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Resumo

The transition to the Iron Age marked one of the most profound cultural transformations in southern 
Portugal.
The collapse of the Bronze Age society in the interior of the Alentejo (Southern Portugal) allowed 
the appearance of an intense and diverse network of small rural occupations in the early Iron 
Age, strongly marked by its Mediterranean character, clearly resulting from the Phoenician colo-
nial influence present on the coast. The social structuring of these rural communities has been 
much more complex than initially expected, as has been evident in both rural architecture and 
necropolises.
The interior Alentejo during the 6th and 5th centuries of the first millennium BC knew an exclusively 
rural, yet intricately structured society, in which urban contexts did not take place.

A transição para a Idade do Ferro marcou uma das mais profundas transformações culturais no 
sul de Portugal.
O colapso da sociedade da Idade do Bronze no interior alentejano permitiu o surgimento de uma 
intensa e diversificada rede de pequenas ocupações rurais no início da Idade do Ferro, fortemente 
marcada pelo seu carácter mediterrâneo, resultante claramente da influência colonial fenícia pre-
sente na costa. A estruturação social destas comunidades rurais terá sido muito mais complexa do 
que o inicialmente esperado, como ficou evidente na arquitectura rural e nas necrópoles.
O interior alentejano, durante os séculos VI e V do primeiro milénio a.C., conhecia uma sociedade 
exclusivamente rural, porém intricadamente estruturada, na qual os contextos de perfil urbano não 
ocorriam.

Abstract

“Round pegs in square holes tend to have dangerous thoughts about the social 
system and tend to infect others with their discontents.”
                                Aldous Huxley, Brave New World
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1. Alentejo: 
the plains between the sea and the river

The Alentejo is an immense territory that 
extends from the granite massifs north of the 
São Mamede mountains, from the quartzite 
crests of Nisa and the sands of Ponte de Sor, 
to the undulating hills of the Algarve, which 
separates it from the sea to the south.
The immense diversity it encompasses is 
often unified as an endless plain. However, 
this is an oversimplified image, that doesn’t 
represent the multiple Alentejan landscapes 
marked by extensive natural pathways (Fig. 
1).
The territory defined as the “inner Alentejo” 
corresponds generally to the Guadiana 
basin and to the headwaters of the main 
tributaries of the Tejo and Sado rivers in Por-
tugal. Although it is noted for its wide diver-
sity of landscapes and geology, it presents 
some unity, with vast open landscapes con-
sisting of plains, small mountains, the Gua-
diana valley, as well as the pathways which 
intersect it.
The region of Alto Alentejo is topographi-
cally demarcated by the ridgeline between 
the three large hydrographic basins in the 
south of Portugal, reinforcing its character-
istics as a great natural corridor between 
the descending upper course of the Guadi-
ana river and the final course of the Tagus 
and Sado rivers. So, it’s a vast natural cor-
ridor that links the Middle Guadiana basin 
to the sea. 
The scarce ancient ecological data, based 
on limited pollen analysis, suggests that this 
territory had an important vegetation cover, 
dense Mediterranean forest and important 
riparian coverages, which rapidly declined 
during the first half of the first millennium BC 
(Hernández, 2005; 2008).
The Baixo Alentejo presents a natural land-
scape of complex and diverse topography, 
dominated by the fertile soils of the plain 
of Beja. The harbours of Alcácer and Mer-
tola, within the estuaries of the Sado and 
Guadiana rivers, have always been import-
ant ports of extra-regional trade connecting 
this region with the Mediterranean (Fig. 1).
To the south, the mountains of the Algarve 
establish a permeable border that neverthe-
less defines a separate geographic entity.

2. The Lords of the Mountains: 
the beginning of the first millennium BC and 
the end of the Bronze Age 

From the middle second millennium BC, complex 
settlement networks were structured around 
large sites that, organized both in independent 
and interdependent ways, coordinated large 
territories surrounding the main hilltops (Mata-
loto, 2012). The location of the largest settle-
ments on prominent summits, where they could 
see and be seen, allowed them to assume a 
fundamental role in the management of pas-
sageways, being almost always located in rel-
evant nodal points of natural paths. This strate-
gic location allowed the rise of certain groups 
whose power rested on the control and man-
agement of the passage of goods and people, 
of both regional and extraregional origin, as 
has been proposed for other parts of the West 
Iberian Peninsula (Vilaça, 1998, p. 348), or 
Central Europe (Kristiansen, 2007; Kristiansen 
& Earle, 2015). This dynamic eventually led to 
the strengthening of regional and interregional 
synergies, stimulating the appearance of inter-
group alliances that came to control circula-

Fig. 1 – Inner Alentejo 
(Alto e Baixo Alen-

tejo) in southern Portu-
gal. Main sites men-

tioned in text: 
1- Torre de Palma; 

2 – Tera; 
3 – Herdade da 

Sapatoa; 
4 – Espinhaço de 

Cão; 
5 – Monte do Ron-

cão 11; 
6 – Pedrógão necro-

polises (Fareleira 2 
and 3; Poço Novo 1). 

