusion of the cave at Tani mentioned above. He
does, however, suggest, based on the average number
of individuals retrieved at giants’ tombs, perceived as
too low for population estimates, that caves could be a
burial for lower-status groups (Webster 1996, 143-5).

Perra (1997a; 2009), in his reconstruction of social
dynamics in the nuragic age, while featuring promi-
nently the role of megalithic tombs as arenas for
collective ritual and opposition to aspiring elites, does
not mention caves, as does not Blake (2001; 2002),
who restates what Lilliu perceived decades earlier:
that “apart from a small number of burials in natural
granite crevices called fafoni and the sporadic reuse
of earlier burial sites (in particular, rock-cut tombs),
the giants’ tombs are the only known nuragic form of
burial” (Blake 2002, 121). However, several questions
that she sets forth can receive light from considering
caves as burials, as is argued here; the most evident
is the mentioned problem of the overall low ratio of
chambered tombs vs Nuraghi (Blake 2002, 121; Webster
1996, 104), which cannot be explained assuming that
groups from several Nuraghi buried in the same tomb.

1C-based evidence for the use of natural caves
for burial

Table 14.1 shows radiocarbon dates available from
caves at sites with a calibrated time span at least par-
tially corresponding to the Middle Bronze Age (MBA)
to Early Iron Age (EIA). All dates were calibrated with
OxCal v4.3.2, IntCal13 curve (Reimer ef al. 2013), and
the chronological schemes used here as a reference
are in Perra (1997a) and Tykot (1994), which differ in
several respects (in the former, there is a more refined
articulation of material culture-based phases and the
anticipation of the beginning of the Recent Bronze Age
(RBA), Final Bronze Age (FBA) and Early Iron Age (EIA)
by between ~50 to over ~150 cal. years) (Table 14.2).
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Table 14.2. Chronological table comparing Perra (1997) and Tykot
(1994) schemes (all dates cal. Bc).

Perra 1997 Tykot 1994

S. Iroxi EBA2
Bonnanaro B

. MBA1
Sa Turricula

MBA
MBA2

Zone-impressed

ware; S. Cosimo;
comb-impressed MBA3
ware

Nuragic I

Comb-impressed
ware; emipsheric
bowls; storage and LBA

collared jars; gray
ware LBA  Nuragic Il

Nuragic FBA 1-2;  FBA1
pre-geometric
pottery; gray ware FBA2

Nuragic FBA 3;

geometric pottery FBA3
FBA  Nuragic Il
_ Nuragic IV
Nuragic EIA EIA geometric

EIA  NuragicIV
orientalizing

Nuragic IV
archaic

A brief description of the contexts will help
explain why caves have been so far overlooked by
archaeologists when drawing general pictures of
landscape and spatial organization. The cave Dana
di lu Maccioni/Dana del Maccioni (Maxia & Fenu
1962) was located near the coast just south of the city
of Alghero, northwestern Sardinia; it was destroyed
during road construction in 1954, when human bones
and material remains were recovered. These remains,
however, did not include anything diagnostic, except
scarce and coarse pottery, assigned to the Ozieri
tradition (Contu in Germana 1995, 54). Based on
this scanty evidence, the context was attributed to
the Late Neolithic, and so were the data generated
from studying the abundant human remains, until
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Grotta dilu
Maccioni
Grotta del
Marinaio
Is Aruttas
Seulo caves sa Foxi‘e
s’Abba
) Grotta Tueri
Grotta di
Capo Pecora
su Cungiareddu
‘e Serafini Grotta AS.l./
Pirosu

Figure 14.1. Map of Sardinia with natural caves
mentioned in text that yielded AMS dates MBA-EIA.
Filled circles: cave burials; empty circles: ritual sites.

radiocarbon dating (Cosseddu et al. 1994) showed that
the chronology ranges from the twelfth to the eighth
centuries cal. Bc (95.4 per cent probability), centred
around the FBA3-EIA. In the absence of any stratig-
raphy, such AMS radiocarbon determinations do not
necessarily apply to the whole skeletal assemblage,
but they do mark a date for at least one instance of
its use for burial.

The cave near the hamlet of Tani, southwestern
Sardinia, named Su Cungiareddu ‘e Serafini (or Baied-
dus de sa Sedderenciu), was excavated between 1958
and 1960 (Ferrarese Ceruti & Fonzo 1995), and yielded
evidence for use in several phases, including the Late
Copper Age (Monte Claro culture), the EBA and the
MBA (animal bone beads), with nuragic diagnostic
pottery found mainly near the entrance, not inside
the cave with the skeletal remains. The only radio-
carbon determination fits this phase, between the
nineteenth and sixteenth centuries cal. Bc (95.4 per
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cent probability), centred around the MBA1. Again, it
is uncertain whether this date may be extended to the
whole bone collection. Among the cultural materials
are bone tubular beads that find comparisons with
MBA3 and RBA contexts (Usai A. in Atzeni et al. 2012)
and support the evidence from potsherds and, to a
degree, AMS dating.

