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ABSTRACT

The discussion about social dynamics in recent Pre-
history is supported by the study of funerary practices.
The presence and significance of individual and collec-
tive burials in Final Neolithic/Chalcolithic societies in
the southeast of the Iberian Peninsula provides new evi-
dence for the debate concerning the emergence of social
inequalities in this region. Our contribution is based on
the recent discovery and excavation of several individual
pit burials in domestic contexts at the site of La Vital
(Gandia, Valencia). The particularities of the identified
burials (different ritual episodes) and their content (Bell
Beaker pottery, metal objects, animal offerings) together
with an accurate chronometric database allow us to con-
sider several issues in relation to settlement dynamics,
social networks and relationships for the period from the
end of the 4™ to the middle of the 3™ millennium cal
BC in the central area of the Mediterranean coast of the
Iberian Peninsula.
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RESUMEN

La reflexion sobre la dindmica de las relaciones
sociales en la Prehistoria reciente encuentra un apo-
yo clave en el andlisis de las prdcticas funerarias. La
presencia y significacion de los enterramientos indi-
viduales y colectivos en las sociedades del Neolitico
final/ Calcolitico en el sureste de la Peninsula Ibérica
proporciona una nueva evidencia al debate sobre la
aparicion de las desigualdades sociales en la region.
Nuestra contribucion se basa en el reciente descubri-
miento y excavacion de varias tumbas individuales en
fosa, localizadas en contextos domésticos, en el yaci-
miento de La Vital (Gandia, Valencia). Las peculiari-
dades del continente (deteccion de episodios rituales
particulares en las distintas tumbas) y del contenido
(vasos campaniformes, objetos metdlicos, ofrendas ani-
males), unido a una ajustada cronometria, permiten
plantear diversas alternativas relativas a la dindmica
poblacional, las redes de circulacion de informacion y
las formas de reproduccion social entre finales del IV y
el desarrollo del Il milenio cal BC en el drea central
del Mediterrdneo en la Peninsula Ibérica.

Key words: Chalcolithic; Bell Beaker; Funerary prac-
tices; Social relationships; Metal working; Southeast of
Iberian Peninsula.
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1. PRESENTATION

The Bell Beaker phenomenon provides an
ideal framework within which to study social re-
lationships during the 3™ millennium cal BC on a
European scale. During earlier research the debate
was centred on discussing hypotheses about its
genesis, adopting a diffusionist perspective to ex-
plain its expansion (Castillo 1928). However, from
the 1960’s onwards, new explanatory models were
adopted which stressed the special significance of
associations (Bell Beaker ware, archer equipment,
ornaments) within funerary contexts. The focus
shifted towards the interpretation of Bell Beaker
grave goods as prestige elements associated with
the dominant elite (Clarke 1976). Within the con-
text of new relationships, which linked the con-

Fig. 1. Location of La Vital and the main Bell Beaker
sites in the Valencian area. MDT from PNOA (design
by A. Diez).

centration of power with economic transforma-
tions (accumulation of surplus as a consequence
of the secondary product revolution/metallurgy/
development of trade networks), the associated
Beaker grave goods encoded the achievement and
prestige of individuals or families (Clarke 1976).
At present, the most prominent hypothesis, as-
sociates the Beaker phenomenon with particular
rites and symbolism of the elites which were
transmitted through established social networks
(Sherratt 1987; Garrido Pena 2005). However the
debate remains open. Rites are criticised and their
diffusion could also be seen in relation to other
population factors such as seasonal movements,
marriage, etc. (Case 1995; Brodie 1997).

In this paper we present a unique burial ritual
practiced at the Chalcolithic settlement of La Vital
(Gandia, Valencia, Spain) (Fig. 1). Recent exca-
vations at the site have documented individual
pit burials which were integrated into the living
space, and were associated with grave goods and
offering which amongst others included Beaker
wares, weapons and other metal items, ornaments
and animal remains. We discuss funerary behav-
iour from the point of view of social relations
during the Chalcolithic in eastern Spain, and in-
terpret its significance within a broader European
approach.