7 – Vinha das 
Caliças.
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tion flows. This strengthened community bonds 
between identity and territory and in turn gave 
rise to processes of territorialization and con-
solidation of the social elements involved in 
them (Vilaça, 1998; Pavón, 1998).
Given the pressure over resources, the set-
tlement systems developed around the main 
Alentejan mountain ranges, such as the Serra 
d’Ossa, Portel or the hills of Monsaraz, could 
only have functioned within a framework of 
close collaboration and synergy between 
neighboring villages which helped dilute any 
latent conflict. These social structures may have 
been integrated into regional networks of 
cooperation united by identity and family ties. 
This would facilitate exchange and circulation, 
thereby strengthening some groups position 
within the local settlement system.
This proposal, which led us to consider the 
appearance of the “Lords of the Mountains” 
(Mataloto, 2012), is essentially based on a 
structured view of the settlement patterns and 
its society. However, we are certain that these 
social groups cannot be understood as strongly 
hierarchical, or with reduced social mobility, 
nor did they approach proto-state form. Thus, 
without denying the possible existence of such 
social differentiation, we assume that in the 
late Bronze Age, society was still largely based 
on family structures of kinship and operated 
on a level of household production, in which, 
however, certain structural changes began to 
emerge. In fact, there are more dynamic and 
complex perspectives on the social system rely-
ing on household production, moving away from 
the more linear readings in Sahlins’ earlier pro-
posals (Delgado 2001, p. 464). 
The sociopolitical models that have been pre-
sented for the Bronze Age of central and north-
ern Europe imply political, social and economic 
structures we think do not exist in our region 
during this period (Kristiansen & Earle, 2015).
These sociopolitical models are usually 
described as a “decentralized archaic state”, 
where, despite the difficulties of centralizing 
production systems, a clear social and territo-
rial hierarchy exists. Moreover, these models 
propose that some individuals, living in cen-
tral villages and detached from the productive 
structure, controlled groups of warriors, skilled 
craftsmen and the tribute from the peasants 
(Kristiansen, 1998, p. 48; 2007, p. 61; 2010, 
p. 169). However, we suggest that the absence 

of archaeological evidence for the social orga-
nization of the settlements — large public 
buildings, housing structures, and any evidence 
of control of production, especially metallur-
gical or agricultural – and the lack of known 
specialized sites invites us to consider alterna-
tive social models, far from the rigid ones pre-
sented long ago by E. Service (1962) (Crumley, 
1995, p. 3; Harding, 2000, p. 389). It’s possi-
ble we are facing societies with chiefs, but not 
chiefdoms, where differentiation exists, but not 
a rigid social hierarchy (Vilaça, 1995, p. 418).
In the inner Alentejo, we propose that Late 
Bronze Age settlement networks were essen-
tially composed of independent settlements 
relying on household production, which could 
achieve a high degree of quality and produc-
tive specialization, as suggested by Ana Del-
gado (2001, p. 469). However, by positioning 
themselves at strategic nodal points of circula-
tion, it is plausible that some of these settlements 
controlled the flow of people as well exotic and 
luxury materials. This would have allowed the 
arising of socially prominent individuals who 
obtained wealth from this context, as has been 
proposed for other regions in Western Iberia 
(Vilaça, 1995, p. 419) and Europe (Kristiansen, 
2007, p. 71; Kristiansen & Earle, 2015, p. 239).
Across Europe, the end of the Bronze Age is 
marked by the spread of important weapon 
assemblages, carried by males interpreted 
as warlords (Kristiansen, 1999, p. 181). The 
Alentejo seems to follow this trend if we con-
sider the record of several swords and spear-
heads in the region. Molds in the Castro do 
Ratinhos (Berrocal & Silva, 2010, p. 311) and 
in Coroa do Frade (Arnaud, 1979, p. 69) sug-
gest that some of these were produced locally. 
These also point to the emergence of a warrior 
class in this territory, which has been associated 
with the foundation of large hilltop settlements 
with surrounding walls. Interestingly, sometimes 
these walls are more ostentatious in nature than 
defensive, as is evident in the Castro dos Ratinhos 
(Berrocal & Silva, 2010) and in the Passo Alto 
(Soares & alii, 2012).
The need to gather large groups of people in 
strategic locations, like hilltop settlements, sug-
gests that tension or conflict must have existed, 
which in turn played a relevant role in struc-
turing and consolidating settlements networks in 
the late Bronze Age. This consolidation is likely 
to have fostered an increasing inter-community 
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group sense, which explains the progressive ter-
ritorialization by communities of both mountains 
and plains, which eventually resulted in greater 
coordination and control of the territory. 
In this context, it is possible that certain fam-
ilies assumed particular functions: for exam-
ple, coordinating group actions or integrating 
important transregional languages that fos-
tered and reinforced group identity. From these 
families emerge the “Lords of the Mountains”, 
decisive for the cohesion of their groups, assum-
ing a strong identity position which integrated 
them into broad networks of communities, as 