The cave of Tueri (Perdasdefogu), in central-
eastern Sardinia, is also located near a Nuraghe, which
is also the reason why its burial use was already
attributed to the nuragic period, despite the lack of
any cultural marker (Maxia 1964). It consists of a long
natural corridor, found in the 1960s covered with
human bones, quantified visually in over 50 indi-
viduals, which were collected without any contextual
record, since the main purpose was acquiring speci-
mens for anthropometric research. The easy access
enabled frequent looting, despite recent attempts
by the local municipality to close the entrance with
a metal gate, until in 2014 at least the visible speci-
mens were salvaged by volunteers supervised by the
Soprintendenza. One AMS determination, carried out
in the 1990s on human bones, recorded usage between
the thirteenth and tenth centuries cal. Bc (20), centred
around the FBA1-EIA time span. After several years,
in the context of an ancient DNA project involving
several collections across the island, eight more dates
were obtained (Marcus et al. 2020), all from different
individuals, and with a much smaller error. These
extend the probability that some of the individuals
were slightly earlier (late fourteenth century cal. 5c),
whereas virtually none of them extends beyond the
twelfth century cal. sc (except for one, with 0.6 per
cent probability), suggesting that the older determi-
nation had a wider range simply due to greater error
and a less pronounced slope in the calibration curve.
Most recorded burials at Tueri can thus be placed in
the RBA-FBA phase, dating to the thirteenth to twelfth
centuries cal. Bc. Interestingly, although peripheral
to the topic at hand, one additional date witnesses
burial use in the fourth to third centuries cal. sc at the
end of what is the Punic phase on the coast.

No contextual information is known for the
human bone assemblage from the cave Stampu
Erdi (Maxia 1963), near Seulo, central Sardinia. It
yielded an AMS date (Sanna et al. 1999) between the
seventeenth and the thirteenth centuries cal. Bc (95.4
per cent probability), or more narrowly between
the sixteenth and fourteenth centuries cal. Bc (68.2
per cent probability), corresponding mainly to the
MBA2-MBA3 range. Another date comes from bones
collected in the 1930s from several caves in the same
area (su Cannisoni, which includes what is now iden-
tified as Is Bituleris cave, and Gastea), unfortunately
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R_date Beta-37704
R_date Beta-47023
R_date Beta-47025
R_date Beta-47024
R_date MAMS-38280
R_date MAMS-38282
R_date MAMS-38283
R_date MAMS-38284
R_date MAMS-38285
R_date MAMS-38286
R_date MAMS-38287
R_date MAMS-38288
R_date Beta-37705
R_date Beta-50953
R_date Beta-82327
R_date Beta-101397*
R_date AA-64824
R_date MAMS-64824

R_date MAMA-26896

2500 2000 1500
Calibrated date (cal. 8c)

Dana del Maccioni (Alghero)

Su Cungiareddu ‘e Serafini /
Tani (Carbonia)

s'Orcu ‘e Tueri (Perdasdefogu)

Stampu Erdi (Seulo)
Cannisoni / Gastea (Seulo)
Capo Pecora (Arbus)

Grotta del Marinaio (Orosei)

Is Arutas (Cabras)

1000 500

Figure 14.2. Chart of calibrated range of dates for Sardinian MBA-EIA cave burial contexts. OxCal v4.3.2 Bronk
Ramsey (2017); r:5 IntCal13 atmospheric curve (Reimer et al. 2013).

without any distinction between caves: from this date,
the range is from the twentieth to the seventeenth
centuries cal. Bc (95.4 per cent probability).

Fifteen radiocarbon dates from the Seulo Cave
Project area (Skeates ef al. 2013) have recently extended
and strengthened the record of cave burial utilization,
which stretches from the EBA1 through the MBA2-3,
with a notable gap between the fourteenth and twelfth
centuries cal. Bc and only one later FBA date.

