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Abstract Geographically, the Bronze Age of Southwestern Iberian Peninsula encompasses the Portuguese 
South, the province of Huelva and part of that of Badajoz. In recent years, our knowledge about 
the pre and protohistoric archaeology of the Iberian southwest, complemented by archaeometric 
research of various types, has undergone an enormous increase. This research has been showing 
that a dispersed settlement is a recurrent trace during the Bronze Age, while only by the end of the 
2nd millennium BC, during the Late Bronze Age, fortified settlements appear. Moreover, Bronze Age 
burials occur in a wide variety of structures, namely in stone cists (isolated or grouped in a necrop-
olis), pits, hypogea, and also in reuses of collective funerary monuments of Neolithic or Chalcolithic 
chronology. On the other hand, pottery shapes, where carinated vessels and burnished surfaces are 
usual, appear to undergo a weak evolution over Bronze Age times. The copper-based metallurgy, 
characterized by arsenical coppers, also does not show a great evolution, as bronze only becomes 
common during the Late Bronze Age, despite the existence of earlier evidence of its production and 
use. Nevertheless, some contacts and trade (exotic materials) with other peninsular regions or even 
with the Mediterranean area are visible in the archaeological record, mainly at the beginning and 
at the end of this whole cultural period. Although ancient DNA studies are only beginning for the 
Southwestern Bronze Age, either this DNA data or the current archaeological evidence do not seem 
to indicate the existence of relevant migrations, but rather an endogenous evolution of the com-
munities that inhabited this region of the Iberian Peninsula. However, there was a rupture with the 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic social order and an effective demographic breakdown both detected at 
the end of the 3rd millennium BC, on the onset of the Bronze Age. 
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A Idade do Bronze do Sudoeste abarca, geograficamente, o sul de Portugal e a província de 
Huelva e parte da de Badajoz, em Espanha. Em anos recentes, o desenvolvimento do conhecimento 
acerca da arqueologia pré- e proto-histórica do Sudoeste ibérico, complementado pela pesquisa 
arqueométrica em diversos domínios, experimentou um enorme incremento. A investigação arqueo-
lógica tem mostrado que, durante a Idade do Bronze, nesta região, o povoamento disperso de 
planície é uma característica recorrente. Só no final do II milénio a.C., isto é, durante o Bronze 
Final, surgem os povoados de altura fortificados. Por outro lado, as estruturas funerárias da Idade 
do Bronze do Sudoeste apresentam uma grande variedade de arquitecturas, designadamente 
cistas em pedra (isoladamente ou formando necrópoles), fossas e hipogeus, além da reutilização 
de monumentos funerários colectivos anteriores, do Calcolítico e, mesmo, do Neolítico. As formas 
da cerâmica, onde os vasos carenados e as superfícies brunidas são usuais, não parecem sofrer 
uma grande evolução ao longo da Idade do Bronze. Também a metalurgia de base cobre não 
parece mostrar uma evolução apreciável, sendo caracterizada por cobres arsenicais, para, ape-
nas no Bronze Final, as ligas de bronze se generalizarem, apesar de existirem evidências da sua 
produção e uso, nesta região, a partir de meados do II milénio a.C. Contudo, alguns contactos e, 
também, algum comércio (designadamente de materiais exóticos) com outras regiões peninsulares 
ou, mesmo, com a área do Mediterrâneo são visíveis no registo arqueológico, principalmente nos 
tempos iniciais e finais de todo este período cultural. Embora a investigação científica recorrendo 
a análises de ADN humano esteja apenas no seu início, designadamente no que se refere à Idade 
do Bronze no Sudoeste Ibérico, quer os poucos dados existentes de ADN antigo, quer a evidência 
arqueológica “clássica”, não parecem sugerir a existência de migrações relevantes, mas sim uma 
evolução endógena das comunidades que habitaram esta região da Península Ibérica. Contudo, 
deverá ter-se em conta que se assistiu a uma rutura com o padrão de povoamento neolítico que se 
tinha prolongado pelo Calcolítico, bem como à ocorrência de um colapso demográfico, detectáveis 
no final do III milénio a.C., isto é na transição para a Idade do Bronze. 

1. Introduction

It is due to the German archaeologist Herman-
frid Schubart the first definition and character-
ization of the Bronze Age of Southwestern Ibe-
rian Peninsula (SWBA), which geographically 
encompasses the Portuguese South (the entire 
region south of the Évora parallel), the prov-
ince of Huelva and part of that of Badajoz, in 
Spain (Fig. 1). This definition, formulated during 
the seventies of the last century, was essen-
tially based on funerary grave goods, which 
came, overwhelmingly, from burials in usually 
individual stone cists (Schubart, 1971a; 1974; 
1975). Schubart considered the cists — rect-
angular or trapezoidal stone boxes, commonly 
built up with four upright slabs and covered by 
another slab, where the body was deposited 
in fetal position — as the typical and almost 
unique funerary structure of the SWBA. 
The SWBA is in the sequence of the “Horizonte 
de Ferradeira” (Ferradeira Horizon), also 
defined by Schubart (1971b), which occupies 
the same geographic region. This Horizon is 
characterized by individual burials, often in 

Resumo

large ovoid cists, that allowed the deceased to 
be buried in an extended position. These cists 
were built up with several slabs placed verti-
cally, containing Bell-Beaker pots without dec-
oration and Palmela points as grave goods. 
Often these burials reuse ancient megalithic 
monuments, mostly with single depositions 
(Mataloto, 2017). The “Horizonte de Ferra-
deira” would establish the transition between 
the Chalcolithic and the Full Bronze Age. How-
ever, a Beaker occupation over previous for-
tified settlements has been identified later 
and continues to multiply in the archaeologi-
cal record throughout the southern region of 
Portugal. This finding leaves no room for a cul-
turally significant moment to frame the charac-
teristics proposed for the “Horizonte de Fer-
radeira” (Lago & alli, 1998; Valera, 2000; 
2006; Valera & Filipe, 2004; García Riv-
ero, 2008; Mataloto, 2010; Soares & Silva, 
2010), since there is synchronism between con-
texts from both natures (Soares, 2008; Soares 
& alli, 2007). Thus, the Ferradeira Horizon will 
continue to be an essentially funerary construc-
tion, framed in the process of individualization 
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of the funerary gesture that will mark the tran-
sition to the Bronze Age, taking place within a 
society where the Bell-Beaker elements circu-
lated and were or were not integrated.
If the rise of SWBA can be considered well 
defined by Schubart, the terminus of the 
SWBA was never fully characterized by the 
German archaeologist, although a late phase 
mentioned by him with ceramics having bur-
nished decoration would be contemporary of 
the earlier societies of the Iron Age (Schubart, 
1971a; 1975). According to Schubart, the 
“Horizonte de Ferradeira” would date from 
1800 to 1500 BC, while the SWBA would be 
chronologically comprised between 1500 and 
700 BC, being divided into two Phases: Bronze 
I and Bronze II.
In recent years, our knowledge about the 
pre and protohistoric archaeology concern-
ing southern Portugal has undergone an enor-
mous increase mainly due to numerous archae-
ological field excavations, complemented by 
archaeometric research in various fields. These 
excavations were integrated in research proj-
ects or associated with measures to minimize 
impacts on cultural heritage carried out in the 
context of the implementation of the Irrigation 
Network of the Alqueva Dam.
In addition, there has been a great devel-
opment of studies concerning ancient DNA in 
recent years, which has allowed to interpret 
sudden and extensive changes in the demo-
graphic pattern, as well as to understand the 