suggested earlier (Mataloto, 2012).
Group cohesion may have been consolidated in 
assemblies, held seasonally, which in turn medi-
ated the transmission and distribution of power 
among the various lineages, centralized in the 
so-called patriarchs (Barceló, 1995, p. 585). 
These embodied the networks of family interac-
tion and appear to have chosen a “primus inter 
pares”, which despite recent criticism of the more 
traditional readings, may have resembled the 
Homeric Basileus (Crielaard, 2011). These men 
would have directed communication between dif-
ferent communities, and as a sign of intergroup 

Fig. 2 – Final Bronze 
Age weapons and 

jewelry from Alentejo. 
Bottom: Monsaraz 

hills, final Bronze Age 
settlements.
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reciprocity, displayed large weapons sets and 
women with impressive jewels as a strong sense of 
identity (Ruiz-Gálvez, 1988) (Fig. 2). 
Yet, this type of social order is strongly dependent 
on trust and solidarity, necessitating continuous 
regulation and mediation of power to be effec-
tively legitimate (Eisenstadt, 1988, p. 240). Once 
one of these assumptions is broken, the whole sys-
tem is at risk of collapse, which is what we believe 
to have happened at the end of the first quarter 
of the 1st millennium BC. Thus, this social model dis-
integrated by the end of the 8th century BC, which 
coincided with the first influxes generated by the 
Phoenician presence on the Atlantic coast. 
Castro do Ratinhos, whose hilltop orthogonal 
buildings have a presumed sacred function, sup-
ported by gold buttons with filigree elements (Ber-
rocal & Silva, 2010, p. 420), suggests that new 
colonial knowledge and products were integrated 
into an attempt to reinforce the old identities with 
new languages which were beginning to spread. 
Yet, as is evident in the abandonment of this site 
shortly after the first colonial contacts, we believe 
that these novelties were not enough to maintain 
the communities’ cohesion. In turn, this led to group 
disintegration and the restructuring of settlement 
networks. The internal tensions generated by the 
social model at the end of the Bronze Age should 
then be the basis for their disaggregation at the 
beginning of the Iron Age.
Indeed, the imbalances and demands brought by 
the complexification of the social system at the end 
of the Bronze Age may have been stopped by the 
political, economic and technical constraints that 
the new forms of social structuring would require. 
The transition to a state or to a proto-state polit-
ical form with sufficient aggregating capacity to 
hold together territories not already on an elec-
tive and redistributive basis but hierarchical, pyra-
midal, and coercive may have proved overly dif-
ficult to achieve.
Thus, we believe that this impossibility, which pre-
vented the “progression” to new forms of aggre-
gation and coexistence eventually lead to the 
disintegration of the extensive settlement sys-
tems that were established during the end of the 
Bronze Age. J. Tainter’s “Collapse Theory” (1988, 
p. 121) is particularly clear regarding the diffi-
culty of maintaining a certain level of complex-
ity without it being accompanied by new produc-
tive, political and technical forms capable of with-
standing the constant transformation, eventually 
leading to systematic collapse.

There is evidence for an important interior-coastal 
migratory flow which may have resulted in or gen-
erated the collapse of the Bronze Age society in 
the inner Alentejo. The arrival of Mediterranean 
communities to Huelva and Cadiz between the 
end of the 10th century and the first half of the 9th 
century BC, already with a remarkable complex-
ity (Gener & alii, 2014), the installation of a Phoe-
nician colony at the river mouth of the Guadiana 
during the 8th century BC (García & alii, 2014), 
and the emergence of a whole new settlement 
network at the mouths of the Tagus and Sado riv-
ers, from the mid- 8th BC onwards (Arruda, 2005) 
most certainly attracted the population of the 
Alentejo promoting this migratory flow. 