Capo Pecora cave (Arbus), near the southwestern
coast, close to the municipal border with Fluminimag-
giore, yielded skeletal remains that were associated
with some pottery interpreted as nuragic (Maxia et
al. 1973), although some materials apparently date
back to earlier phases. The attribution was confirmed
by AMS dating, which provided a range between the
fourteenth and tenth centuries cal. Bc (95.4 per cent
probability), centred in the RBA-FBA3 phases, to be
extended back to the EBA2.
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Is Aruttas cave, although never properly pub-
lished, was described as a small natural cave accessible
by means of two modified entrances, located a few
hundred metres from the seashore and a few miles
from the brackish water Cabras Lagoon, in western
Sardinia. The context was looted and attributed to the
Late Neolithic based on the scarce cultural materials
recovered with the skeletal remains of at least 25
individuals (Germana 1980; Germana 1982). This col-
lection features in all Germana’s publications through
the mid-2000s as the second-largest collection of Neo-
lithic human remains from Sardinia (Germana 1995,
61), but the deposit was clearly disturbed: cranium
10 from Is Aruttas later yielded a date (Table 14.1)
which makes this collection unsuitable for studying
Neolithic populations, but provides evidence for the
burial use of the cave in the Bronze Age, marking a
time span between fifteenth and twelfth centuries
cal. Bc (95.4 per cent probability), centred around
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the MBA3-RBA (Lai 2009). Two additional dates
carried out contextually with ancient DNA analyses
(see above for S’Orcu ‘e Tueri; Olivieri et al. 2017), on
different individuals and with a much smaller error,
partially confirmed but narrowed this attribution to
the thirteenth to eleventh centuries cal. sc, recording
depositions in the cave in the RBA-FBAS3.

Finally, an unpublished nuragic date from human
bones comes from Grotta del Marinaio (Orosei), on
the eastern coast, explored by Carlo Maxia in the
mid-1950s. No osteological examination of these
remains, located at the Museo Sardo di Antropo-
logia ed Etnografia, at the University of Cagliari,
Monserrato, has been reported. The chronological
range would translate into between tenth and ninth
centuries cal. ¢ (95.4 per cent probability), virtually
corresponding to the EIA.

It is out of the scope of this chapter to review
the large amount of evidence for the chronology of
the megalithic monuments known as giants’ tombs;
based on stratigraphy, associations, and scholarship
dating back at least one century, they are generally
attributed to the nuragic peak of architectural complex-
ity, which was also a time of demographic growth. It
is worth highlighting that the first giants’ tombs pos-
sibly pre-date the Nuraghi themselves. Melis (2007b)
examines in detail the associations of ceramic types
and architectural types: whereas no giants’ tomb is
found to yield cultural materials unambiguously
older than MBA1/MBA2 (see also Perra 2009), there
are a few cases of possible association with some
EBA2/MBAI1 ceramic materials. Conversely, there
would be no Nuraghi demonstrably datable before
the MBA2 (Perra 1997a; Perra 2009). In one case, there
is clear evidence that the mimetic rock-carving of a
giants’ tomb associated with MBA1 pottery damaged
a Neolithic reused rock-carved tomb that contained
EBAZ2 potsherds (Melis 2007b). With these premises
underlining the chronology of megalithic tombs, it
is clear that use of caves, including earlier rock-cut
tombs, fully overlaps with them.