origin of some important technological and cul-
tural innovations during Prehistory. A debate 
about these changes resulting from the circu-
lation of ideas or from human migrations has 
been usual. Genomes obtained from ancient 
biological remains can provide information on 
past population histories, allowing to verify, 
for instance, that the neolithization of the Ibe-
rian Peninsula is associated, as in other Euro-
pean regions, with a genetic influx originating, 
essentially, in the Middle East (Szécsényi-Nagy 
& alii, 2017). The Early Bronze Age of Eurasia 
also was a dynamic period with major cultural 
changes, namely by the middle of the 3rd mil-
lennium BC when the archaeological record 
testifies a new social and economic formation 
in Eastern and Central Europe which quickly 
replaces the Neolithic agriculture mode or 
the Chalcolithic social order. It is the so-called 
Corded Ware culture that developed in this 
region, as a result of a strong people migra-
tion from the Early Bronze Age Yamnaya cul-
ture, inducing a steppe-related ancestry into 
Eastern and Central Europe (Allentoft & alii, 
2015). The Bell Beaker culture in Iberian Pen-
insula, and in great part of Europe, is contem-
poraneous of the Corded Ware and related 
cultures, but unfortunately very little infor-
mation has yet been obtained regarding the 
genome of Bell Beaker populations of the 
Iberian Peninsula. Therefore, no evidence has 
been obtained, with an exception that will 
be mentioned later, indicating the existence 
of migrations that could explain the cultural 
change recorded during the onset of Bronze 
Age in the Iberian Peninsula (Allentoft & alli, 
2015; Szécsényi-Nagy & alii, 2017; Olalde 
& alii, 2018). 
On the other hand, in another archaeometric 
field, a new database of radiocarbon dates 
has enabled to build a more reliable chronol-
ogy (Table 1) than the one proposed earlier 
by Schubart. The Early SWBA, corresponding 
in part to the “Horizonte de Ferradeira”, nota-
bly to its last centuries, will have begun in the 
3rd millennium BC, perhaps in its last quarter, 
while the Middle SWBA occupies almost the 
entire 2nd millennium. Finally, the Late SWBA 
corresponds to the time interval between the 
last century of the 2nd millennium and 750 
BC, just before Early Iron Age societies made 
their appearance and begun to consolidate 
throughout the concerned region. 

Fig. 1 – The 
southwestern region 
of the Iberian 
Peninsula (dashed).
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In view of these chronological boundaries, 
the following paragraphs are intended to 
describe the evolution of various parame-
ters or vectors that characterize, from a tech-
nological, social and cultural point of view, 
the communities that inhabited the Peninsular 
Southwest during the Bronze Age.

2. The evolution of SWBA communities

2.1. Habitat

Settlement structures were particularly 
unknown when Schubart prepared his study 
on the SWBA assuming, due to their invisi-
bility, the absence of fortified settlements. 
Thus, it was proposed that this archaeolog-
ical record would correspond to a particu-
larly sparse population network of open vil-
lages and mobile communities leaving scarce 
archaeological marks. However, archaeolog-
ical research has been showing that this pan-
orama should be tinted.
The “Horizonte de Ferradeira” is an essentially 
funerary construction as we saw before, but 
coeval occupations with Beaker pottery over 
ancient fortifications have now been identified 
(Valera, Mataloto & Basílio, 2019). Beaker 
ceramics has also been recorded in another 
kind of monumental structures, the so-called 
ditched enclosures that were found and have 
become very common in southern Portugal 
(Valera, 2015). 
Some of the former Chalcolithic fortifications 
have been the subject of archaeological works 
showing that these walled enclosures were 
built up during the first half of the 3rd millen-
nium BC. But by the middle of this millennium, 
habitat structures and walls surrounding them 
were destroyed and new huts and walls with a 
different architectural design were built over 
the ruins. This new settlement usually occu-
pies a smaller area than the previous one. 
Porto das Carretas, not far from Évora, is an 
example of these walled enclosures. The strati-
graphic sequence shows two occupation phases: 
Phase I, attributable to pre-Beaker Chalco-
lithic, whose archaeological contexts can be 
dated from the end of the 1st quarter to the 
middle of the 3rd millennium BC, and a Phase II, 
which provided Bell-Beaker pottery from the 
international stylistic group, dated from the 3rd 

quarter of the same millennium. Among these 
occupation levels was a layer of abandonment 
covering the ruins of Phase I buildings (Silva 
& Soares, 2002, Soares, 2013), indicating a 
hiatus of occupation between the two Phases. 
Corresponding to Phase I, a defensive system 
with three wall lines was identified as well as 
habitat structures, namely circular plan huts. 
Above that layer of abandonment several 
structures dominated by a tower with circular 
huts standing against its walls, all occupying 
the central area (the highest) of the Phase I 
settlement, characterize Phase II. Finally, the 
abandonment of the site occurred during the 
last quarter of the 3rd millennium. A very simi-
lar situation occurred in São Pedro (Redondo) 
further west, where several towers and huts 
have been built over the previous fortification 
debris (Mataloto, Costeira & Roque, 2015).
The region under study, specifically the region 
of Alentejo, has one of the major concentra-
tions of ditched enclosures in the Iberian Pen-
insula. Ditched enclosures are dwelling and 
meeting places visited repeatedly and possi-
bly for short time periods by mobile and dis-
persed populations, to carry out a multiplic-
ity of activities within the enclosed areas. It 
must be noted that these monumental struc-
tures are associated, besides the ditches, with 
large number of pits. Researchers agree that 
the act of building these sometimes enormous 
enclosures and associated structures may have 
been a very significant social event in itself. 
Ditched enclosures appeared earlier than 
the walled ones. The first ditched enclosures 
can be dated from the second half of the 
4th millennium BC (Late Neolithic period), but 
during the first half of the following millen-
nium their number largely increase (Márquez 
& Jiménez, 2013; Valera, 201; 2015; Valera 

Bounderies cal BC (1σ) cal BC (2σ)
Late Chalcolithic (“Horizonte de Ferradeira”)

Initial 2596–2565 2623–2552
End 2116–2058 2129–2026

Early SWBA (“Horizonte de Ferradeira”)
Initial Transition from the 3rd to the 4th quarter of 3rd millennium 
End 2116–2058 2129–2026