3. A “Brave New World”: the beginning of the 
Iron Age and the emergence of a rural society

After the collapse of societies with some degree of 
complexity, new social systems based on restricted 
family structures seem to emerge, giving rise to 
smaller, more isonomic groups strongly linked by 
blood ties (Demoule, 1999, p. 130). This is what 
seems to have happened in the Alentejo at the 
transition between late Bronze Age and early Iron 
Age (Mataloto, 2012; 2013).
The theory of social collapse (Tainter, 1988; Yof-
fee & Cowgill, 1988; Schwartz & Nichols, 2006) 
and more recently the theory of “involution” or 
“devolution” (Hansen, 2012; Aranda, 2015) 
which integrates moments of “regression” in social 
complexity when a society returns to more basic 
forms of interaction — usually of a restricted fam-
ily nature — has gained greater acceptance in 
recent research.
After the collapse of Mycenaean society around 
1200 BC, such processes seem to have occurred 
(Morris, 2006, p. 74), emphasizing that a change 
in Mediterranean urban societies is neither linear 
nor univocal, in terms of a supposed increase of 
social complexity. However, as Yoffee (2006, p. 
223) stresses, the return to more elementary forms 
of social structuring should not always be under-
stood as an “involution”, derived from the failure 
of socially more complex forms. 
In fact, the collapse of societies tending towards 
centralization of power may result in processes of 
“regeneration” with great dynamism, diversity and 
wealth (Sims, 2006). This process is based on sim-
pler forms of social organization: the household. 
In the last decade, the “House” within so-called 
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“House Societies” (González, 2006; González 
& Ruiz-Gálvez, 2016) has been a useful model 
for explaining some stages of social complexity 
based on family. 
We believe that was precisely the process of 
“devolution” and “regeneration” that took place 
between the 7th and 6th centuries BC in the inner 
Alentejo, stimulated by a profound cultural trans-
formation derived from contact with the popula-
tions of the Atlantic coast. There, the settlement of 
foreign populations, both from within the Iberian 
Peninsula and from outside, had generated a sig-
nificant transformation of local economic, social 
and cultural frameworks. 
In the interior of the Alentejo there was an intense 
and systematic process of settlement ruralization 
from the end of the 7th century BC onwards. This 
phenomenon has been particularly well docu-
mented throughout the central Alentejo over the 
last few decades (Mataloto, 2004; 2009; Calado 
& alii, 2007; Marques & alii, 2013), improving 
our comprehension of the Alentejo’s rural occu-
pation, that the pioneering studies of the 1970s 
and 1980s had already documented in the region 
of Ourique / Castro Verde, further south (Beirão, 
1986; Maia, 1988). 
Although the large hilltop settlements of the final 
Bronze Age suffered a process of widespread 
abandonment between the end of the 8th cen-
tury BC and the 7th century BC (Mataloto, 2012; 
2013), the intense rural occupation of the Alentejo 
began only a century later, essentially from the 
beginning of 6th century BC onwards, generating 
a “void” difficult to interpret.
While it is unlikely that the region was completely 
abandoned, it is possible that a considerable part 
of the population moved to the coast, which in that 
time period witnessed unparalleled settlement 
change and growth of human occupation (Arruda, 
1999–2000). Although the systematic dissolution 
of continuity documented in Bronze Age sites and 
the usual ex nihilo foundation of small Iron Age 
rural occupations seem to support this hypothesis, 
further research is still needed.
Until now, more than thirty small rural sites have 
been excavated throughout the Alentejo (Beirão, 
1986; Maia & Maia, 1996; Mataloto, 2004; 
Calado & alii, 2007). Only at Neves II (Castro 
Verde) can the direct overlap of a small Final 
Bronze Age site by an Iron Age rural occupation 
(6th/5th century BC) be attested, although there 
was a significant time gap in between them (Maia, 
1988, p. 30). The most recent data, from sites like 

Monte Bolor 3 (Beja) indicates that despite the 
presence of some ceramics similar to those of the 
final Bronze Age, the site began only in early Iron 
Age, having no continuity from a previous occupa-
tion (Antunes & alii, 2016, p. 162). 
Throughout the 6th century BC, a dense network of 
small rural settlements developed in the Alentejo, 
when a real “hunger for land” seems to occur. This 
process would ultimately determine the exploita-
tion of all available land, including less produc-
tive agricultural areas, in an act unprecedented 
in this part of the Iberian Peninsula. Consequently, 
the beginning of the Iron Age can be character-
ized by a significant movement of re-foundation 
of occupation in the Alentejo. This created a whole 
new natural and cultural landscape which was 
profoundly rural in nature.
The process of “ruralization” created a new social 
structure in the Alentejo where the restricted family 
unit was reinforced. This profound social reorgani-
zation was marked by an initial moment of rela-
tive isonomy, which became rapidly and increas-
ingly more complex in the following centuries. 
This new social model seems to be based on the 
exploitation of rural territory by small households, 
independent from the control of any big settle-
ments or villages, which are not known at the time 
in this region of the Iberian Peninsula.
Occupation and agricultural exploitation must 
consequently have been based on the establish-
ment of a differentiated and coordinated net-
work of rural sites, composed of productive-hous-
ing units, which varied from the few tens to more 
than a thousand square meters (Calado & Mat-
aloto, 2008, Mataloto, 2004; 2007; 2008). We 
can assume that by the middle of the 1st millen-
nium BC a few great landlords (Mataloto & alii, 
2008, p. 297; Rodríguez, 2009) coexisted with a 
huge mass of peasants, as has been demonstrated 
in other parts of Iberian Peninsula. On the other 
hand, it is likely that in unattractive and unproduc-
tive territories, distant from the best agricultural 
lands, small communities could live relatively inde-
pendently, as seems to be the case of the Her-
dade da Sapatoa community (Mataloto, 2007).
For this reason, the countryside must have been a 
space of great diversity that cannot easily accom-
modate rigid and inflexible sociopolitical models. 
This perspective has been developed in recent 
years for Iron Age settlements in central and north-
ern Europe, where the hierarchical and rigid mod-
els which have dominated interpretations of Med-
iterranean societies have no support (Thurston, 
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2010). This approach is crucial, in our sense, for 
the understanding of rural settlement organiza-
tion recognized in the Alentejo. The heterarchical 
model, or even the “cellular model” proposed for 
the territory of Extremadura (Rodríguez, 2009, p. 
177), can coexist with a hierarchical organiza-
tion of the society (Crumley, 1995). The “House 
Societies” (González, 2006) social model may 
also help us to understand the internal struc-
ture of rural occupation around big farmhouses 
like Espinhaço de Cão or Malhada das Taliscas 
(Calado & Mataloto, 2008).
Some of the bigger and more complex rural set-
tlements may have controlled small territories, fos-
tering both the atomization of power and their 
concentration into small units. Thus, in the early Iron 