Short outline of Bronze Age burial site types
by phase

The evidence above confirms therefore a trend of
continuous use of caves as burial grounds starting at
least from the third millennium sc. During the Copper
Age Monte Claro phase, the use of caves for burial
is widespread, and evident more than the Bronze
Age presence also because of a more distinctive pot-
tery (Ferrarese Ceruti 1989). Such use is maintained
in the Bell Beaker/EBA1, with several finds that are
in large portion associated with human remains;
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apparently, the use of caves was one of the many
options possibly constrained by availability; in fact,
artificial caves (rock-cut tombs dating to Neolithic
times) were also used extensively, as shown by Fer-
rarese Ceruti’s work on Su Crucifissu Mannu, tomb
16, which is the best documented example (Ferrarese
Ceruti 1974), but countless instances are known (Fer-
rarese Ceruti 1981a; Ferrarese Ceruti 1981b; Moravetti
2009), and especially evident in the Sardinian north-
west, where an enormous volume of underground
space was created by means of carving between the
late fifth and the mid-third millennia sc, providing
excellent, easily accessible, and often readily visible
receptacles for burial. In other cases, perhaps where
no underground space was available, then pits were
dug, and possibly covered with architectural elements
of perishable materials, as can be hypothesized for
the site of Iscalitas (Manunza 2000; Manunza 2005),
following a tradition that goes back to Bell Beaker
customs (Padru Jossu: Ugas 1982; Bingia ‘e Monti,
Atzeni 2001; Fugazzola Delpino & Pellegrini 1999).
The same options based on availability remained
viable in the EBA2, as shown by material culture items
and AMS dating of human remains: natural caves
as su Cannisoni, Seulo (Skeates et al. 2013), possibly
Capo Pecora, Arbus, and many more; reused artificial
caves (e.g. among many: Sa Figu, tomb 4: Melis 2010);
open pits, in some cases resulting from the collapse or
degradation of previous structures (as S. Iroxi, Ugas
1990a; Bingia e Monti, Perra & Lai 2020, Perra in Lo
Schiavo et al. 2009, 266-7). Possibly, in the northeast,
some experiments in manufacturing above-ground
built structures, so-called allées couvertes, were setting
the foundations for the later standardized megalithic
tombs, although as already mentioned there is no
clear evidence for this (Castaldi 1969; Antona 2008).
In the MBA1 (defined by Sa Turricula style
pottery), some new options were added to the old.
Natural caves were still utilized; for instance, the
known example of single burial at Sa Oche/ Sisaia,
Oliena (Ferrarese Ceruti & Germana’ 1978), the
remains that yielded a MBA1 date from Su Cun-
giareddu ‘e Serafini, Carbonia (Cosseddu et al. 1994;
Sanna 2006), and several more (Ferrarese Ceruti
1981b). Rock-carved tombs were also still reused,
as evident at several sites as, for instance, at Sa Figu
(Melis 2011), where different tombs yielded items
pertinent to different Bronze Age phases, in some
cases with human remains. At this burial site the
visual template of giants’ tombs is behind the trans-
formation of earlier Neolithic tombs into nuragic ones
(Melis 2007a; Castaldi 1969). If the allées couvertes
recorded in northeastern Sardinia actually date to this
phase, then their development into canonical giants’
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tombs must have occurred fairly rapidly, since some
megalithic tombs already show their standardized
elements (chamber, semicircular forecourt, facade
with upright slabs and monumental stela) associated
with MBA1 pottery.

The MBA2 phase (characterized by San Cosimo/
metopale pottery) marks the success of the giants’ tomb
model in central-northern Sardinia. It is unclear to
which degree at this point the giants” tomb was asso-
ciated with the Nuraghe (Blake 2001), since according
to Perra (1997a) there are no reliable stratigraphic
contexts linking MBA2 material culture and architec-
tural features. It definitely appears that during this
phase radiocarbon evidence for burial use of natural
caves perhaps starts dwindling, since only one date,
except for the Seulo caves (Skeates et al. 2013, 104-5),
falls around 1600-1500 cal. Bc (Beta-37705, Stampu
Erdi: Sanna 2006). MBA2 pottery seems present, but
rare, also at the necropolis of Sa Figu (Melis 2010),
and the only two radiocarbon dates from reused
Neolithic rock-cut tombs come from southwestern
sites (Sa Serra Masi, room 1, Martella et al. 2014;
Montessu, t.10, AA-64836, Lai 2009), therefore located
in what probably was the last region to be reached
by the new above-ground templates. This appar-
ently corresponds to the time when normative codes
regarding mortuary rituals virtually excluded grave
goods, limiting severely both the presence of artefacts
with the dead (as accompaniment or offerings), and
proportionally also the archaeologist’s ability to infer
use from material remains. Additional phenomena
could be suggested: if the MBA2 preceded a sharp
demographic increase (Webster 1996), we will expect
to find less evidence of human remains dating to this
period compared to the following; also, the norma-
tive power of above-ground chambered tombs might
have reached its peak at this time, before caves were
used again more intensely. Only further AMS dates
in the future will help us understand if this is a real
gap in natural caves’ burial usage, or only a random
artefact of insufficient research coverage.

While Nuraghi proliferated all over the island
(Perra 2009), the MBA3 phase, the first that can
no doubt be defined ‘nuragic’ from a monumental
standpoint, showed continuity in the trends concern-
ing burial practices and locations. The diffusion of
giants’ tombs reached the south of the island. Overall
evidence for burial use of caves is scarce; one of three
radiocarbon dates from Is Aruttas (Table 14.1) is the
most likely record of use during the MBA3. Giants’
tombs could become in this phase the normative grave
for newly established settlements, coupled with the
Nuraghe (Blake 2001), an impression that the Seulo
cave cluster record seems to corroborate, with a gap in
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dates between the fourteenth and twelfth centuries sc
after a solid body of 14 dates for the preceding eight
hundred years (Skeates et al. 2013). An increasingly
well documented phenomenon is that of clusters of
giants’ tombs (Perra 1997b; Zaru 2011; Castoldi 2010,
among many), some of which apparently dating to
the MBA, some likely to the RBA.