Middle SWBA
Initial 2116–2058 2129–2026
End 1131–1071 1167–1047

Late SWBA
Initial 1131–1071 1167–1047
End 772–747 782–728

Table 1 –  Chronology 
for Late Chalcolithic 

and Early, Middle, 
and Late SWBA, 

based on radiocarbon 
data (following 
Mataloto & alii, 

2013, Quadro IV).
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& alli, 2017). Some of them developed into 
complex sites with a large dimension of sev-
eral tens of hectares (as, for instance, Porto 
Torrão, near Ferreira do Alentejo (Valera & 
Filipe, 2004), or Perdigões, near Reguengos 
de Monsaraz (Valera, 2012)). Only very few 
and smaller ones were built during the last 
quarter of the 3rd millennium, namely Horta do 
Albardão 3, near Évora (Santos & alii, 2009), 
and Bela Vista 5, near Beja (Valera, 2014). 
The disappearance of ditched enclosures is 
dated to the late 3rd millennium BC, being 
associated with significant and profound struc-
tural, social and ritual changes in these com-
munities. By the end of the 3rd millennium the 
Chalcolithic architecture had vanished with an 
abrupt ending of those large enclosures (for-
tified and ditched enclosures), which together 
with the progressive emergence of individual 
burials are clear signs of the dissolution of the 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic social order and of 
an effective demographic breakdown (Valera, 
2015). As we saw above, genomic data does 
not seem to support people migration to play 
a role in this process, given the limited genetic 
affinity found between Beaker people from 
Iberian Peninsula and central and western 
Europe. However, another study (Martiniano 
& alii, 2017) concerning genomic data from a 
small set of ancient individuals from the Portu-
guese territory (10 from the Middle Neolithic 
to Late Neolithic/Early Chalcolithic and 4 from 
the Middle SWBA) also suggest, as indicated 
by other studies already mentioned, a signif-
icant genetic influx during the Early Neolithic 
originating in the Middle East. On the other 

hand, the sample of 4 Middle SWBA analysed 
individuals suggest “detectable, but compar-
atively modest, steppe-related introgression 
present at the Portuguese Bronze Age” albeit 
“all three Iberian BA males [2 individuals from 
Torre Velha 3 and one from Monte do Gato 
de Cima 3, both Middle SWBA necropolis at 
Serpa, Alentejo] are R1b, the haplogroup that 
has been strongly associated with Steppe-re-
lated migrations” (Martiniano & alii, 2017). 
Nevertheless, the sample is too small and we 
should wait for new studies that will allow 
more reliable conclusions.
In the southwestern Iberia, the first half of the 
2nd millennium BC reveals a total non-existence 
of monumentality in relation to the non-funer-
ary architecture. Archaeological research has 
been showing that, in the first centuries and in 
the following centuries, i.e. during all the Mid-
dle SWBA, the habitat areas do not appear to 
undergo any modification over time. It would be 
a dispersed settlement revealed by “pit fields” 
(Fig. 2), open sites inserted in flat areas with-
out any remains of positive structures, where 
pits that are sometimes mixed with burial 
structures (pits, hypogea, cists) are recurrent 
traces. However, it should be noted that almost 
all of these sites were recorded and studied 
during archaeological rescue work related 
to the implementation of the Alqueva irriga-
tion network, which conditioned the research 
carried out since it was limited to the straight 
sections of pipelines, not exceeding the width 
of ditches to be excavated for their implan-
tation. Thus, the true dimensions of these pit 
fields were not usually determined, as well as 
their spatial relationship with eventual settle-
ments of builders and users of those pits. How-
ever, it must be taken into account that in the 
periphery of the southwestern region defined 
by Schubart and followed in our work, some 
Middle Bronze Age fortified settlements are 
known — it is the case of El Trastejón, near 
Aracena (Hurtado, García Sanjuán & Hunt 
Ortiz, 2011), Castillo de Alange, near Bada-
joz (Pavón, 1995), and Evoramonte, not far 
from Évora (Mataloto, 2013; Mataloto & alii, 
2013).
In SWBA, positive architectures with an impact 
on the landscape only reappear during the 
Late Bronze Age, more specifically by the end 
of the 2nd millennium BC. These are fortified set-
tlements located in hilltops or on rocky spurs 

Fig. 2 – Pit fields 
surveyed in the 
rectilinear layout of the 
irrigation pipelines. 
A, B - Horta do Cabral 
6 (Torrão, Alcácer do 
Sal); 
C - Casarão da 
Mesquita 3 (S. Manços, 
Évora).
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of banks of major rivers, although settlements 
inserted in flat zones, apparently without any 
defensive structures, also existed (Fig. 3). 
Some (very few) apparently fortified small 
settlements, not yet investigated, should be 
added to large hilltop settlement networks. 
The data currently available on the Late 
SWBA settlement network in the Guadi-
ana basin, the best studied region, allow to 
infer how the various types of habitat could 
be articulated but, on the other hand, many 
questions remain, in particular about the syn-
chrony or diachrony between the various 
human occupations, the seasonal or perma-
nent character of the so-called open settle-
ments and the function of those apparently 
fortified small settlements (Mataloto, 2012; 
Soares, 2013). 
The model that can be built to explain and 
interpret the current archaeological record 
will necessarily be controversial or, at least, 
should be considered as a hypothesis to be 
tested in the future with the acquisition of 
more data. Thus, the known habitat sites may 
be grouped into four sets: i) large fortified 
settlements on hilltops; ii) large fortified set-
tlements on the banks of the Guadiana and 
its tributaries; iii) open settlements on flat 
zones; iv) apparently fortified small settle-
ments. In the first two groups there will be 
chieftain settlements. Outeiro do Circo, Rat-
inhos, Crespa further South, or Evoramonte, 
Castelo Velho da Serra d’Ossa or Monsaraz 
to the North, given their size, their geograph-
ical situation and their material culture, meet 
the requirements to have become chieftain 
sites. Other sites of these two groups, as well 
as open settlements, whether seasonal or not, 
and the apparently fortified small settle-
ments would be dependent on them (Soares, 
2013) in what was called settlement system 
networks (Mataloto, 2015). The open site of 
Santa Margarida (Serpa), whose material 
remains are practically made up of thou-
sands of ceramic fragments, with almost total 
absence of other artefacts related to domes-
tic and production activities, could correspond 
to a meeting place for populations on the left 
bank of the Guadiana, where rituals, per-
haps related to water, would be practiced, 
being the hundreds of pottery fragments with 
burnished ornaments a testimony of those rit-
uals (Soares, 2005).

