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Chapter 3  
beyonD the neolIthIC transItIon - the ‘De-neolIthIsatIon’ of 

south sCanDInavIa

Rune Iversen

Abstract: In South Scandinavia, the Funnel Beaker culture is synonymous with the emergence of Neolithic societies (c 4000 BC), the 
construction of megalithic monuments and agricultural lifestyle. After c 1300 years of existence the Funnel Beaker culture ceased and 
a culturally blurred period began. 

In the south-western parts of the Jutland Peninsula, the Single Grave culture emerged (c 2850 BC) expressing a high degree of cultural 
uniformity. In Eastern Denmark this uniformity was absent and instead the material culture shows a mixture of late Funnel Beaker, 
Pitted Ware and Single Grave culture elements. The question is whether the end of the Funnel Beaker culture in Eastern Denmark marks 
a period of decline and fragmentation or one of continuity and incorporation of new cultural elements and subsistence strategies. In 
particular the revival of hunter-fisher-gatherer strategies applied by the Pitted Ware culture represents a different economic focus than 
that held by the Funnel Beaker culture. The renewed focus on hunter-fisher-gatherer strategies, 1000 years after the introduction of 
agriculture, challenges the prevalent understanding of the dynamics behind the Neolithisation.

Keywords: ‘de-Neolithisation’, Neolithic lifestyle, mobile strategies, megalithic tombs, TRB, Single Grave culture, Pitted Ware culture, 
South Scandinavia, third millennium BC. 

In South Scandinavia, the Funnel Beaker culture is 
synonymous with the emergence of Neolithic societies, 
the construction of monumental tombs and agricultural 
life. Megalithic tombs and farming continued as essential 
features throughout the Neolithic (c 4000-1700 BC) but 
profound changes occurred with the emergence of Pitted 
Ware and Single Grave (Corded Ware) communities at 
the beginning of the third millennium BC. By analysing 
changes in the use of megalithic tombs, the importance 
of farming and settlement organisation, this paper will 
focus attention on the fact that the Neolithisation was 
not a unilinear process ending with the consolidation of 
farming and nucleated settlements. Instead, Neolithic life 
was changeable and shows the reintroduction of mixed 
subsistence strategies and mobile settlements at the 
beginning of the third millennium BC.   

The construction and use of monumental tombs

Monumental tombs stand as iconic features of the Neolithic. 
The term comprises earthen long barrows and megalithic 
tombs, the latter subjected to a diversified reuse practice. 
From the beginning of the Early Neolithic (EN I/A and 
B) earthen long barrows were constructed in Denmark 
(Liversage 1992, 94-6; Thomas 1999, 131).  This initial 
period of monument building was followed by the 
construction of dolmens starting c 3500 BC (EN II/C) and 
passage graves c 3300 BC equivalent to the beginning of 
the Middle Neolithic (MN I), cf. fig. 1.

In Denmark, estimated 25,000 megalithic tombs were built 
within a period of c 400 years. From antiquarian recordings 
about 7000 tombs are known (fig. 2) of which 2400 are 

preserved and protected today. Of the 2400 protected 
monuments, 700 are passage graves (Dehn et al. 2000, 
7; Jensen 2001, 366-367; Dehn and Hansen 2006). The 
great building epoch (EN II-MN I) has been referred to 
by researchers as an economic and ritual expansion phase 
in which elaborately decorated pottery was deposited in 
front of the megalithic tombs. Within the same period of 
expansion we see the building of causewayed enclosures/
camps, cult houses and an increased ritual focus on wetland 
hoarding (Andersen 2000, 16-38).   

After the ritual expansion phase, the construction of 
monumental tombs stopped but their use however continued. 
This ongoing practice of megalithic entombment continued 
on the Danish Islands well into the Bronze Age. Significant 
is the combined period of MN III/IV (the Bundsø/Lindø 
phase), which holds about 55 % of the Middle Neolithic 
megalithic pottery from the Danish Islands (Ebbesen 1975, 
123, fig. 103). In Jutland a marked reduction in the amount 
of pottery deposited in megalithic tombs took place after 
MN I (Ebbesen 1978, 100-103, figs. 94-95). 