Age, the society would not have known large 
differences in organization, despite the archi-
tectural variances visible in the farmhouses 
and in the diverse grave goods collected in 
several necropolises (Mataloto 2010–2011; 
Jiménez, ed., 2017; Figueiredo & Mataloto, 
2017).
The rural architectural evidence from the 6th 
and 5th centuries BC suggests that social and 
economic conditions of these populations in 
the Alentejo were diverse, but also that social 
complexity increased until the middle of the 
1st millennium BC.
A new spatial organization of architecture 
and new construction methods were intro-
duced into the Southern Portuguese coun-
tryside through interaction with Phoenician 
colonized areas in the early Iron Age, and 
rapidly spread through Alentejan territory, 
contributing to the transformation and seg-
mentation of the rural societies. At the same 
time, the acquisition of new techniques and 
approaches could be an important indicator 
of the movement of people from the Atlantic 
coast into inner the Alentejo at the beginning 
of the 6th century BC, when rural occupation 
of the region was in early stages of intensifi-
cation in a wholly new way.
Rural sites, such as Miguens 10 or Espinhaço 
de Cão (Calado & alii, 2007) present char-
acteristics in their foundational levels that are 
consolidated at a later date. The orthogonal 
plan and the rammed earth/adobe construc-
tion technique spread immediately, accom-
panying the dispersion of wheel-made pot-
tery, which seems to take longer to be fully 
integrated in the region. 
In sites of bigger dimensions and greater 

complexity, like Espinhaço de Cão (Mataloto, 
2009) or Monte do Roncão 11 (Marques & alii, 
2013), it is possible to register progressive spatial 
segmentation already in the early Iron Age (Figs. 
1 and 4). However in smaller rural sites with less 
complex architecture, such as those detected in the 
Herdade da Sapatoa (Mataloto, 2004) (Fig. 3), 
although there is some division of the inhabited 
space, most of the rooms were multifunctional, fol-
lowing an ancient tradition. Yet this does not avoid 
the identification of segregated spaces, such as 
storage areas. Moreover, inner courtyards, intrin-
sic to the Mediterranean urban tradition (Fig. 3), 
have been easily integrated even in these small 
rural sites.

Fig. 3 – Plan of Her-
dade da Sapatoa 3 

(Redondo) 
Herdade da 

Sapatoa 3 storage 
room.
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The architectural space thus seems to be first seg-
mented from an economic point of view, with the 
segregation of production and storage areas like 
the circular structures documented in Herdade da 

Sapatoa (Mataloto, 2004, p. 52) and Monte do 
Roncão 11 (Marques & alii, 2013, p. 45) or like 
the large storage building of the Malhada of 
Taliscas 4 (Calado & alii, 2007) (Figs. 1 and 4).

Fig. 4 – Plans of Alen-
tejo rural settlements: 