2.2. Burial practices

As mentioned above, Schubart considered the 
cists as the typical and almost unique funer-
ary structure of the SWBA. Nowadays it is 
known that burials can occur in a wide vari-
ety of structures: not only in cists, isolated or 
forming part of necropolis of diverse exten-
sion, inserted in tumuli of diverse architec-
ture, but also in pits of rectangular or circu-
lar plants (silo-like pits), in hypogea (artificial 
caves constituted by a funerary chamber and 
an atrium, also presenting several architec-
tures), and also in reuses of collective funer-
ary monuments of Neolithic or Chalcolithic 
chronology. 
The “Horizonte de Ferradeira”, as defined 
by H. Schubart (1971b; 1975), corresponds 
to a change in the funerary ritual — to the 
Chalcolithic collective tombs, hitherto in use, 
succeeded purposely built individual graves 
or individual inhumations in well delimited 
spaces, however reusing collective tombs. 
Tholoi of Monte da Velha 1 (Vila Verde 
de Ficalho, Serpa) and Centirã 2 (Brinches, 
Serpa) are two examples of this reuse of old 
monuments published more recently (Soares, 
2008; Henriques & alii, 2013), although sev-
eral others with similar situation are known 
from ancient excavations (Mataloto, 2017). 
In the chamber of the first monument, a dis-
turbed skeleton of an adult individual aged 
35/40 years old, with no visible pathological 
changes in the few bone remains recovered 
(Silva & alii, 2008), was found beneath the 
ceramic grave goods and the stone structure 
that protected them (Fig. 4). The high state 

Fig. 3 – Late SWBA 
settlements in the 
Guadiana basin 

(following Soares, 
2013, Fig. 2). Hilltop 

settlements: 
1 - Outeiro do Circo; 

2 - Cerro da 
Mangancha; 

3 - Serra Alta; 
4 - Álamo; 

5 - Castelo de Serpa. 
Fortified settlements on 
the banks of Guadiana 

and tributaries; 
6 - Ratinhos; 

7 - Laço; 
8 - Misericórdia; 

9 - Crespa; 
10 - Passo Alto. Open 

settlements on the 
plain: 

11 - Casa Branca 1; 
12 - Salsa 3; 

13 - Entre Águas 5; 
14 - Santa Margarida; 

15 - Cidade das 
Rosas 4; 

16 - Folha do Ranjão; 
17 - Pisões 5; 18 - 

Arroteia 6. Apparently 
fortified small 

settlements: 
19 - S. Brás 1; 
20 - S. Gens; 

21 - Moitão d’Altura 
(Alpedrede 3); 
22 - Quinta do 

Pantufo. 
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of fragmentation, not only of the bones, but 
also of the grave goods (three ceramic vases, 
being one of them a Bell-Beaker without dec-
oration), allow to suggest that we are fac-
ing not a primary but a secondary inhuma-
tion. Centirã 2 was also a tholos, consisting 
of chamber, corridor and atrium, where sev-
eral burials were recorded on the chamber 
ground floor with some grave goods such as 
Bell-Beaker vases without decoration, archer 
armbands, a Palmela point and a V-perfora-
tion button. Radiocarbon dating of these skel-
etons allows ascribing this funerary occupa-
tion to the 2nd half of the 3rd millennium BC, 
i.e. to the “Horizonte de Ferradeira” (Hen-
riques & alii, 2013).
Stone cists (Fig. 5) are, as it is known, one of 
the most common types of graves during the 
Middle SWBA. The dimensions of these struc-
tures are variable, although the major axis 

Fig. 4 – Tholos MV1 
(Vila Verde de 
Ficalho, Serpa). A, 
B (dashed zones) - 
human bone remains 
of a secondary burial 
(following Soares, 
2008, Figs. 4 and 12).

rarely exceeds one meter in length. The two 
larger slabs of the funerary box are usually 
locked by two smaller ones (corresponding to 
the head and feet areas), while small stones 
help in this locking and flatten the area where 
the large roof slab rests. The closure of the 
cist can be reinforced by the use of an animal 
grease with hydrophobic properties, which 
would make it waterproof, as it was the case 
in the grave of Herdade do Montinho (Vale de 
Vargo, Serpa) (Ribeiro & Soares, 1991) and 
another one at Folha das Palmeiras (Mourão) 
(Paço & Leal, 1962–1963). Cists may con-
tain one or more inhumations, although usu-
ally only contain one. The deceased was usu-
ally deposited in lateral decubitus, with the 
upper and lower limbs flexed, that is, in the 
so-called fetal position, not being covered by 
earth. The cists may be apparently isolated 
— Herdade do Montinho, Carapetal, Santa 
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Fig. 5 – Cists. 
A - Talho do 

Chaparrinho; 
B - Carapinhais; 

C - Bugalhos.

Justa, Barranco do Salto (Soares, 1994) — 
or forming more or less extensive cemeter-
ies — Atalaia (Ourique) (Schubart, 1975). No 
tumulus has been reported in most isolated cysts 
but, for instance, in the Talho do Chaparrinho 
necropolis (Vila Verde de Ficalho), one of the 
cists was inserted in a true cairn, consisting of 
blocks of diorite, delimited by shale slabs in 
a horizontal position, being the whole tumulus 
covered by rolled white milky quartz pebbles 
(Soares, 1994) (Fig. 5A). In the Carapinhais 
necropolis (Sobral da Adiça), cysts with dif-
ferent orientations (Fig. 5B1) are inserted into 
circular enclosures, delimited by slabs placed 
vertically and filled by other shale slabs and 
stone blocks placed horizontally (Fig. 5B2) 
(Soares & alii, 2007). Stone cists, whether iso-
lated or in cemeteries, usually have different 
orientations. At the Carapinhais necropolis, 
two of the cists inserted in the larger diameter 
circles have a NW-SE orientation, while those 
inserted in the smaller diameter circles have 
a SW-NE orientation. Two cists at the Bugal-
hos necropolis (Serpa), which are about 2 m 
apart (Fig. 5C) and whose contemporaneity, 

lato sensu, offers no doubt, have also different 
orientations — while one has an E-W orien-
tation, the other is oriented in the ESE-WNW 
direction (Soares, 2000). In this case, these dif-
ferent orientations, which do not correspond to 
the orientation of the schist plans of the rock 
soil where the cists are implanted, may imply 
that they were built at two different times of 
the year, assuming that their builders wanted 
to give them an E-W orientation through the 
observation of the sunrise (or sunset).
In addition to the inhumations in cists attrib-
utable to Middle SWBA, hypogea are also 
another common type of grave with this 
chronology. The first one to be recorded in 
southwestern Portugal was the Belmeque’s 
grave (Vale de Vargo, Serpa) (Schubart, 
1974; Soares, 1994), where two adults (one 
male) were buried in the chamber, but whose 
skulls apparently were absent (Oliveira, 1994, 
p. 185). These hypogea consist in an atrium 
that gives access to a chamber dug under-
ground (Fig. 6). The access to the chamber is 
usually blocked by slabs sometimes involving 
a black greasy earth containing an organic 
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material — beeswax and propolis were iden-
tified in Torre Velha 3 and Horta do Folgão 
hypogea (Frade & alii, 2014).
There are hypogea in the southwestern Iberian 
Peninsula dating from the 2nd half of the 4th 
millennium BC (Valera & alii, 2008), but only 
recently it has been shown that these funer-
ary structures are widespread in this region. 
Hypogea are also recorded for the “Horizonte 
de Ferradeira” — Hypogeum 156 from Monte 
das Aldeias is dated to the last quarter of the 
3rd millennium BC (Soares & alii, 2018). More-
over, Middle SWBA funerary contexts cur-
rently include hypogea at sites such as Torre 
Velha 3 (Alves & alii, 2010), Torre Velha 12 
(Gomes & alii, 2013), Outeiro Alto 2 (Valera 
& Filipe, 2010), Pexem (Baptista & alii, 2013), 
Montinhos 6 (Baptista & alii, 2012) and Horta 
do Folgão (Ponte & alii, 2012).
The geographical distribution of hypogea and 
cists, seems to be organized in large clusters 