The final Funnel Beaker phase (MN V) is defined by the St. 
Valby pottery style that traditionally has been dated between 
2900-2800 BC whereupon the Single Grave horizon begins 
in central and western Jutland (cf. fig. 1). In contrast, the 
St. Valby phase ran from c 2950-2650 BC in easternmost 
Jutland and on the Danish Islands as indicated by the 
available 14C dates (cf. Midgley 1992, 218-219, fig. 71). A 
similar long duration of the late Funnel Beaker phase apply 
to Bornholm and Scania where we see the existence of local 
developments in the form of the Vasagård and Grødby 
styles and the Stävie/Karlsfält group respectively (Larsson 
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Figure 1. Traditional chronological scheme covering the Early and Middle Neolithic in Denmark (from P.O. Nielsen 2004: table 1).

Figure 2. Megalithic tombs in Denmark and Scania. Source: The national database ‘Sites and Monuments’, the Heritage Agency of 
Denmark and Tilley 1996: fig. 3.18. Geographic map: the research programme ‘Settlement and Landscape’. 
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1982, 100; Edenmo et al. 1997, 141-9; P.O. Nielsen 1997; 
Kaul et al. 2002, 131, 136; M. Larsson 2006, 73-78). St. 
Valby pottery makes up less than 10 % of the total amount 
of Middle Neolithic megalithic pottery from the Danish 
Islands. In the megalithic tombs of Jutland the frequency 
is c 7 % in southern Jutland and less than 5 % in northern 
Jutland (Ebbesen 1975, figs. 102, 103; 1978, 102-3, fig. 94). 
Instead, flint axes played an increasing role during the later 
Funnel Beaker period and succeeded pottery as the prime 
deposition object in megalithic tombs as well as in wetland 
hoards (Andersen 2000, 38). 

With the emergence of the Single Grave culture c 2850 
BC on the Jutland Peninsula (fig. 3), a uniform burial 
practice was introduced with individual interments covered 
by a low mound and battle-axes as the most significant 
grave good. Close to 2400 single graves are known from 
Jutland (Hübner 2005, 60). Outside the Single Grave core 
area megalithic entombments continued, in particular on 
the Danish Islands, in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and in 
eastern Schleswig-Holstein (Ebbesen 2006, 123, fig. 93). 

On the Danish Islands (incl. Bornholm) and in Scania, 
the Funnel Beaker tradition continued in the form of a 
prolonged MN V phase and a permanent use of megalithic 
tombs. Single Grave culture artefacts were gradually 
incorporated in the late Middle Neolithic material culture as 
the tanged arrowheads related to the Pitted Ware complex. A 
considerable amount of these arrowheads have been found 
in East Danish megalithic tombs, whereas no individual 
Pitted Ware graves have been recorded in Denmark (Iversen 
2010, 15-8, 26). In a South Scandinavian context, the 
Pitted Ware complex is found in the north-eastern parts of 
Denmark and scattered along the South and West Swedish 
coast. 

Farming, settlement size and the use of alternative 
subsistence strategies

In general, the Funnel Beaker economy was based on 
agriculture and husbandry, primarily cattle (Rowley-Conwy 
1984, 89-92; Midgley 1992, 372). Wild species only played 
a minor role though coastal sites contain larger amounts 
of marine resources. Still, wild animal bones only make 
up about six percent of the fauna bone material on these 
sites (Nyegaard 1985, 454). Furthermore analyses of the 
15N isotope values from human skeletal remains from the 
Danish Neolithic, suggest a diet consisting of primarily 
vegetables and meat, and to a smaller degree freshwater fish 
(Richards and Koch 2001; Bennike and Alexandersen 2007, 
132). Similarly, a decrease in 13C isotope values indicates 
that about 70 % of the marine dominated hunter-gatherer 
diet was replaced by farming produce at the Mesolithic/
Neolithic transition (Noe-Nygaard 1988, 94). Based upon 
fauna material composition and geographical location, 
some Funnel Beaker sites must be conceived as more or less 
specialised hunting sites though. All such sites date from 
the Early Neolithic and beginning of the Middle Neolithic 
(Skaarup 1973, 118-133). 