2. BACKGROUND

Within the framework of assessing long term
socio-ecological dynamics in the prehistory of
the western Mediterranean region, two research
teams from the University of Valencia (Spain) and
Arizona State University (USA) carried out ar-
chaeological survey and systematic excavation in
the central Valencian region (Barton et al. 2004).
The main goal was to investigate the Neolithic
transition and the development of agricultural
economies and their effect on social dynamics
(Bernabeu et al. 2006; Garcia Puchol and Aura
2006; Bernabeu and Molina 2009; Garcia Puchol
et al. 2009; Barton er al. 2010). In this context
different sites were excavated that cover the Neo-
lithic and Chalcolithic periods. One of these sites
is La Vital, a settlement located on the terraces of
the Serpis River, on its right bank as it crosses the
coastal municipality of Gandia (Valencia, Spain).
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Rescue excavations were carried out in 2005 and
2006 by a research team from the University of
Valencia (Spain) while J. Pascual Beneyto exca-
vated the eastern sector of the site (Pérez Jorda
et al. 2011). Data from both sectors are included
in this paper.

A series of occupation phases were identified,
including structures dated to the Epicardial Neo-
lithic, Chalcolithic, Iberian, Roman and Islamic
periods. The majority of the features though relate
to a metallurgical settlement of pre-Bell Beaker
and Bell Beaker Chalcolithic age (2800-2300 cal
BC) (Pérez Jorda et al. 2011). The structures,
which were all preserved as negative marks on
the ground, have been identified as cuvettes, stor-
age pits, a ditch, domestic spaces and individual
burials. Using K-means Cluster analysis (Gémez
et al. 2011) on the basis of spatial criteria (X,
y, dispersion), we consider the presence of 10
groups of structures (Fig. 2). Except groups 4 and
10 (formed by a single structure), all other groups
comprise structures that could be interpreted as
houses, working spaces and pits, and in some
cases burials. This research project has produced
excellent results. These allow us to observe with
chronological precision (based on AMS dates on
human remains or other short-life elements), the
appearance of metallurgy and the Bell Beaker in

the central-southern Mediterranean C
Iberian Peninsula (Tab. 1 and Fig. 1). @

According with the Sumprob of the 12 dates
obtained, the time-span of La Vital Chalcolithic
site occurs between 2836-2337 at 1 ¢ or 2886-
2280 at 2 ¢ level (Tab. 1). Material culture (flint
industry, ceramic collection) is quite similar to
that from other sites dated to the second half of the
4™ millennium cal BC. The only difference is the
evidence for metalworking dated from the very
beginning of the sequence. Processing of cop-
per is indicated by the presence of melted metal
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Fig. 2. Plan of La Vital (Gandia, Valencia). Burial 3 has
a flat copper axe and a bipointed awl. AMS dates cali-
brated using Oxcal v4 1.7 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) and the
IntCal09 curve (Reimer et al. 2009) (see Tab. 1).

La Vital, together with Ereta del Pedregal (Juan
Cabanilles 2009), located to the North near the
Jucar River, is the only settlement where met-
alworking is clearly documented prior the Bell
Beaker phase. Isotopic analysis indicates that at
La Vital, metals reached the settlement from the
south (Almeria) through maritime routes (Molina
and Orozco 2011; Rovira and Montero 2011).

In the interior of the region (Serpis River val-

droplets and ceramic reduction vessels. The two 2 etallurgical activities in settlements such as
dates of Bell Beaker burial are statistically € 2456-2289 Jand Niuet with long sequences beginning

same, and produce and average of 2856-22894
1 o, or 2876-2280a That is, the end
of the site coincideC 2464-2209 »f Bell Beaker
pottery. At this time ofiy=wrariume Herringbone
Variety (MHV) and corded-zoned Maritime va-
riety (CZM) vessels are present. These Beakers
were exclusively associated with burials and ab-
sent from domestic contexts. La Vital was aban-

doned before regional Beaker styles developed.