A – Espinhaço de 
Cão; B – Malhada 

das Taliscas; 
C – Monte do Ron-

cão 11; 
D – Espinhaço 9; 
E – Herdade da 

Sapatoa; 
F – Casa da 

Moinhola; 
G – Herdade da 

Sapatoa 1.
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New agricultural crops, such as olive and vine, 
were introduced by the Phoenician colonies, 
as is evident in the surroundings of Huelva 
(Vera & Echevarría, 2013). These crops would 
certainly allow new possibilities for cultiva-
tion in rural communities of the Alentejo. The 
presence of regional amphorae, probably 
for wine, and Vitis pollen in sites such as Her-
dade da Sapatoa, suggests that wine was 
produced in the Alentejo already in the early 
Iron Age.
Religious structures seem to follow a rela-
tively early segregation process. Cult areas 
appear early at sites like Espinhaço de Cão 
(Mataloto, 2009, p. 286) or Corvo I (Maia, 
1988). These seem to have led to other forms 
of segmentation and segregation. For exam-
ple, the closure and privatization of the cen-
tral courtyard in front of the possible sanctu-
ary of Espinhaço de Cão (Mataloto, 2009, p. 
286) suggests increased focus on accessibility 
(Fig. 4). Similar processes are documented at 
sites like Cancho Roano or La Mata (Jiménez, 
2005). Their presence represents not only 
the segmentation of space but also the first 
appearance of rooms dedicated to religious 
acts that seem to follow equally new ritu-
als in a rural area of increasing complexity, 
indicating an evident need for legitimation 
(Jiménez, 2009, p. 76).
Nevertheless, data from smaller sites such as 
Herdade da Sapatoa 1 and 3 suggests that 
the household remains relatively multifunc-
tional, with imperceptible differentiations in 
gender or age. 
Following the great expansion of rural occu-
pation in the early Iron Age, the Mediter-
ranean tradition of organizing the house-
hold seems to remain in the Alentejan coun-
tryside until the end of the 5th century BC. 
However, in the second half of the millen-
nium, there appears to be a strong decline 
in rural settlements, which coincides with a 
profound change in architectural models that 
rely on less complex construction techniques 
as well as the more frequent use of perish-
able materials.
In the 6th and 5th centuries BC, rural space in 
the interior of southern Portugal experienced 
unique social dynamics. This densely occu-
pied, diverse and complex landscape was 
much more than a rural world made up of 
mere peasants.

4. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust”1: 
necropolises and rural society in the early 
Iron Age of the Alentejo (Southern Portugal)

The analysis of data obtained in rural necrop-
olises of the 6th and 5th centuries BC excavated 
recently in the Alentejo (Mataloto, 2010–2011; 
Arruda & alii, 2017, Figueiredo & Mataloto, 
2017; Pereiro & alii, 2017) gives further sup-
port to the social organization model of the 
early Iron Age rural society we have presented 
here. The transition to the Iron Age has been 
characterized by a complete change in settle-
ment patterns as well a deep social transfor-
mation, patent in the creation of a whole new 
landscape, a process in which the necropolises 
seem to have played a decisive role.
The substantial modification in funerary ritu-
als further enhances the profound transfigu-
ration experienced in this time, especially if 
we emphasize that the burial areas clearly 
from the end of the Bronze Age were almost 
unknown throughout the southwest of the Iberian 
Peninsula until a few years ago (Belén & Esca-
cena, 1995).
This situation has gradually been replaced by a 
more complex reality, dominated by the pres-
ence of pit burials (Mataloto & alii, 2013), or 
the re-use of megalithic monuments, but the 
existence of necropolises of final Bronze Age 
is still unknown in most of the Alentejan region. 
The various hypogea that have been recorded 
in recent years throughout the Baixo Alentejo 
(Alves & alii, 2010; Filipe & alii, 2013) seem to 
have been in use mainly until the beginning of 
the second half of 2nd millennium BC, with only 
one extending into the first centuries of the 1st 
millennium BC (Valério & alii, 2018).
The burials in pits, usually without grave goods, 
at the beginning of the 1st millenium BC tes-
tify to the use of inhumation as a burial rite in 
the Alentejo. Whereas at the mouth of the Tejo 
river, the incineration ritual was already in use 
prior to Phoenician colonization (Vilaça & alii, 
1999; Vilaça, 2015).
Facing the invisibility of funerary areas before 
the Iron Age, the profound transformation of 
society and settlement distribution at the begin-
ning of this period will led to a greater visibility 
of the necropolis, giving the ancestors a central 
role in the identity of the groups as aggregators 
and legitimating elements of a “new world”.
The creation, manipulation and reconstruction 

1  Book of Common 
Prayer
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of Memory, and then the Past, is an essential 
act in the maintenance of groups. The creation 
of new funerary areas can result from true acts 
of legitimating, and it is precisely in the found-
ing myths that the collective memory of societies 
without writing is crystallized (Le Goff, 1988, 
p. 111).
The Portel / Mendro mountains (Fig. 1) seems 
to be a territory of transition between two very 
different funerary realities, which may be a 
reflection of well-differentiated cultural dynam-
ics, in the sense of an increasing regionalization 
and segmentation, derived from a greater ter-
ritorialisation of groups, as would be expected 
in rural communities. To the north of these moun-
tains, rural communities will choose the ritual of 
cremation in their funeral gestures, while to the 
south, the inhumation, now essentially in individ-
ual burials, will continue to be the most widely 
used ritual.
In the Alto Alentejo, the territory north of the 
Portel mountains, we know of only the necropo-
lises of Torre de Palma and Tera for the 6th and 
5th centuries BC, although there is limited evi-
dence for some others. 
Torre de Palma (Monforte) is an incineration 
necropolis, with the deposition of the cremated 
remains mainly inside urns (Langley & alii, 
2007; Mataloto, Langley & Boaventura, 2008). 
The funerary sets here documented share great 
affinities with both the necropolis of Medellín 
(Mérida, Spain) (Almagro, 2008) and of 
Alcácer do Sal (Portugal), reinforcing the close 
connection of this territory with the historical 
and cultural process unrolled in the middle Gua-
diana basin (Extremadura, Spain) and at the 
mouths of the Tagus and Sado rivers. 
The Tera necropolis near Pavia (Mora), about 
50km southwest of Torre de Palma, also to north 
of Portel mountains, clearly shows not only the 
diversity of the cultural processes of “Mediter-
raneanization” present in the region, but also 
the strong local roots of the communities (Figs. 
1 and 5).
The necropolis comprised a larger monument 
that included a meníric alignment, and would 
have been covered by a small stone mound 
surrounded, eventually, by a set of menhirs/
standing stones (Fig. 5). The area excavated 
likely corresponds to about half of the necrop-
olis, which would extended mainly to the East. 
The small stone mound seems to be the result of 
the integration of several quadrangular struc-