Fig. 6 – Hypogeum at 
Torre Velha 3. 
A - atrium and 
funerary chamber, 
B - black greasy 
earth and stone blocks 
closing the chamber 
entrance.

throughout the Baixo Alentejo region, like clus-
ters of Santa Vitória or Ourique cists, or clus-
ters of Beringel and Serpa hypogea. However 
the archaeological record of some areas shows 
us that clusters boundaries are fluid since, for 
instance, both funerary architectures are pres-
ent in Serpa region. These two architectures 
might show us distinct funerary traditions of 
neighbouring communities during the Middle 
SWBA, eventually related with Identity man-
agement. Even if we consider any geological 
deterministic possibility, obvious in some areas 
like in the Ourique schist plateau, the presence 
of big stone slabs to seal the entrance of hypo-
gea was available, but the funerary architec-
ture seems to mainly be culturally determined. 
Therefore, in the cluster area of Ourique cists, 
hypogea are absent in the archaeological 
record. On the other hand, for instance, the 
Santa Vitória cist cluster is located only few 
kilometers away to the south of Beringel region, 
where hypogea are known, or in Serpa, where 
an hypogea cluster is located just to the north 
and cluster of cists to the south.
Finally, for the first time, two hypogea ascribed 
to the Late SWBA were recently identified 
and studied at Monte da Ramada 1 (Ervidel, 
Aljustrel) (Baptista & alii, 2018; Valério & alii, 
2018). A primary inhumation and an ossuary 
were recorded in hypogeum 4, while a com-
plex sequence of primary inhumations and 
ossuaries, in addition to several metallic and 
ceramic grave goods, were recorded in hypo-
geum 2. Radiocarbon dating of several human 
bone samples allowed ascribing these hypo-
gea to the 1st quarter of the 1st millennium BC 
(Soares & alii, 2020). Interestingly, the collec-
tive burial identified in hypogeum 2 is also a 
novelty in funerary contexts with this chronol-
ogy, perhaps indicating the occurrence of an 
epidemic event.
The Monte da Ramada 1 hypogea makes 
part of a more complex landscape, central to 
understand SWBA, regarding Santa Vitória, 
Ervidel and Mombeja Alentejan Bronze Age 
stelae region, as we will see below. Actually the 
Monte do Pomar cists necropolis and the Ervidel 
stelae (Gomes & Monteiro, 1976–1977; Bar-
celó, 1991) were found less than a kilometer 
to the south, on the opposite river bank, and 
less than 300 m north from Monte da Ramada 
1 some apparently Middle SWBA pits, with a 
burial, were recently recorded (Fig. 7). Thus, 
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the Bronze Age landscape at Monte da Ramada 
1 seems to have been built throughout the 2nd mil-
lennium, adding sites and meanings of multiple 
Identities in a long ritual and sacred continuum.
As referred above, in pit fields with a Middle 

Bronze Age chronology, some of the pits also 
contain inhumations (Fig. 8), while others will 
be attributable to Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
periods and still others, to the Late Bronze 
Age. The majority of these inhumations are 

Fig. 7 – View to the 
south over Monte 

da Ramada area. 
In the foreground: 

area A; further south: 
Monte da Ramada 1 

hypogea (to the right) 
and Monte do Pomar 

necropolis (cists and 
stelae) (to the left). 

B – Pictures of SWBA 
pits from area A. C – 

Plan and section of pits 
from the same area. 

D – Big containers 
recovered inside the 

pits at area A.
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Fig. 8 – Burial in a pit 
at Horta do Albardão 
3 (S. Manços, Évora).

not associated with grave goods and only the 
radiocarbon dating is able to give a reliable 
chronology. For instance, in the site named Horta 
do Albardão 3 (S. Manços, Évora) a flat-bot-
tomed pit, with a diameter of about 1,3 m and 
1,2 m deep, was intentionally sealed by a very 
deep stone filling, compact and well structured, 
made up of small angular shale slabs, limestone 
elements and large rounded granite blocks. The 
individual was buried in the right lateral decu-
bitus position, with the limbs flexed, and the 
skull was apparently separated from the body 
and deposited at a higher level on a flat slab 
(Fig. 8). There was no grave goods deposition 
associated with this inhumation, dated by radio-
carbon to 3080±60 BP (Sac-2252) (Santos & 
alii, 2009).
Burial contexts of the Late Bronze Age in this 
southwestern region were virtually unknown 