At the beginning of the Early Neolithic, the settlement 
pattern was dispersed with smaller sites about 500-700 
m2 located on light soils. Houses are small, 10-15 m long 
two-aisled structures, and represent mobile and short-
term occupation based on slash and burn agriculture. 
From the onset of the Middle Neolithic (c 3300 BC) the 
settlement pattern changes towards larger units of longer 
duration with sites exceeding 30,000 m2. Focus was on 
agricultural intensification including grain cultivation and 
the establishment of permanent fields and commons. This 
development is extended during the final Funnel Beaker 
phase (MN V) in which settlements grew bigger and in 
some cases covered more than 70,000 m2. Also the houses 
got bigger but kept a two-aisled layout now measuring c 
18-22 m in length (Madsen 1982, 222-231; P.O. Nielsen 
1993, 92-95; 1999, 150-155; Rasmussen et al. 2002, 5; 
Johansen 2006, 208-14).

However, one must take some precautions concerning 
the size of the larger settlements since these are defined 
on the basis of stray finds. Widespread settlement finds 
might as well represent various smaller sites as one large. 
Considering the prolonged duration of the final Funnel 
Beaker phase (MN V) it is reasonable to expect more sites 
and higher concentration of finds compared to the earlier 
Middle Neolithic phases. That said, the archaeological 
record still indicates a centralisation of the settlement 
pattern but unfortunately house remains are generally sparse 
due to the lack of substantial excavations on many of the 
larger sites.

The development in the Funnel Beaker settlements can best 
be describes as one of centralisation and enlargement from 
the late Early Neolithic through the early Middle Neolithic. 
The causewayed enclosures probably functioned as a trigger 
for the development of large nucleated settlements since 
Middle Neolithic settlements are often located on former 
causewayed enclosures. The reuse of the causewayed 
enclosure sites included the re-digging of ditches, a practice 
that can even be observed on some larger Pitted Ware sites 
(Larsson 1982, 84; Andersen 1997, 118-124; Nielsen 
2004, 24-8, 30). Connected to the centralisation of the late 
Funnel Beaker settlements is the emergence of palisaded 
enclosures located on Zealand, Scania and Bornholm. Flint 
axes and the debris from the axe production were deposited 
at several of the palisaded enclosures together with burnt 
flint tools, features that have also been observed at other 
large Middle Neolithic sites. The probable ritual character 
of the palisaded enclosures is underlined by the fact that 
several were destroyed by fire (Svensson 2002, 46-50; 
Nielsen 2004, 26-28; Brink 2009, 31-42, 343-4, fig. 1). 

Single Grave and Pitted Ware alternatives

House remains related to the Single Grave culture (2850-
2350 BC) are known from the Jutland Peninsula and have 
mainly been identified as shallow depressions filled with 
settlement refuse or light post built structures. Settlement 
sites are additionally small and dispersed consisting 
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Figure 3. Single Grave and Battle Axes culture graves in Denmark and Scania (dot). Grey colouring: distribution of Jutland Single 
Graves. Dark grey: initial phase c 2850-2800 BC. Cross: megalithic tombs with Single Grave/Battle Axe culture finds.

Source: F.O. Nielsen 1987: fig. 1; L. Larsson 1993: fig. 57; Hübner 2005: figs. 419-20, 470-6; Ebbesen 2006: find lists 1-3, 4-5; AUD 
and ‘Sites and Monuments’, the Heritage Agency of Denmark.

of individual households located on sandy soils. The 
subsistence economy is badly elucidated but includes 
husbandry with a supposed focus on cattle, sheep and, on 
a smaller scale, the cultivation of cereals; mainly barley 
(Odgaard 1986; Simonsen 1987; Odgaard and Rostholm 
1988; Liversage 1988, 120-123; Andersen 1998, 126-127; 
Nielsen 1999, 156; Klassen 2005, 34-39; Ebbesen 2006, 
224). As an exception, continuity in settlement pattern and 
house constructions from the late Funnel Beaker to the early 
Battle Axe culture phase (c 2800-2500 BC) can be followed 
on Bornholm. The houses are rectangular two-aisled 
structures measuring around 20 m in length continuing the 
late Funnel Beaker tradition (Nielsen 1999, 154-156). Also 
from the Malmö region, regular houses dating between c 
2800-2350 BC have been found (Brink 2009, 268-275).