Next to the previously built giants” tombs, some
seem to be newly constructed in the RBA; these tend to
show distinct features: lack of semicircular forecourt,
use of smaller stones, in one case even a lateral instead
of frontal entrance (Ugas 1993; Ugas 1990b; Lai 1992;
Contu 1957). Besides giants’ tombs, found in differ-
ent densities but virtually on the whole island, in the
RBA Neolithic rock-cut tombs and natural caves are
still being reused: human remains from a number of
sites yielded AMS dates likely corresponding to this
phase (s’Iscia ‘e sas Piras, Usini, date unpublished;
Table 14.1 for caves).

Finally, there is clearly continuous use of giants’
tombs in the FBA or even EIA, at least at some
locations, as shown by material culture (Sa Sedda
‘e sa Caudela, Atzeni et al. 2012), and a few AMS
dates (Motrox’e Bois, Usellus: Sanna 2006; Ingur-
tosu Mannu, Donori: Martella et al. 2014, Olivieri
et al. 2017), although this was probably less intense
or even sporadic. Whereas burial reuse of rock-cut
tombs is documented by material culture (Melis 2011;
Melis 2010), use of natural caves, besides other ritual
activities, is documented by AMS dates at several
sites (see Table 14.1).

Power, memory and burial locations

As presented in the introduction of this chapter, the
starting point for discussion is the observation that
despite some piecemeal evidence being available for
a long time, a persistent view remains in analyses
of social organization, landscape patterning and
narrative syntheses, that chambered tombs were
the canonical burial place for nuragic communities.
However, sporadic finds of cultural materials in
caves previously, and the first dataset of radiocarbon
evidence presented here make it clear that a large
portion of the Sardinian population in the Bronze and
Early Iron Ages was not actually laid to rest in such
tombs. Such dates from human bones recovered in
natural caves are an indication of burials continuing
into and/or possibly beginning after the MBA, when
giants’ tombs appear to be widespread all over the
island. The problem that this evidence opens up is
then manifold: how to reconcile the different types
of burials? How to explain the perceived meaning/
function of different burial locations and different
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types? What was their charge of memory and iden-
tity for the burying/buried community, their role as
social settings for single, collective agents and/or as
secondary agents themselves (as discussed in Robb
2010; Dobres & Robb 2005). Finally, can we associate
varying social contexts and dynamics with varying
uses of different types, if any?

Considering that natural caves fulfilled the
role of burial grounds of choice for about 500 years
after the virtual demise of tomb rock-carving by
~2300 cal. sc and before the first experiments with
above-ground constructed graves between 1900 and
1600 cal. Bc (EBA2-MBAL), it is possible to set out
already as a working hypothesis, that giants” tombs
were actually analogues to artificial caves. We can
presume that, in conditions where local lithology
and geomorphology did not offer natural caves, nor
previous human groups had prepared carved tombs
amenable for reuse, with or without modification,
there was then a need for alternatives. It may not be
coincidental that earliest evidence for such chamber
tombs is recorded in Gallura, a predominantly granitic
area poor in large natural caves compared to other
areas of the island and especially to the limestone
plateaus between the Barbagie and Ogliastra. As we
have seen, burial might not be the right term, since
there is good evidence that what we call burials were
not interments but true rooms, where remains were
not covered with soil, but to some degree exposed
and at least periodically available for manipulation
(Manunza 2000; Ugas 1982). That this role of arti-
ficial cave was important is also indicated by how
the earlier type of giants’ tomb, unlike those built in
regular masonry in the centre-south, were covered by
a mound, or tumulus, so that the tomb as seen from
the back was probably similar to a low hill. Possibly
only later (MBA3-RBA?), when a canonical locale
Nuraghe + tomb (as in Blake 2001) was established,
giants’ tombs were possibly preferred, but always
within the range of choices available at a specific site
when establishing new settlements.

We can then reflect on what fundamentally was
a giants’ tomb in the eyes of a member of a nuragic
community, and what features seem to be in com-
mon among all types of tombs: physically, a) it is
a structure with a hollow space inside; b) it has an
entrance that remains open or can be periodically
opened; c) it is covered by a certain volume of soil
and/or stone which renders the inside space func-
tionally underground; d) it is spacious enough for
the bodies, or bodily remains, of several individuals
to lay inside at the same time; e) it has an adjacent
space large enough for communal gatherings/events.
All these elements are to be considered canonical,
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and are actually recordable and recorded for many
tombs, especially the few that were not devastated
and reused in historic time. Virtually all of these
points apply as well to natural caves, except perhaps
for the variability of the space available for corpses
and more or less skeletonized bodies, and possibly
for the outside space available for communal events;
conversely, it is possible that this space was not as
relevant in the latest graves dating to the RBA-FBA,
many of which do not show evidence marking the
semicircular forecourt. Other features cannot be
surely extended to all tombs as part of the required
elements: one is the circular shape of the forecourt
(in one case added to the pre-existing tomb so as to
border the liminal space in front of the tomb: Ugas
1999); another is the presence of the three betyls and
their slots sculpted in stone on top of the tomb’s
facade (Bagella 2007; Castoldi 2010; Bittichesu 1998).