until a decade ago. Cists, perhaps the most 
common structures in the Middle SWBA, appear 
to have ceased to be built and used in the Late 
SWBA. However, some 1st Iron Age cists are 
known, being structurally identical to those of 
the preceding period, such as, among others, 
those of the necropolises of Corte Margarida, 
Aljustrel (Deus and Correia, 2005), Cabeço da 
Vaca, Alcoutim (Cardoso & Gradim, 2008), 
and Gregório, Silves (Barros & alii, 2005). 
This evidence seems to indicate an inhuma-
tion ritual continuum from the Middle Bronze 
Age to the 1st Iron Age. However, according 
to some authors, this ritual may have resurged 
in this last period by influences originating in 
the Central Mediterranean (Torres, 1995). In 
recent years, the excavation of several sets of 
pits have allowed the identification of various 
inhumations in fetal position, without any grave 
goods, but it was possible to assign some of 
these burials to the Late Bronze Age by 
radiocarbon dating of skeletons or archae-
ological layers that wrapped them. These 
are the cases of two burials of Casarão da 
Mesquita 3 (S. Manços, Évora) and at least 
one of the several pit burials of Monte da 
Cabida 3 (Mataloto & alii, 2013).
Some artefacts, usually ceramics, very frag-
mented and even somewhat rolled, have 
been found outside the graves in the area 
of several necropolises. This record has usu-
ally been interpreted as traces of a ritual that 
would bring to the necropolis soil from the area 
of their respective settlement (Silva & Soares, 
1981; Coelho & Cardoso, 1944). In addition, 
by reexamining the purpose of the deposited 
artefacts and their significance in the funerary 
ritual, it appears that some objects may be 
symbolic depositions, placed by the atten-
dants / participants in the funeral as part of 
a ceremonial custom rather than the prop-
erty of the deceased. It is in this line that 
the ceramic fragments and other artefacts 
appearing near the graves are reinterpreted 
being now considered as remnants of libations 
or banquets, ritual commemoration ceremonies 
that would have taken place at the funeral, 
near the grave. Subsequent erosive processes, 
most likely due to agriculture, would led to 
their great fragmentation. In southeastern Ibe-
rian Peninsula, these commensality rituals are 
well identified and described (see, for exam-
ple, Aranda & Esquivel, 2006; 2007; Sánchez 
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& alii, 2007) and should also have been per-
formed in the southwestern region (Porfírio & 
Serra, 2010).
Also linked to the funerary world, two groups of 
engraved stelae are characteristic of the south-
western Iberian Peninsula — the “Alentejo” and 
the “Extremadura” stelae (Fig. 9). The first cor-
pus of these decorated stelae was published 
by Almagro (1966). The first ones, also known 
as Type I stelae, have their area of distribu-
tion mainly in southern Portugal (Algarve and 
Alentejo), although they also reach the Spanish 
Extremadura and Andalusia. The “Extremad-
ura”, Type II or Warrior stelae are mainly dis-
tributed in the Spanish provinces of Cáceres 
and Badajoz, but with specimens located fur-
ther south, namely in the regions of Seville, 
Granada, Beja and Algarve.
Some of the “Alentejo” stelae will instead be 
covering slabs of Bronze Age cists, although 
most of them are true stelae that would be 
standing by the tombs (Gomes & Monteiro, 
1976–1977; 1977). The engravings usually 
depict, in a realistic style, an hanging idol with 
an anchoriform shape, and weapons and tools, 
namely swords, halberds and axes, and, more 
rarely, a bow, a chisel and a pair of feet or 
sandals. Recently, at Valencina de la Concep-
ción an ivory hilt for a rock cristal dagger was 
recovered, which resembles this so called “idol” 
(Fig. 10), and have been securely an element of 
prestige display (García Sanjuán & alii, 2013). 
The evolution of the “Alentejo” stelae can be 
traced throughout the SWBA. The geographic 
distribution of these stelae overlaps the distri-
bution of some ceramic types, namely Odivelas 
and Santa Vitória cups, bottles and vessels with 
vertical ribs, which are ascribed to the South-
west Bronze II, i. e. corresponding chronologi-
cally to the end of the 2nd millennium BC, fol-
lowing Schubart (1975). However, radiocarbon 
data call into question this chronology. Follow-
ing Barceló (1991), the swords depicted in the 
stelae are much older than Schubart thought — 
they should be dated at least from the period 
1700–1500 BC. According to a more recent 
and deeper study performed by Díaz (2009; 
2012), also taking into account the chronology 
of swords and halberds depicted on the slabs, 
an older date is suggested for the beginning 
of these decorated stelae. On the other hand, 
the depicted shaft-hole axes can date the more 
recent decorated slabs, since the first knowl-

edge of this kind of hafting in the Iberian Pen-
insula has been linked to the so-called preco-
lonial contacts. So, the “Alentejo” stelae must 
have been in use throughout the 2nd millennium 
BC. The similarity between the dagger hilt and 
the “idol” of the stelae points towards the same 
direction, for an older chronology of the ele-
ments carved on the stelae.
The continuity of the iconography of the 
“Alentejo” stelae can be found on the “Extremad-
ura” stelae, which should be standing close to the 
tombs, marking them and evoking the deceased 

Fig. 9 – Ervidel stelae 
(following Gomes & 

Monteiro, 1976–1977, 
Figs. 3 and 4). 

A - Type I (“Alentejo”) 
stele (probably not 

a true stele, but a 
covering slab of a cist); 

B - Type II 
(“Extremadura”) 

stele. Both slabs were 
found at the same 

archaeological site 
(Herdade do Pomar, 

Ervidel).
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Fig. 10 – On top - 
Left: Dagger hilt with 
rock crystal blade and 
with sheath. Photo: 
Miguel Ángel Blanco 
de la Rubia (according 
to García Sanjuán & 
alii, 2013, p. 619). 
Right: Idealized 
reconstruction of the 
suspension system for 
the dagger. Drawing: 
Miriam Luciañez Triviño 
(according to García 
Sanjuán & alii, 2013, 
p. 622).
Bottom - Anchor 
shaped motif depicted 
on “Alentejo” stelae: 
1 – Tapada da Moita, 
2 – Abela, 
3 – Trigaches II, 
4 – Mombeja I, 
5 – Mombeja II, 
6 – Monte de Abaixo, 
7 – Defesa, 
8 – Panoias, 
9 – Ervidel I, 
10 – Santa Vitória, 
11 – Pedreirinha,
12 – Assento, 
13 – Castro Verde, 
14 – Alfarrobeira, 
15 – Passadeiras I, 
16 – São Salvador, 
17 – El Torcal, 
18 – Donas, 
19 – Milrei 1, 
20 – Monte do Ulmo 
(according to Serra & 
Porfírio, 2014, fig. 6)

buried there. In contrast with the earlier group, 
these slabs depict, in a schematic style, war-
rior’s weapons, namely a V-notched shield, 
and other items sometimes together with the 
warrior himself. Besides the V-notched shield 
also the sword, the spear, the dagger, his two-
horse two-wheeled chariot, sometimes his hel-
met, and other special objects, such as a comb, 
fibulae, even a phorminx, are depicted. A 
chronology of the Late Bronze Age/Early Iron 
Age has been attributed to these later ste-
lae (Díaz, 2012; Gomes & Monteiro, 1977; 
Gamito, 1988).

2.3. Ceramics

Schubart (1975) proposed the division of the 
Southwestern Bronze into two Phases, essentially 
based on typological criteria of the ceramic 
collection. The first one, Bronze I, was character-
ized by ceramic grave goods with the so-called 
“metallic style”, usually carinated cups where 
the carination is in the lower portion of the ves-
sel, of which the Atalaia cup is the most common 
example. Also, following Schubart, coeval cists 
are usually larger than those of the next phase 
and sometimes have a tumulus framed by stone 
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structures with several shapes. The Bronze II was 
characterized by smaller cists without tumuli and 
newly shaped pottery, such as bottles, vertical 
ribbed vases, horizontally decorated vases, and 
carinated vessels with a very low and concave 
carination, such as Santa Vitória and Odivelas 
cups (Fig. 11). Radiocarbon data available for 
contexts with vessels of these typologies is still 

scarce, but chronologies from the second quar-
ter of the 2nd millennium BC have been obtained 
for some of these contexts (cf., for example, 
Alves & alii, 2010, Tables 1 and 3), to which it 
can be added an earlier date for the Odivelas 
cup typology (Soares & alii, 2019).
The known data on SWBA carried forward for 
this discussion, whether referring to the funer-

Fig. 11 – Pottery 
shapes of Middle 
SWBA (following 

Schubart, 1974, Fig. 
3).
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ary world, in particular as regards to structures, 
grave goods or funeral rituals, or concerning 
habitat structures, including their location in the 
topography of the region, do not allow a dis-
tinction between the two Phases (Bronze I and 
Bronze II) proposed by Schubart. It should be 
noted, as already mentioned, that these Phases 
were essentially based on a typological dis-
tinction of the ceramic collection from the funer-
ary structures known at the time, but the further 
development of archaeological research com-
plemented by archaeometric analyses, namely 
absolute chronology, made such division obso-
lete and, apparently, without any cultural sig-
nificance (see Soares & alii, 2019). Therefore, 
with the data known today, ceramic typology 
cannot at all continue to be used as an indicator 
to establish a relative chronology for the SWBA 
contexts. 