auring the second half of the 4™ millennium cal
BC, are largely unknown or very rare. In contrast,
metal objects are more common in collective buri-
als in caves. If the production and consumption
of metal objects was different, as their variable
presence at different sites infers, we may suggest
that metals would have played a key role in ac-
celerating the new social dynamics that relay in
the individual burials, but not in collective ones.
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Sample ID Laboratory Material AGE BP Cal BC 68.2 Cal BC 954
UE 3110 BB Burial Beta 222443 Human bone 3830 + 40 2391-2202 2460-2146
UE 2214 Burial Beta 222444 Human bone 4000 + 50 2574-2470 2836-2346
UE 2214 Burial OxA-V-2360-15 Human bone 3946 + 28 2550-2350 2566-2344
UE 2202 House Beta 222445 Ovis aries 4040 + 40 2620-2488 2840-2468
UE 3088 House Beta 222446 Bos taurus 3920 + 40 2472-2346 2562-2290
UE 3053 House Beta 222447 Bos taurus 3870 + 50 2458-2290 2472-2202
UE 3056 BB Burial Beta 229791 Human bone 3920 + 50 2474-2310 2568-2212
UE 2137 Heart Beta 229792 Ovis aries 4100 + 50 2855-2577 2872-2496
UE 2194 House Beta 229793 Bos taurus 4150 + 50 2872-2638 2881-2580
UE 2115 Pit Beta 229794 Sus sp. 4180 + 40 2880-2680 2890-2630
UE 3144 House Beta 229795 Sus dom. 4070 = 50 2840-2494 2864-2474
UE 2193 Ditch AA 72170 Bos taurus 4045 + 52 2831-2480 2860-2467
Sumprob 1 sigma 0,0458 2836-2815
relative area 0,9268 2671-2337
0,0273 2322-2308
2 sigma 0,9758 2876-2280
0,0175 2250-2230
0,0065 2219-2211
B. Beaker Average 1 sigma 0,2525 2456-2418
0,2301 2407-2376
00110 2366-2365
0,5056 2351-2289
2 sigma 0,9103 2464-2277
0,0634 2252-2228
0,0261 2222-2209

Tab. 1. AMS dates from La Vital (Gandia, Valencia) calibrated using the Oxcal v4.1.7 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) and the
IntCal09 curve (Reimer et al. 2009).

3. TOMBS AND RITUALS

Excavations at the settlement provide infor-

mation on 4 individual burials, which were ei-
ther primary or secondary interments. Of these,
two were male, a single female and the fourth
of unidentified sex (Roca de Togores 2011). The
burials were in pits of variable size and morphol-
ogy and were dispersed across the site, suggesting
some association with different domestic groups
of structures. Although these pits probably were
not excavated for that particular purpose, they

show evidences of reconditioning works and/or
a process of filling that follows some particular
ritual conditions. In continuation, we present the
characteristics of the burial pits and their content.

Burial 3 was contained within a medium size
pit (3230L) of bell-shaped profile and flat base
(Fig. 3). On the northern side of the pit and from
the level of the base, a lateral chamber of 1.5 m
long and 0.65 m deep and high was excavated.
Within this, the partial remains of an individual
and various grave goods were deposited. The
chamber was sealed with medium size pebbles
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and then was completely filled with earth. The hu-
man remains, corresponding to a male individual
between 20 and 30 years of age, consisted of a
deteriorated and fragmented skull, the mandible
and various fragments of the postcranial skeleton,
including pieces of tibia. These few bone remains
were dispersed and lay at the base of the struc-
ture (Fig. 3). The skull was more or less central,
with the mandible to the left and to the right a
flat copper axe (dimensions: 1654 x 45.5/32.1
x 7.6 mm; weight: 304.7g) and a bipointed cop-
per awl of square section (dimensions: 52.6 x 2.7
X 2.2 mm; weight: 1.6g) (Fig 3). The postcra-
nial remains were located in the western end of
the chamber. Two AMS dates on samples of the
skeletal remains (Beta-222444 and OxAV236015)
place the context within the mid 3™ millennium
cal BC (Tab. 1).

Burial 10 is another large pit structure (9354L)
with a truncated cone profile and a flat base
(Fig. 4). As in the case of Burial 3, there was
significant effort invested in the preparation of the
interior of the pit. Similarly, the associated grave
goods and significantly the specific character of
the observed ritual, reflect special treatment of
the dead, in this case a female of approximately
20 to 25 years of age (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3. La Vital: Burial 3 was contained within a medium
size pit (3230L) of bell-shaped profile and flat base. Pic-
ture 1, lateral chamber sealed with medium size pebbles.
Picture 2, View of skull, various fragments of the post-
cranial skeleton, a flat copper axe and a bipointed copper
awl at the base of the structure.