Even though farming played a role in the Single Grave 
economy, the focus on sandy soils and short-lived dispersed 
settlements made up of individual light built houses, show a 
significant change in the lifeways of the Neolithic. A mobile 

lifestyle combined with herding played an increasing role 
while the use of megalithic tombs was scaled down in 
favour of single interments.

Another break away from the otherwise intensified Neolithic 
lifestyle represented by the late Funnel Beaker culture is 
the occurrence of Pitted Ware sites in South Scandinavia 
(c 3000-2450 BC). Traditionally, the Pitted Ware complex 
has been defined from the pottery found on some larger 
sites on the East Swedish mainland. In South Scandinavia, 
however, tanged arrowheads and cylindrical blade cores 
(used for the production of arrowheads) constitute the most 
frequently observed Pitted Ware elements (Lidén 1940, 90; 
Becker 1951, 180-192). Pitted Ware sites mostly reflect a 
mobile lifestyle with seasonal or short-lived camps closely 
connected to the coastal zones, fjords and watercourses. 
Sites are almost exclusively distributed in the northern 
and north-eastern parts of Denmark. Only north-eastern 
Jutland has larger sites with traces of all-year occupation 
(Rasmussen 1991; Iversen 2010, 11-5, fig. 5).
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Houses are rare even if we consider the whole of 
Scandinavia and no secure Pitted Ware houses or huts have 
been recorded in Denmark. In spite of the high concentration 
of Pitted Ware sites in eastern-middle Sweden (more than 
200) the majority are without house constructions. In the 
case of houses, we only see minor huts measuring about 
three-square meters (Malmer 2002, 97-126). 

The location and organization of Pitted Ware sites differ 
markedly from the late Funnel Beaker settlement pattern 
consisting of large sites with solid built longhouses as seen 
on Bornholm. 

Differences in site organization are also reflected in the 
subsistence economy though the archaeological evidence is 
sparse. When discussing the Pitted Ware economy, the East 
Jutland site of Kainsbakke plays an important role due to its 
content of preserved animal bones and shells (Rasmussen 
1984; 1991). The fauna bone material shows year-round 
occupation and thereby gives a unique glimpse of the 
Pitted Ware economy without the often-needed precautions 
regarding specialised or seasonal determined strategies. 
The site reveals a broad-spectrum economy consisting of 
husbandry, hunting, fishing and gathering with a certain 
importance attached to the marine resources (including 
shellfish), which have been extensively exploited. 
Concerning the use of agriculture no direct traces have been 
found on Kainsbakke even though farming is indicated by 
the existence of grindstones (Rasmussen 1991, 45). 

There are indications of agriculture from the South Swedish 
Jonstorp sites where grindstones and pottery with grain 
impressions have been found (Lidén 1940, 146, 189-193). 
Other sites from Denmark show that shellfish played a 
substantial part of the diet and was supplemented by game, 
fish and husbandry (Marseen 1953,113-116). On the small 
island of Hesselø in the Kattegat sea, the food strategy was 
specialised on the exploitation of seal (Becker 1951, 165; 
Møhl 1971, 308), a situation that mirrors the general picture 
known from Gotland (Eriksson 2004). 

In spite of the fact that only few sites contain preserved 
faunal material and no sites have produced dwelling 
structures, it is clear that real differences existed in the 
way Funnel Beaker and Pitted Ware people structured 
and dealt with daily life. The gathering of molluscs and 
the exploitation of marine resources in general played 
a substantial role in the Pitted Ware diet; aspects of the 
economy which are clearly mirrored in the coastal location 
of the settlements. Supporting a marine diet, hunting, 
husbandry and to a smaller extent agriculture were all 
elements of a mixed South Scandinavian Pitted Ware 
subsistence economy. 