2.4. Metallurgy

Archaeological studies have long related the 
metals and alloys used by prehistoric communi-
ties with the technological evolution of Human-
kind. The possibility of attaining better casta-
bility, higher hardness and appealing colours 
were certainly among the first improvements 
recognized by ancient metallurgists. The early 
metallurgy in the Iberian Peninsula was domi-
nated by copper with variable arsenic amounts 
for almost two millennia (~3000-1200 BC) 
(Harrison & Craddock, 1981; Rovira Llorens, 
2004; Soares & alii, 1996). Sites with early 
metallurgy have artefacts made of copper and 
arsenical copper (As > 2 wt.%), as well as cop-
per ores with arsenic impurities (cf, for exam-
ple, Valério & alii, 2020a). Moreover, the arse-
nic content distribution of Chalcolithic artefacts 
from Southeastern Iberian Peninsula suggests 
that the arsenic amount should have resulted 
from the natural variability of copper ores 
(Rovira Llorens, 2004), while smelting exper-
iments have shown that copper ores with low 
arsenic amounts are capable of producing an 
arsenical copper alloy (Hanning & alii, 2010; 
Hauptmann, 2007).
Despite the apparently random scattering of 
Chalcolithic metal composition, it seems that 
there is some relationship between typology 
and arsenic content. Palmela arrowheads, long 
awls, tanged daggers and saws are more fre-

quently made of high arsenic content than axes 
and smaller awls (Müller & alii, 2007; Müller & 
Cardoso, 2008; Pereira & alii, 2013; Valério & 
alii, 2016a; 2020b). 
If arsenical coppers seem to be associated with 
some Chalcolithic typologies, the reason for that 
is not obvious. Considering that most halberds 
and daggers were recovered from burials, it 
was assumed that grave goods might suffer 
less recycling than domestic artefacts (Rovira 
Llorens, 2004). However, this does not explain 
the compositional differences among artefacts 
exclusively recovered in settlements. On the 
other hand, the silvery colour of high-arsenic 
alloys would be appreciated for prestige arte-
facts (Rovira Llorens & Montero, 2013).
The metallurgy does not seem to have changed 
drastically in the Iberia Peninsula from the Chal-
colithic to the Middle Bronze Age (MBA). Apart 
from the emergence of bronze and silver during 
the latter (see, for instance, Hunt, 2003; Valério 
& alii, 2014), the metallurgy continues to be 
dominated by copper with variable arsenic 
contents. The south-eastern region of the Ibe-
rian Peninsula has been extensively studied, and 
the comparison of about 300 artefacts from 
Los Millares (Chalcolithic) and Argaric (Early 
Bronze Age/Middle Bronze Age) cultures, have 
identified a slight average arsenic increase (2.0 
to 2.4 wt.% As, respectively) (Montero, 1994). 
This was explained with the funerary origin of 
most Argaric examples and the exploitation of 
new ore sources (Rovira Llorens, 2004). Con-
trary, a similarly large collection from south-
western region (Spanish area) evidenced a 
small arsenic reduction (Chalcolithic: 1.9 wt.% 
As; Middle Bronze Age: 1.1 wt.% As) despite a 
similar increase of Middle Bronze Age funerary 
contexts (Costa, 2010). 
In Southern Portugal, 40 metallic artefacts 
recently recovered from MBA funerary struc-
tures and domestic contexts disclosed a metal-
lurgy comprising more than 80% of arsenical 
coppers with an average of about 4 wt.% As 
(Valério & alii, 2014). This suggests a different 
evolution of copper-based metals, especially 
considering that Chalcolithic artefacts from this 
region point to lower arsenic contents (Orestes 
& alii, 2016; Valério & alii, 2016a). Nowadays, 
Middle SWBA metallurgy analyses, including 
more than a hundred artefacts from several 
archaeological sites, either funerary monuments 
or domestic contexts, have been showing that 
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these artefacts are mostly composed by arsen-
ical copper alloys (Valério & alli, 2016). More-
over, this set of Middle SWBA artefacts exhibits 
an arsenic content with a Gaussian distribution 
having a rather high arsenic content (3.9±1.4 
wt.%; 4 arsenic-rich alloys with values outside 
the three standard deviation interval were 
excluded) (Fig. 12). The post-casting manufac-
ture of different types did not show significant 
differences since most involved thermomechan-
ical work. However, daggers seem to have a 
lengthier manufacture involving strong forging 
on cutting edges, arrowheads present variable 
manufactures with substantial cold-work in the 
tang, and rivets were typically as-cast.
There is an obvious difference between Mid-
dle SWBA metals and those from the Chalco-
lithic comprising an increased usage of arsen-
ical copper alloys. It can be reasoned that 
Chalcolithic metals have a higher proportion of 
domestic contexts, thus including typologies that 
are not present among Middle SWBA collec-
tions. However, when comparing specific typol-
ogies such as awls, Middle SWBA examples 
have higher arsenic amounts than Chalcolithic 
ones (4.7±0.9 wt.% As, n = 31 and 2.5±1.9 
wt.% As, n = 14, respectively). On the other 
hand, analytical evidence shows the common 
use of forging and annealing in the manufac-
ture of artefacts belonging to the Bell Beaker 
Culture, which also present higher arsenic con-
tents than those assigned to the Full Chalcolithic. 
Arsenic contents of Beaker artefacts present a 
Gaussian distribution somewhat similar to the 
one of the Middle Bronze Age of this region, 

establishing a transition between this distribu-
tion and the lognormal distribution of the Chal-
colithic (Fig. 12) (Soares & alii, 2017). More-
over, the histogram of arsenic contents of Mid-
dle SWBA metals resembles the distribution of 
tin in Late Bronze Age bronzes, i.e. a Gauss-
ian curve centred on an intended content, which 
suggests intentional alloying.