Fig. 4. La Vital (Gandia, Valencia): succesive episodes of
Burial 10, corresponding to a female individual. Image of
the upper sections with small vessels placed bottom up
the base, surrounded by a small stonewall resting on the
pit wall. On the other side of the structure a Maritime
Bell Beaker (Herringbone Variety) was placed.

The funerary ritual appears to have been car-
ried out as successive episodes, presumably over
a relatively short period of time (Fig. 4). Initially,
small vessels were placed bottom up at the base
of the pit. The interior of the vessels and the sur-
rounding deposits contained the remains of up to
8 rabbits, suggesting food offerings. The vessels
were surrounded by a small stonewall resting on
the pit wall (Fig. 4). Overlying this, a 60 cm thick
layer of stones and earth formed a horizontal base.
On this was laid the body of the young woman,
who was placed along the western edge of the
pit, flexed in a right lateral lying position. The
skeleton was uncovered almost complete. A small
cooking pot (0.841) was placed on one side of the
skull and between two stones stuck in the ground.
On the other side of the structure a MHV vessel
(0.51) was placed (Fig. 4). All these were covered
by sand, which was overlain by a thick layer of
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Fig. 5. Pottery vessels placed in burial 10.

brownish clay that filled the structure. The study
of the recovered materials allows us to conclude
that filling of the structure took place over a short
period of time. The presence of fragments of a
range of pottery vessels within the fill, both above
and below the body suggests a single episode
linked to a burial ritual during which some liquid
(7) may have been drunk (Fig. 5). According to
an AMS date on a sample of the skeletal remains
(Beta-229791), the event took place between 2474
and 2310 cal BC (1 o probability).

Burial 11 was contained within a medium size
pit (2074 L) with a bell-shaped profile and flat
base (Fig. 6). On top of a horizontal layer was
placed a male individual of between 20 and 40
years of age, lying in a flexed right lateral posi-
tion. The skeleton was almost complete except
for the largest part of the skull. Only a few small
cranial bones were recovered and 6 teeth. On the
basis of this evidence, we suggest that this was
a primary interment and that at a later stage the
skull was removed. Next to the body was placed
a corded-zoned Maritime variety (CZM) vessel
(31), along with other grave goods including a
copper dagger (dimensions: 72.1 x 24.5 x 1.8mm;
weight: 16.85 g), an arciform pendant (Semicassis
undulata) and a flint arrowhead (Fig. 7). After
placement of the body, the structure was filled
with medium size stone blocks and earth. The
burial produced a radiocarbon date of 2389-2202
cal BC (1 o probability Beta-222443).

Burial 201 was only partially preserved and
therefore only a rough description of its charac-
teristics and nature is possible (Pascual Beneyto
et al. 2008). As in all previous cases it was a

0 I m

S

Fig. 6. La Vital (Gandia, Valencia): Burial 11 corresponds

t a male individual almost complete, except for the largest
part of the skull, on top of a horizontal layer.

pit structure, probably with a circular truncated
cone profile and a flat base. At the bottom were
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Fig. 7. La Vital (Gandia, Valencia). Grave goods found in
Burial 11. 1: Maritime Bell Beaker (corded-zoned varie-
ty), 2: Arciform pendant (Semicassis undulata), 3: Copper
dagger, 4: Bladelet, 5: Flint arrowhead, 7: Pottery vessel.

found two cranial fragments of an individual of
undetermined sex. Immediately next to these were
recovered 9 green stone-beads, a copper tanged
dagger and fragments of a carinated bowl with
incised decoration (Fig. 8). This was covered by
large pebbles and soil, and was overlain by a fill
that sealed the structure. No radiocarbon dates are
available for this burial, although the grave goods
and especially the copper tanged dagger are very
similar to those found in Burial 11, pointing to a
similar chronology.