tures into a single one. The burial ritual is also 
cremation, with the deposition of the cremated 
bones in urns, having the ustrinum area not been 
clearly identified, although the south and south-
east margin of the necropolis may have per-
formed this function. In one case there were 
found four urns together (burials 34, 35, 38 and 
39) in what seems to be a restrict family burial, 
when there is a male, a female, a non-adult and 
a child identified (Gonçalves & alii, 2015).
The burials are concentrated in a central area 
of the necropolis, between two rectangular 
structures (Fig. 5). Although only half of the 
necropolis has been excavated, the number of 
burials identified is likely between 30 and 40 
individuals depending on the excavation of the 
total of the urns.
The grave goods are rarely abundant, some-

Fig. 5 – Tera necro-
polis: burials plan. 

Bottom: Tera standing 
stones.
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times only dishes and small perfume/oil bottles, 
deposited next to the urn (Fig 6). Silver, though 
scarce in the Tera necropolis, is represented in 
the urn [278] with a pendant and two rings and 
by crescent earring in urn [291]. The presence 
of these ornaments contrasts with the relative 
isonomy of the necropolis, in particular if we 
take into account that both were located in the 
same quadrangular structure. This apparent 
family pantheon is composed of a male adult 
burial [291], a female adult [278], a non-adult 
[300], and a young child [290]. It is also inter-
esting to verify the association of perfume/oil 
bottles, rings and pendant to the female burial 
[278], while the association of only one pen-
dant in silver to the male individual. This would 
have been an important family in Tera commu-
nity, based not only on the grave goods, but 
also the distribution of others burials around the 
stone structure inside which they were buried 
(Fig 5).
At Tera necropolis weapons are almost absent 
as only a spearhead was found in a periph-
eral grave of the necropolis, together with a 
belt buckle of DIII3 / DIII5 type from Cerdeño 
(1978). The Alcores and Acebuchal / Bencarrón 
type broochs (Ruiz, 1989), as well some neck-
lace beads and a small “heart shaped” brace-
let (Fig. 6) suggest that the necropolis was in use 
around a hundred years, between the middle 
of the 6th century BC and the second half of 
the next.
The emulation of the ancestral megalithic con-
structions by the presence of menhir/stand-
ing stones at Tera (Fig. 5), following the ones 
erected few kilometers away (Vale d’El Rei 
or Figueiras cromlech/stone circle) (Calado, 
2004), and the location of the necropolis 
near a group of passage graves, only 100 m 
away, display a clear desire to associate the 
funerary area to a context of strong identity, 
that could be easily read as an act of legiti-
mizing the ownership and exploitation of the 
land and as an element of cohesion of the 
group.
By reintroducing marks from the past in the 
landscape through a megalithic architec-
tural language, the Iron Age communities 
could intend to reinforce the identification of 
a group with its territory, particularly after 
traumatic movements of uprooting, such as 
what seem to have occurred after the col-
lapse of the Bronze Age society. These new 