Mentally and emotionally, we can identify the
tomb/forecourt as a liminal space, at the interface
between the dimension of the living and the dimen-
sion of the dead; a resting place for the remains of
the ancestors, however they may have been intended
and understood: the space for celebrating ancestors,
community values, continuity of life, and possibly to
have some form of communication with such ances-
tors, in order to ask intervention in the lives of the
survivors or conversely to request them to give up
their involvement. It could be seen, additionally, as a
political arena (Perra 2009), the place where everyone
is confirmed as equal in one’s collective connection
with the ancestors, whose remains from individually
identifiable become progressively commingled. This
bodily transformation and unification practically and
ideologically worked as an opposing force to rising
inequality in wealth and authority. Such inequality,
coupled with intensification of production, has been
explained as the effect of a deliberate aggrandizing
strategy developed through contact with complex
societies of the Eastern Mediterranean (Perra 1997a).
However, the fact that individuals or groups arrived in
positions of authority or prestige could be as likely the
unintended gradual outcome of daily practices, and
may have not been consistent at the intra-community
level, as evidence of tiered hierarchy appears to rest
mainly on inter-settlement differentiation (Araque
Gonzalez 2014).

The role of memory in these practices was funda-
mental, as the giants’ tomb’s forecourt, and possibly
the open space in front of burial caves, became the
place where cosmology and cosmogony was told and
retold, taught as a collective intangible patrimony of a
kin or tribal group. Likely, besides stories of mythical
past, most tombs/caves were linked with memories
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of the founding of the village/settlement and to the
‘domestication’ of a whole landscape, the commu-
nity’s little universe (most tombs and Nuraghi date
to between 1500-1200 cal. B, fairly little time relative
to the power of oral history). It was also a place tied
more closely to the memory of individual burials of
family members, women and men, parents, siblings,
children, spouses, relatives, with their charge of life
memories, feelings of loss or detachment. Memory
is therefore also inextricably intertwined with social
relations and power, and so is the burial location and
burial-related performances as physical and social
fields of action, as the place where the community
reproduces itself, shapes and negotiates among its
members ideology and social constructs (Chesson
2001); it appears as a physical and behavioural field
of action, an interface providing a contact oppor-
tunity for different agents and a source of identity
for both human individuals and collective bodies
(Gillespie 2001), with the addition of material things
as secondary agents (Robb 2004). This materiality can
first be identified in the burial type’s features, and
in properties of such natural/artificial burial caves:
shape, colour, appearance, sound effects, olfactory
experiences related to ritual, feasting, and at least
occasionally the handling of decaying human remains.

Including caves in the potential number of sites
appropriate for burial in the MBA-FBA, as anticipated
above, modifies strongly our view of the problem,
touched by many but not yet faced systematically, of
the numeric ratio between tombs and Nuraghi. Bagella
(2007), based on a database of about 800 tombs, cal-
culates a rough [Nimp : Nnuraghe] island-wide ratio of
1:10. However, the ratios by municipality reported
in the literature vary remarkably: anywhere between
2:1 in Esterzili, where more tombs are documented
than Nuraghi, to Sedilo (Bagella 2007), with a 1:1.5
ratio, the closest to reflecting a ritually bifocal tomb +
Nuraghe locale, and up to an exceptional 1:33 in areas
of central-western Sardinia (Usai 2003), with various
ratios in between (Webster 1996; Navarra 1997; Bagella
2007; Crispu et al. 2011). Whereas the general scarcity
of tombs relative to Nuraghi can largely be attributed
to differential preservation, because of their location
at lower elevations on soils more susceptible for agri-
cultural exploitation and therefore ploughing, I argue
that a sizable portion of such gap, at least in some
areas, can be because of the usage of natural caves or
Neolithic rock-cut tombs instead of megalithic tombs.