The burial evidences described above reflect a
series of distinctive funerary rituals, which point
to an underlying complex symbolic framework.
All burials were individual interments in the in-
terior of the settlement and we iated with
diverse domestic units (Fig. 1) #3my one of these
units included 2 burials: 10 and 201. Burial 10

was the most elaborate and contained the remains
of a young female. It may also be significant that
near to this burial was a pit in which a complete
anatomically associated bovid had been placed
(Fig. 9). No pathology, that could explain the
event, was identified, so relation between this
and Burial 10 cannot be excluded. The practice
of animal burials is not new, and there are exam-
ples both from Iberia (Cadmara et al. 2008) and
the rest of Europe (Healy and Harding 2004). In
Burial 11 a male individual was accompanied by
characteristic weapon equipment. A peculiarity of
this interment was that apart from some teeth, the
rest of the skull was missing. In contrast, in burial
3 it was mainly cranial elements, which had been
deposited, with only a few post-cranial fragments
present. The presence of human remains scattered
in no funerary structures (including a complete
mandible in the fill of a habitation structure)
may imply some type of post-mortem practices.
Similar treatment of the dead is not new in the
regional context. In fact, similar practices have
been documented within diverse societies of the
western European Neolithic (Guilaine and Zam-
mit 2001), thus exposing the complex relations
that these groups established with the world of
the dead.

The presence of Bell Beaker vessels is symp-
tomatic (one in Burial 10 and another in Burial
11) and is only linked with funerary contexts.
Both vessels are of impressed varieties (Harrison
1977). This fact highlights the importance of these

Fig. 8. La Vital (Gandia, Valencia). Grave goods found
in Burial 201: green stone-beads, copper tanged dagger
and fragments of an incised carinated bowl.

Fig. 9. La Vital (Gandfa, Valencia). Complete anatomi-
cally bovid placed in a pit near Burial 10.
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types over the incised-stamped varieties that de-
fine the regional style (Bernabeu 1984). The first
vessel (Burial 10) is of typical MHV decoration
made with the use of a bone/wood comb. The
second (Burial 11) represents one of the few cases
of CZM in the Levantine area (Vil.la Filomena,
Harrison 1977; Bernabeu 1984), and is one of the
southernmost examples of this kind of decoration
in Europe so far. Parallels must be searched in
Catalonia and southern France (Salanova 2005;
Lemercier 2011), where vessels with this particu-
lar decoration and shape (a carinated profile with
a long rim; the angularity in the lower part of
the body, and a dished omphalos base) are quite
common. It should be noted that although made
with local clay, Bell Beakers are the only pots
in the site that not include temper (Molina and
Clop 2011).

4. BELL BEAKER FUNERARY RITUALS
IN THE SOUTHEAST IBERIA CONTEXT

The Bell Beaker funerary phenomenon ex-
pands over a significant part of Europe during
the 3™ millennium cal BC. Certainly, different
practices and the survival of regional funerary
traditions that coexist with the symbolism of the
Bell Beaker package may be recognized. In fact,
the use of individual and collective burials (pits,
barrows, megalithic tombs, natural caves) shows
the persistence of ancestral traditions introducing
the new ideological message associated with the
Bell Beaker culture. Thomas (2005) points out
differences in the presence of individual burials
between regions and suggests a direct connection
with the existence of individual practices during
the Late Neolithic. Individual tombs are pre-
eminent for example in Britain, but in adjacent
areas, such as Ireland and France they are rare. In
southern France only 10% of Bell Beaker tombs
are individual (Lemercier 2011). We can observe
a similar situation in Iberia where individual Bell
Beaker tombs are scarce. They are quite common
in the Meseta region (Ciempozuelos) (Garrido et
al. 2005) but sporadic in Catalonia (Clop 2005)
and the Valencian region (Juan Cabanilles 2005).
At the same time, megalithic burials and artificial
caves for collective interments are characteristic
in other regions of the Iberian Peninsula (e.g. tho-

loi of Los Millares, Almeria, Camara and Molina
2006; Chapman 2008).

In fact, the transition from collective burial
practices to those in which individuality prevailed
(Garrido-Pena 2005) cannot be interpreted abso-
lutely (Bueno et al. 2005; Liesau et al. 2008).
There are significant examples of the use of old
collective tombs, and in several cases —the mega-
lithic tombs of La Sima, in Soria (Garrido et al.
2005), and Tres Montes, in Navarra (Andrés et
al. 2001) this use is related with special closing
ceremonies associated with Bell Beaker deposits.