The cease of the Funnel Beaker culture and the ‘de-
Neolithisation’ of South Scandinavia

No doubt far-reaching changes took place in the first half 
of the third millennium BC. After the consolidation and 

intensification of agricultural life including a marked 
increase in settlement size, the building of solid timber 
houses and the construction of enclosures, this development 
stopped. The palisaded enclosures of MN V can be seen as 
a final large-scale manifestation within the context of the 
Funnel Beaker tradition. 

Even though it may be tempting to conceive the described 
changes as rapid and revolutionary transformations of 
society caused by conflicting cultural groups, the change 
of lifestyle is best explained as the result of new impulses 
transmitted through contact networks combined with local 
developments. The interaction of foreign influx and local 
conditions explains the observed cultural change and 
the emergence of both the Single Grave culture (Damm 
1993, 201-203; Klassen 2005, 45-47) and the Pitted Ware 
complex (Iversen 2010, 23-27). Behind these contacts, 
which encouraged new ways of Neolithic life and changes 
in the material culture, we must expect personal relations 
and the movement of individuals. That highly mobile 
groups or individuals were travelling within Neolithic 
Europe has been confirmed by isotope and DNA analysis 
from various places (Price et al. 2004; Evans et al. 2006; 
Malmström et al. 2009). 

However, cultural and subsistence economic changes 
happened at various tempi and were more or less profound 
depending on local preconditions. In parts of Jutland 
we see a relatively rapid transition from the late Funnel 
Beaker culture (MN V) to a new wide-ranging Corded 
Ware tradition (c 2850 BC). This cultural shift involved 
the incorporation of former sparsely populated areas 
covering the sandy soils of South-West Jutland, dispersed 
settlements, herding, an increased focus on battle-axes and 
the use of curved cord ornamented beakers. Additionally, 
individual interments underneath low mounds were part 
of the new Corded Ware/Single Grave organization at the 
expense of the communal megalithic tombs.   

In the eastern parts of Denmark (incl. easternmost Jutland) 
and Scania, the late Funnel Beaker culture continued 
until c 2650 BC with some regional developments in 
pottery style. Megalithic tombs were the predominant 
burial form throughout the Neolithic. Already from c 
3000 BC Pitted Ware elements were incorporated in the 
gradually disintegrated Funnel Beaker tradition. The 
reuse of megalithic tombs is in particular visible on the 
Danish Islands where Pitted Ware tanged arrowheads and 
certain variants of Single Grave battle-axes and beakers 
were incorporated in the existing burial custom illustrating 
the gradual disintegration of the Funnel Beaker culture. 
In Scania and on Bornholm, the Swedish-Norwegian 
Battle Axe culture constituted a particular variant of the 
widespread Corded Ware complex (cf. fig. 3).

Different contact networks divided South Scandinavia in the 
first centuries of the third millennium BC. In spite of marked 
local differences the result was the same: a downgrading 
of farming in favour of mobile resources like herding and 
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hunting strategies combined with a disintegration of the 
settlement structure. With some precautions I will describe 
this process as one of ‘de-Neolithisation’. By using this 
term I wish to highlight the point that the adoption of 
agricultural economy and Neolithic lifestyle was not a 
straightforward process that ended with the cultivation 
of the first crops around 4000 BC. This is most clearly 
illustrated by the revival of hunter-fisher-gatherer strategies 
represented by the Pitted Ware complex, which in a South 
Scandinavian setting included part-time agriculture and 
use of megalithic tombs. As contact networks and people 
introduced new ideas into the existing social and economic 
structures of the Funnel Beaker culture, Neolithic life 
changed and agriculture was downgraded in favour of more 
mobile subsistence strategies. First with the beginning of 
the Late Neolithic (c 2350 BC) did this picture change and 
even longer timber houses were built than previously seen 
mirroring ‘chieftain halls’ and the emergence of a distinct 
social elite. 
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