Overall consideration of the nuragic population
and the issue whether the whole community or sec-
tions of it were buried in giants” tombs deserves some
reflection. Whereas the general collective nature of
nuragic burial ritual is not in question, a few aspects
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call for some reconsideration. Based on extant evi-
dence, there is no indication suggesting the clearing
out of human remains from the tomb. The argument
that Minimum Number of Individuals recorded would
be incompatible with fully inclusive collective burials
(Blake 2002, 121) might have been overemphasized,
despite it being largely based on longer time estimates
of use than actually demonstrable and on visual head
counts upon recovery: in fact, giants’ tombs were used
perhaps as little as three centuries in some areas — espe-
cially in the southwest, if we consider the direction of
diffusion. More importantly, the potential for quick
reduction of the space required by a decomposed
body should not be underestimated. In a similar situ-
ation of collective burial in a relatively confined space
from previous prehistory, one of the few analyses of
teeth has shown that an MNI based on these durable
skeletal elements can be over 10 times higher than
an MNI based on bone only (Vargiu et al. 2009), not
even considering the comparison with counts based
only on visually identifiable cranial remains. If we
take the bone only-based MNI of one of the few col-
lections analysed according to modern standards, the
comparatively late and small tomb of Su Fraigu (Ugas
1993; Spina 2005), we could easily project some 3,000
depositions within about 300 years. The inclusive
nature of burial in nuragic times, therefore, needs not
be ruled out, and comprehensive consideration in the
future should include the cave record.

Another avenue of research not frequently
touched upon is the investigation of traces of ritual
activity in the forecourts of giant’s tombs — and
similarly in the areas before entering burial caves.
For instance, in one case to be verified in situ, pot-
tery appeared to be placed not with the dead, but
at the entrance of the burial cave, possibly reflect-
ing a ritual preference parallel to what observed in
megalithic tombs (Ferrarese Ceruti & Fonzo 1995).
Whereas the tendency for preferential accumulation
of sherds on the right side of the forecourt, despite
some exceptions, has been firmly established, other
traces of ritual have been described but are not
well understood (Bagella 2001b): the possibility of
reburial rituals could be at the root of small cists
and pits occasionally found on the pavement of the
forecourt (Tanda 2003; Lilliu 2003); in one case, it
involved infant remains (Atzeni et al. 2012). Besides
the moving of remains that would simply have ful-
filled the purpose of freeing up space for new corpses,
another sign of ritual performance is the treatment of
skulls, with their placement in prominent position,
as documented already in the Neolithic (Maxia &
Atzeni 1964), but also in the Bell Beaker/EBA (Ugas
1982; Ferrarese Ceruti 1974; Atzeni 2001), and still in
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the MBA-FBA (Atzeni et al. 2012). In addition to these,
the presence and location of betyls and various kinds
of architectural details (Bagella 2001b) are all features
that besides being worth investigating per se beyond
typology, would also provide a key for testing the
hypothesis that similar activities were performed in
functionally parallel locations of burial caves.