As in other regions of Europe, individual buri-
als at La Vital form part of a tradition with direct
precedents in previous periods (Bernahea,2010).
Individual burials are documented in erian
Peninsula at least from the end of 4" millennium
cal BC, as is the case of Los Cascajos and Pater-
nanbidea, Navarra (Garcia Gazdlaz 2007; Garcia
Gazdlaz and Sesma 2007). At this time we know
few examples of burials in caves as Chaves (Utril-
la et al. 2008), Can Sadurni (Blasco et al. 2011),
Sarsa (Garcia Borja et al. 2011), Caldeirdo (Zil-
hdo 1992), but it is very difficult to prove if these
were individual or collective tombs. Open air buri-
als, forming isolated necropolises (Sepulcros de
Fosa), are quite common in the 5" millennium
cal BC, when we yet know the appearance of the
first caves exclusively used for funerary purposes
in the East as Sant Marti (Torregrosa and Lépez
2004) and the Megalithic tombs of western Iberia.

Immediately prior to the pre-Bell Beaker period
and contemporary with the start of the settlement
at La Vital are the pit burials in the adjacent site
of Beniteixir. In this case though, no metal objects
or evidence for metallurgy was noted (Pascual
Beneyto 2010), suggesting an important differ-
ence compared to La Vital over a relatively short
time interval. Late Neolithic individual burials
are also known from El Garcel (Almeria), Palas
(Lorca, Murcia) (Marquez 2004) and Costamar
(Castellén) (Flors 2009). In the regional literature
there are only a few other references to individual
Bell Beaker burials (Vil.la Filomena, Lloma de
I"Atarc6) with hardly any confirmed contextual
information available (Bernabeu 1984).

Leaving aside the specifics of the treatment of
the dead as described above, what stands out is the
low proportion of burials compared to the number
of excavated structures (4/115). This suggests that
only a small number of individuals received such
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specific treatment, although they would not have
been the only segment of the population subject
to some kind of funerary ritual. During the same
period in the region of Valencia, caves located
outside settlements were used as funerary deposits
for collective burial, implying a duality with a
long tradition in the region (Soler 2002; McClure
et al.2011). Several examples with well-preserved
Bell Beaker grave goods exist, such as Sima de la
Pedrera, Cova dels Gats or Cova Santa de Vallada
(Bernabeu 1984; Juan Cabanilles 2005).

The content of individual Bell Beaker tombs is
variable and may include one or various elements
or even none, as the Arenal site case reveals.
Dated to 2203-1973 cal BC (Beta-228894, Diez
Castillo 2011), the settlement included individual
pit tombs with no grave goods or any indication
of specific rituals. Moreover, the collective burials
of the Late Neolithic, even in cases where there
is hardly any information about the associations,
include anthropomorphic figurines, large flint
blades, arrowheads and daggers made with bifa-
cial retouch, bone tools, ornaments and pottery.
Some of these items were made of exotic raw
materials (green stone, amber, and some specific
types of flint), and could have been manufactured
by part-time specialists. During this period pottery
would not have been a special grave good.

Concluding, the most evident difference be-
tween pre-Bell Beaker and Bell Beaker grave
goods comes from: a) The generalization of the
military panoply, with copper daggers, axes, and
arrowheads (palmela). If we generalize on the
basis of the data from La Vital where only the
female burial lacked weapons, we may suggest
a relationship between military panoply and an
emphasis on the role that male individuals played
in the society (Salanova 2005; Lemercier 2011);
b) An increase in the volume of exotic items, in-
cluding those made of ivory, and c¢) The inclusion
of ceramic vessels as special grave goods. The
first Bell Beakers, including those of La Vital, are
mainly related with funerary contexts.

These factors together with the disappearance
of ideological objects in collective burials that
were common during the previous period, such as
anthropomorphic figurines and eyed-idols, can be
interpreted as a change in symbolic beliefs which
linked these associations with specific ceremonial
practices related to the emergence of elites. At La
Vital it is clear that the Beaker vessels are exclu-

sively from funerary contexts and are associated
both with male and female individuals. Their pres-
ence together with other associations in Burial 10,
suggests the existence of some type of ceremonial
practices that linked the dead with the world of
the living. As pointed out by various authors, the
significance of Beaker vessels is related to their
symbolism (Sherratt 1987; Thomas 2005). Their
presence in different funerary contexts (individual
or collective) is related to their ability for spread-
ing along a great territory when this symbolism is
linked to particular social dynamics. The deposi-
tion of animal remains together with the filling
episode of Burial 10 may be related to the special
significance of ceremonial feasting in association
with funerary rituals, which becomes more and
more visible in prehistoric societies.

5. SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS IN BELL
BEAKER CONTEXT

The 4™ and 3™ millennia BC is a period of
major change throughout the central and southern
Iberian Peninsula. Dramatic population growth,
the emergence and development of copper metal-
lurgy and the presence of significant spatial in-
equalities in the extension of settlements, have
been used variably to suggest significant social
asymmetries, including hypotheses for the forma-
tion of State Societies around the first half of the
3" millennium BC (Nocete 2001; Camara and
Molina 2006; Nocete et al. 2010). Some of them
(Nocete 2001) apply world system theory and
suggest that this period illustrates the formation
of the first states, connecting wide areas of central
and southern Iberia. Within such a framework, La
Vital would have been located at the periphery of
a region controlled by Los Millares (L6pez Padilla
2006). In this framework copper metallurgy plays
a key role.

The study of La Vital indicates that copper and
the technology used to manufacture tools were im-
ported from the south (the area near Los Millares),
but such interaction is difficult to place within
a framework of centre-periphery relationships. It
seems clear that copper metallurgy would have
played a key role in social dynamics, accelerating
some aspects of social behaviour, such as those
represented by individuals buried outside the
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collective tombs. What is less evident is exactly
what this means in terms of social relationships.
Nonetheless, we believe there is no evidence for
economic specialization and interdependence be-
tween sites that could explain the existence of
a structure of social hierarchy and permanent
decision-making at such a large scale (Bernabeu
et al. 2012).

In this context, supporters of Chalcolithic State
formation, argue that collective funerary practices
have been interpreted as the materialization of a
parental ideology, the first step in explaining the
formation of the earliest social classes. This model
assumes that individual burials and adscribed sta-
tatus follows the breakdown (during Bell Beaker
and Bronze Age) of parental ideology expressed
by the collective funerary practices. The Chalco-
lithic tombs of La Vital coul be interpreted in this
way, highlighting the importance of singular rituals
of individual tombs from the Bell Beaker period.
Nevertheless we have shown that individual buri-
als are a common feature of the whole Neolithic
period. Moreover, some of these burials corre-
spond to children with grave goods (Gibaja et al.
2010: 63-64). If we assume that the association of
children and grave goods is a good proxy of an
ascribed status, then we can conclude that neither
individual burials nor ascribed status emerge as
a result of the breakdown of the parent ideology.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The discoveries at the Chalcolithic site of La
Vital allow us to present a general view of the

patterns of late prehistoric funerary practices
in eastern Iberia, mainly the East (Jucar and Se-
gura areas) and south-east (Murcia and Almeria
areas). We highlight the significant duality be-
tween individual and collective tombs, both in
terms of their location (inside or outside of the
settlement) and the specifics of their construction
and other aspects (tholoi, artificial caves, natural
caves).

This duality persisted for a long time and the
question is, how can it be explained? Was it the
result of distinct networks of social interaction
through lineages and families? Or can it be bet-
ter understood as the manifestation of funerary
practices of different but neighboring groups?

There is no convincing explanation for this
phenomenon, and it is difficult to interpret the
observed differences that suggest social relations
more complex and diverse than usually accepted.
For example, in the case of La Vital, caves with
multiple burials along with pre and Bell Beaker
pottery are common. At the same time in nearby
settlements, individual burials with grave offerings
are present. The distribution of these offerings in
both types of burial does not suggest differences
in wealth accumulation. The general dynamics of
the 4" and 3™ millennia BC affected the social
spaces represented by collective and individual
burials, eventually favoring the predominance of
the former. The grave offerings, metal, Bell Beaker
and ivory objects, suggest that certain individuals
accumulated (and redistributed?) goods that had
originated from interregional exchanges. Moreo-
ver, the predominance of weapons amongst these
objects suggests that their position was supported
by an ideology in which the strength exhibiticion
has some social value.