2.5. Exotic materials trade

The site of Horta do Pinheiro 5 (parish of Torrão, 
Alcácer do Sal) was the subject of an archaeo-
logical field excavation also in the scope of the 
mitigation strategy concerning the threatened cul-
tural heritage, implemented during the construc-
tion of the Irrigation Network integrated into the 
Alqueva Dam project. 13 surveys were carried 
out due to the identification of 13 negative struc-
tures that became evident after the initial works 
of the construction phase. Of these, four corre-
spond to funerary structures of Islamic chronology, 
while from the remaining ones two (Surveys 7 and 
8) also have a funerary character, but of prehis-
toric chronology (Soares & alii, in press). 
In Survey 7, the funerary pit containing the 
burial of a male adult individual, with an ivory 
bracelet as grave good, overlapped another 
pit not fully filled. In Survey 8, a funerary hypo-
geum was identified, which also cut a probably 
pre-existing pit. The hypogeum chamber also 
contained a burial, the deposition of an adult 
male, to which prestige grave goods were asso-
ciated, namely an ivory bracelet and a remark-

Fig. 12 – Histograms 
of As content of 

metallic artefacts of 
Full Chalcolithic (A), 

Beaker Phase (B) and 
Bronze Age (C) periods 
in Southwestern Iberian 

Peninsula.
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able arsenical copper dagger with silver rivets 
and a handle wrapped with a silver sheet, in 
addition to a pommel made of silver and gold 
elements (Fig. 13). The skeleton remains and the 
grave goods presented cinnabar spots, a dye 
certainly imported from another region, proba-
bly from south-central Iberian Peninsula. 
The radiocarbon dating of the individuals bur-
ied in these two negative structures allows a 
chronology of the 1st quarter of the 2nd millen-
nium BC (early Middle SWBA) to be assigned 
to these two graves, showing that prestige items 
like those made of ivory or cinnabar were still 
imported from regions more or less distant from 
the Iberian southwest, namely from the central 
or eastern Mediterranean or from the Peninsu-
lar interior, respectively. 
During the remaining Middle SWBA there are 
no records of imported materials in this region, 
arising only in the early days of the Late Bronze 
Age due to the precolonial (Orientalizing) trade 
starting by that time. 

A large set of negative structures with different 
chronologies were identified at a site already 
mentioned named Monte da Ramada 1, near 
Aljustrel, including two hypogea ascribed to the 
1st quarter of the 1st millennium BC, i.e. to the 
Late SWBA (Baptista & alii, 2018; Soares & alii, 
2020; Valério & alii, 2018). A primary inhuma-
tion and an ossuary were recorded in hypogeum 
4. The last individual to be buried (in situ inhu-
mation) in hypogeum 4 of Monte da Ramada 1 
had a rich and rare set of personal adornments, 
including 3 copper-based bracelets, 2 gold 
beads, 6 ostrich egg shell beads, 1 glass bead 
and another bead, possibly made of ivory (Fig. 
14). The skeleton was radiocarbon dated to the 
10th century BC. Glass beads with a very likely 
origin in the Eastern Mediterranean (Henderson 
& alli, 2010; Towle & alii, 2001) are known in 
several Bronze Age archaeological contexts at 
coastal sites of Iberian Peninsula suggesting pre-
colonial contacts (see, for instance, Rovira i Port, 
1996; Lorrio, 2008). An additional singular-
ity identified in these grave goods is the set of 
bracelets, namely one arsenical bronze (4.3 wt 
% Sn and 4.0 wt % As) and two bronze alloys 
(6.8 wt% Sn and 7.1 wt% Sn), all with low tin con-
tent when compared with the average tin content 
of known analysed remaining collection of adorn-
ments recorded in several sites of SWBA (9.7±2.9 
w % Sn) (Valério & alii, 2018). The archaeologi-
cal excavations at the other hypogeum of Monte 
da Ramada 1, the hypogeum 2, identified a very 
distinct situation, namely at least 20 individuals 
including several primary inhumations (Baptista & 
alii, 2018). Radiocarbon dating of human bones 
of these burials allows ascribing hypogeum 2 to 
the 1st quarter of 1st millennium BC. Grave goods 
of hypogeum 2 also include exotic adornments of 
foreign origin, namely 2 Egyptian faience beads, 
a vestige of the trade with the Eastern Mediter-
ranean region, and another bead likely made of 
jet. Some of those individuals also presented cop-
per-based ornaments, such as open bracelets and 
small necklace beads either of annular or ring-
shaped typology.
The low-tin bronze bracelets associated with 
exotic ornaments (glass and Egyptian faience 
beads and, also, ostrich egg shell beads), tes-
tify an archaic trade, perhaps with an Orien-
talizing origin, with the Mediterranean region 
before or just when the first Phoenician colo-
nies were established in the Southern Iberian 
coast.

Fig. 13 – Skeleton 
remains and grave 
goods in situ in 
Horta do Pinheiro 5 
hypogeum.

Fig. 14 – Grave goods 
from hypogeum 4 of 
Monte da Ramada 1.
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3. Conclusions

The known data on SWBA carried forward for 
discussion in this work, whether concerning habi-
tat places and structures, including their location 
in the topography of the region, or referring to 
the funerary world, in particular as regarding 
the type of graves (cists, hypogea, pits, burials 
in old collective tombs), grave goods, stellae or 
funeral rituals, have not changed too much over 
the 2nd millennium BC, except in the last or the last 
two centuries, when large fortified settlements 
appear. During the precedent centuries, the hab-
itat was apparently dispersed, in lowland areas, 
from which the archaeological record only iden-
tifies negative structures, commonly pits of circu-
lar plan. Also the ceramic typology, where car-
inated vessels and burnished surfaces are com-
mon, cannot be an indicator to establish a rel-
ative chronology for SWBA contexts, since the 
pottery shapes have not changed throughout 
the Middle SWBA, although some variability in 
the frequency of ceramic types can be detected 
from region to region and over time. Only during 
Late SWBA, do ceramics show a wide variety of 
shapes, and the burnished decorations are com-
mon in surface finish. The copper-based metal-
lurgy, characterized by arsenical coppers, also 
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does not show a great evolution, as the bronze 
alloy only become common during the Late 
SWBA, despite the existence of some earlier evi-
dence, in the transition of the 1st to the 2nd half of 
the 2nd millennium BC, of its production and use. 
On the other hand, exotic raw materials seem 
to be imported, although maybe rarely, during 
the first times of the Middle SWBA following the 
usual trade of the precedent period. Then this 
trade seems to have ceased and only resumed 
many centuries later with other authors, inte-
grated in the Phoenician or Orientalizing trade.
Thus, the current archaeological evidence does 
not seem to indicate the existence of relevant 
migrations, but rather an endogenous evolution 
of the communities that inhabited this region of 
the Iberian Peninsula, despite the rupture with 
the Neolithic and Chalcolithic social order and 
the existence of a demographic breakdown, 
both detected at the end of the 3rd millennium 
BC, when the SWBA begin. The research on the 
ancient DNA carried out until now does not seem 
to recognize the existence of a strong genetic 
influx that brought steppe-related ancestry, as 
occurred in other European regions at this time, 
since it only indicate a low or non-occurrence 
of migrations which does not explain the facts 
described.
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