Conclusion

In the interaction among different elements of a nur-
agic constructed landscape and their role in politics
and power relations, architectural elements have
been extensively discussed. Nuraghi, especially the
complex ones, whether or not they were symbols or
symptoms of class differentiation (Perra 2009) show
some features that could have factually limited social
participation and selectively granted access: a door-
way, a narrow staircase to reach upper floors, and a
courtyard that provides additional inside space but
doubles access limitation. Whereas the general role
of giants’ tombs’ forecourt as collective, open gath-
ering areas has already been suggested, how should
we read ‘deviant’ situations where such forecourt
is absent, or unmarked? How should we interpret
the variables related to multiple tombs? Since the
ritual focus definitely shifted, in the FBA, to water
cult-related sites, both natural (springs, wells) and
artificial (round temples, megaron temples), it is here
suggested that giants’ tombs and water-related sites
may have filled a similar niche in the meaning system
and cosmological patterns. What role did caves play
in these changing relationships among agents and
locations? Some spatial patterning actually appears
to be common to many types of structure: the recur-
ring presence of offerings residues on the right side
of giants’ tombs’ forecourt seems to match the niche
consistently placed to the right in the entrance cor-
ridor at a large number of Nuraghi; this also matches
the floor paved area immediately to the right upon
entering many stone houses in several nuragic villages
(for example: Bruncu Maduli, Gesturi; San Salva-
tore, Tortoli; and can be compared with the massive
amounts of pottery remains on the right side at the
monumental spring of Mitza Pidighi: Usai 1988). The
whole meaning system behind the many signs of ritual
patterns listed above, with a possible Nuraghe-tomb
dualism related to cosmic opposites (male-female,
light-dark, sky-earth, sun-moon, high-low, meteoric
water-underground water...), is mostly unknown; in
the framework of such potential binary system, natural
caves must also have played a role: was it fully paral-
lel and equal to megalithic tombs? Or was it instead
analogous and therefore some way competing with
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the megalithic tombs? Were these alternative options
based on social standing (megalithic tombs for elites,
as suggested by some: see Lilliu 2003; Webster 1996;
Blake 2002). In this respect, there is evidence that in
some instances both types were used in the same
phase (Antona 2005; Skeates et al. 2013: 109-10) — as
far as such phase can be culturally identifiable; this
is another point that needs further investigation, to
verify if its scarce evidence represents a local trait or
is the fruit of differential preservation and/or research
coverage. Among the many features in common
between natural caves and giants’ tombs there is a
lower potential for ritual manipulation by limiting
access, compared with both Nuraghi and later ‘tem-
ples’ of different kinds; this less controllable nature
is particularly strong for caves. In an effort to find a
collective identification with a location and egalitarian
values, both, at different degrees, could have met the
needs of a community attempting to contrast groups
that were threatening, or attempting, as an intended or
unintended outcome, to break such values. Controlling
the place where the most important ritual activity is
performed was surely a way to affect or control the
construction and maintenance of collective memory,
the intangible locus where the naturalization of power
inequality must be rooted in order to become stable.
At some point around the FBA, collective memory for
some reason began losing its link with giants’ tombs;
possibly ancestral cults were replaced by water cults,
or they were bound to water cults, which changed
practical expressions, or the memory of the ances-
tors was manipulated as to make them selectively
the ancestors of only a select group. Whichever the
interpretation of these phenomena, consideration of
the role of natural caves in these dynamics cannot
be overlooked any longer for a full understanding
of social transformations in Sardinian society at the
end of the Bronze Age. As a research agenda for the
future, therefore, some directions are suggested:
the systematic recording of the coexistence of caves
and tombs as burial sites, and their use history; the
investigation of the relationship between multiple
tombs and/or caves and main features (such as size)
of nearby settlements and/or Nuraghi; the identifica-
tion of potential presence of ritual markers at burial
natural caves to assess their functional analogy rela-
tive to megalithic tombs; the integration of potsherds’
distribution with other methods of investigation (e.g.
chemical analyses of soil) to detect ritual activities;
extensive osteological work on the abundant skeletal
materials available, with substantial AMS dating of
human bones from both caves and giants’ tombs. This
should help progressively unravel the unfolding of
the social birth and death of nuragic Sardinia.
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However, ancestor veneration alone does not
account for all forms of commemoration. Ancestry
provides an important sphere of a community’s iden-
tity, but collective memory may ossify around other
events including victory (Scleifman 2001), defeat
(Nelson 2003), and times of both plenty (Adamcyk
2002) and poverty (Masalha 2012). Studies of herit-
age abound with cases, and these examples are by no
means comprehensive. The American artist Heather
Ossandon, whose art explores both mundane and
ceremonial ritual, asks “‘What deserves to be remem-
bered, venerated, and why?’ in the introduction to her
exhibition playfully entitled Commemorative Plates of
Shitty Things, which recalls, among other events, her
brother’s second open-heart surgery (Ossandon 2014).
Lowenthal (1985) also discusses the commemoration
of, and even nostalgia for, terrible times in the past.

While these forms of commemoration involve
remembering people — potentially ancestors, but
unknown persons as well (Hobsbawm 1983, Inglis
1999) — motives may be multifaceted and ulterior.
We conclude with a cautionary question. Did ancient
societies need monuments at the heart of cultural and
collective memory and in commemorative practices or
is it archaeologists who need monuments to identify
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memory in the past? As Basso’s work, and several other
examples herein, illustrate, memory can be held within
in ways that leave few physical traces.

Yet going back to the idea of resisting the change
that is inevitable with the passage of time, the cultiva-
tion of memory in monumental architecture undeniably
alters the perception of time and of the environment
for those who engage with them. As settings and
through their material durability, the architectural
elements within built environments, whether urban or
monumental, add gravitas to power. We are reminded
through the maintenance required, through the patina
that these environments acquire over many years,
that before us someone has walked here: an ancestor,
a forebear, a predecessor to part of the identity we
assume in such a location. There are locations that can,
for amoment, seem to resist this change and in which,
rather than being consumed, time can grow. As the late
gardening correspondent for the New York Times Allen
Lacey once wrote, ‘Gardeners, like everyone else, live
second by second and minute by minute. What we see
at one particular moment is then and there before us.
But there is a second way of seeing. Seeing with the eye
of memory, not the eye of our anatomy, calls up days
and seasons past and years gone by’ (Lacey 1992, 16).
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