Nonetheless, funerary rites are only part of the
record. In order to fully evaluate social change
we need to correlate rites with other social and
economic manifestations. For this it is necessary
to correctly situate the archaeological evidence
in time and space. Despite the latest advances,
there are still not enough dates to allow for time
comparison between sub-regions. To the south the
majority of the dates are from only a few sites
and most were obtained on wood charcoal. To
the north there are more sites with dates, mainly
obtained from short-lived material such as bones
or seeds. Howewer, we know that the eastern and
southeastern parts of Iberia were already connect-
ed within exchange networks from the beginning
of the Neolithic. The earliest manifestation of
these, the schist bracelets of the 6™ millennium
cal BC, were soon followed by polished stone
artefacts made of the same raw material during
the 4" and 3™ millennia cal BC. In certain cases
finished objects circulated while in others, raw
materials were exchanged. In any case and as far
as we know, the direction of flow was always from
south to north. Metal and Metalwork knowledge,
as evidenced by La Vital, is not an exception.

The above evidence suggests that these parts of
Iberia formed a densely interlinked system, within
which raw materials, finished objects, informa-
tion and probably people circulated. The nature,
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scale and intensity of this network was variable,
occasionally extending beyond the geographical
areas mentioned above. Thus, for example, the
distribution of the eye idols (Hurtado 2008) re-
veals the existence of extended interregional net-
works through which information circulated. At a
later stage, these networks enabled the circulation
of ivory (Schuhmacher et al. 2009) and the first
Bell Beaker ware, while at the same time link-
ing the region within the broader Mediterranean
context. At a more restricted scale, different stud-
ies highlight the circulation of raw materials and/
or finished objects that became important at the
regional scale, such as the variscite of Pico Cen-
teno (Odriozola et al. 2010), or the distribution
of some hard stones along the eastern facade of
Iberia (Orozco 2000).

All the above reflect a common situation, the
superimposing of exchange networks. Different
types of raw materials were moved within the
same physical territory (variscite, ivory, hard
stones, metals). Occasionally this flow included
more subtle elements such as information asso-
ciated with technologies such as metallurgy, or
ideology such as the eye motifs or the first Bell
Beaker ware that followed, and which expanded
the network. Exchange of information would have
taken place alongside the movement of raw ma-
terials, but it affected different parts of the terri-
tory that it passed through. Moreover, the flow of
information was dynamic and therefore subject to
change through time. For this reason it is difficult
to explain the kinds of information exchanged
and its evolution through time. Interaction among
diversified agents would have taken place, thus
forming a dynamic network. This in turn would
have affected the territory and would have been
influenced by the ways in which the diverse agents
occupied and organized it. For this reason we as-
sume that social processes taking place in one part
of the territory would have affected other parts,
as has already been shown (Lépez Padilla 2006),
but this is not to assume the existence of states
and the center-periphey relationships.

Despite the fact that evidence for interaction
and contacts between groups may be recognized,
an in-depth understanding of their reach is still
elusive. Recent discussion of the issue (Bernabeu
et al. 2012) has provided a view of long-term his-
torical dynamics from the perspective of complex
systems. Different modes of ‘estimating’ the level

of complexity within which past social interactions
at different scales took place are put forward. The
frequency and intensity of interactions may be a
good indicator of the level of complexity. One of
the main characteristics of complex systems is the
way they develop or evolve by merging previously
independent subsystems, which become progres-
sively interrelated. Such a relationship takes the
form of diverse hierarchical organization (func-
tional, of information, decision-making, etc) that
consequently appears in very different domains
and follows variable patterns. What is important is
to be able to ‘estimate’ the degree of interdepend-
ence amongst the groups that form the system.

Communities can be largely or completely au-
tonomous. They can be loosely coupled by ideol-
ogy, kinship, or social ties, for example. They can
be tightly interdependent, relying on each other
economically and politically. If we consider that
the entire southern and southeastern part of Ibe-
ria functioned as a world system, we may expect
to identify archaeological manifestations of the
mechanisms which facilitated the transmission
of information and decision-making by perma-
nent hierarchies. In these sense, the variability
observed in funerary rites provides an additional
tool for an in-depth study of these dynamics.
Normalization of the treatment of the dead, or
in the associated grave goods could be aspects
that may indicate the existence of the mechanisms
mentioned above. However, these are not easily
detected until at least the Bronze Age, although it
is true that data is scarce and that little effort has
been expended in enriching the record.
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