rural communities, with a strong cultural inte-
gration of Mediterranean influences, evi-
dent in the use of cremation ritual, household 
architecture and clothing, needed to create 
deep roots in the territory as part of their 
own strategy for land legitimation and new 
identity development. This is especially true 
in peripheral areas like the Tera necropolis 
region.
To the south of the Portel mountains, funerary 
rituals are more diverse, but share the same 
cultural and imagery system as the Alentejo 
region to the north.
A large number of Iron Age necropolises have 
recently been excavated in the plains of Beja 
which have completely changed our knowl-
edge of the funerary practices in the region 
(Fig. 1). The inhumation ritual is dominant, 
with deposition of the body in lateral decu-
bitus in rectangular graves, which surround or 
centralized ditch enclosures of a rectangular 
plan. Sometimes theses necropolises present 
complex architectures with various ditches 
enclosures aggregated (Fig. 7). Although only 
a few have been completely excavated, the 
burials can vary between less than 10 indi-
viduals to more than 50, as can be seen in the 
Poço Novo 1 necropolis (Figueiredo & Mata-
loto, 2017) or Vinha das Caliças (Arruda & 
alii, 2017 ), respectively. 
These necropolises are distributed throughout 
the region of Beja, being in use between the 
end of the 7th century BC and the mid-5th cen-
tury BC. The funerary offerings are quite var-
ied, presenting a cultural background of “ori-
entalizing” Mediterranean hue, clearly evi-
dent in the adornments, which follow gender 
trends throughout the southern Iberian Penin-
sula (fibulae, belt buckles, bracelets, dressing 
sets, rings, pendants in silver and gold, Egyp-
tian scarab beetles, necklace beads, etc.), 
following models diffused from the Phoeni-
cian colonies. Iron weapons are restricted to 
large spearheads along with small knives.
The necropolises of Pedrógão region were 
used throughout the 6th century BC, for a rel-
atively short period of time (Figueiredo & 
Mataloto, 2017).
The Poço Novo 1 necropolis was dominated 
by female graves, arranged around a small 
“L” ditch (Fig. 7). In the graves, there were 
essentially elements of clothing, such as Type 
3 and 4a belt buckles of Cerdeño (1981), a 
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Fig. 6 – Tera urns and 
grave goods (fibulae, 

belt buckles, silver 
rings and earing, per-

fume/oil bottles).
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fibula of the Alcores type and some beads, 
along with scarce ceramics. 
The necropolis of Fareleira 2, located 
between the Poço Novo 1, to the East, and 
Fareleira 3, to the West, was composed of 
three dispersed burial areas, appearing to 
correspond to small family burials, composed 
of man-woman and man-woman-child (Fig. 
7). The grave goods were simple, essentially 

glass beads, and in one case what appears 
to be a spearhead and an Acebuchal fibula. 
The rectangular ditch enclosure of Fare-
leira 3, opened on the southwest side, was 
implanted in the southeast boundary of a 
high flattened hill where the necropolis was 
located (Fig. 7). The central area contained a 
single grave of an old man with a diverse col-
lection of ceramic and metal grave goods, of 

Fig. 7 – Plan of 
ditch enclosures 
necropolises: 
1 – Vinha das Caliças 
(Arruda & alii, 2017); 
2 – Poço Novo 1; 
3 – Estácio 6; 
4 – Carlota; 
5 – Poço da 
Gontinha; 
6 – Fareleira 3.
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which stands a type 2 bronze basin of Jiménez 
Ávila (2013) (Fig. 8). At his death, this man 
would have had a prominent role in the sur-
rounding rural communities, as indicated by 
the ritual set with which he was buried (Fig. 8). 
He could have been the founder of the com-
munity buried along the hill. The location of 
his grave in the most conspicuous place of the 
hill should have created an identity landmark, 
around which a small rural community was 
structured, with their ancestor always posi-
tioned on the horizon. 

The social model presented here according to 
the data obtained from Iron Age excavated 
farmhouses, based on the restricted family 
and a limited social inequality, supported by 
atomized power structures dispersed in small 
territories, with groups of a few dozen peo-
ple, has a clear reflection in the necropolises. 
Indeed, as it was possible to verify through 
these rural necropolises, the differences, 
although they exist, do not assume an evident 
inequality, having a great similarity between 
the grave goods present in each them. Nev-

Fig. 8 – Fareleira 
3: plan and grave 

goods.
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ertheless, there are obvious differences 
between graves within the same necropolis, 
where some concentrate more wealth than 
others. However, it is also clear that the dif-
ferences between graves may result not only 
from wealth, but also from gender, age, 
among other issues.

5. Changing times: 
new warriors and villages in the countryside

From the middle of the 5th century BC 
onwards the gregarious process of the dis-
persed groups in occupations with defensive 
concerns begins, causing the abandonment of 
the majority of the rural settlements until the 

middle of the following century.
The countryside, depleted of the 
previous demographic density, 
will continue to be occupied, now 
in a more sparse way, presenting 
a wide social diversity evident in 
the small rural necropolises, where 
important warriors’ arms sets show 
up, as happens in Herdade das 
Casas (Redondo) (Mataloto & alii, 
2014, p. 23) (Fig. 9). In fact, the 
progressive way in which arms 
seem to arise in burials, begin-
ning in the early Iron Age, show us 
precisely this slow but inexorable 
process of social complexity which 
will culminate in the amortization 
of vast arm sets during the sec-
ond half of the millennium, instead 
of the monotonous series of long 
spears that seem to dominate 
during the second quarter of the 
1st millennium BC. 
Thus, the countryside will remain 
an important element in the social 
structure of the communities of the 
second half of the millennium, after 
the widespread abandonment of 
rural occupations around the end 
of the 5th and the beginning of the 
4th century BC.

Redondo, winter 2019
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