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The Neolithic of South Scandinavia has always interested archaeologists working in the British Isles. Flint axes of 

Danish origin are occasionally found in English rivers, and at one time two very different styles of decorated pottery – 

Peterborough Ware and Carrowkeel Ware – were compared directly with the vessels used in Northern Europe. More 

recently archaeologists working in these two regions have followed the same agenda in interpretations of the past. In 

1988 Julian Thomas made a direct comparison between the beginning of the Neolithic in Scandinavia and Britain, and 

the recent expansion of development-led fieldwork has led to some strikingly similar approaches to the excavation of 

earlier prehistoric settlements, monuments and landscapes. The papers in this collection reflect on all these topics. 

They also include chapters that introduce quite different ways of studying this period. These contrasts are intriguing, 

and they are among the book’s strongest features. 

 

It grew out a series of meetings between academics, heritage managers and field archaeologists in the south of 

Sweden, and that region provides the principal focus, although individual chapters range much more widely, from the 

north of Germany to Norway and across the North Sea to Scotland. One article considers the arrowheads of south-

eastern France, and another studies the Late Neolithic of Çatalhöyük. Amy Bogaard presents an important overview 

of crop cultivation from Greece and Bulgaria to the British Isles. Rather than organise the contributions geographically, 

the editors have divided them into three sections: ‘Perspectives on people, identity and practice’ (the longest); 

‘Perspectives on monuments’; and ‘Perspectives on material culture’ (the shortest). The organisation of the book 

departs from traditional approaches to the Northern Neolithic, typified by the work of Mats Malmer (2002) with its 

emphasis on portable artefacts, and situates it at the heart of a social and economic archaeology.  

 

Three main themes run through the chapters and recall the debates that have taken place within British and Irish 

archaeology during recent years. The first is the agricultural settlement of Northern Europe. It seems that opinion is still 

divided between researchers who favour the acculturation of indigenous hunter gatherers through their contacts with 

farmers in regions further to the south, and those who postulate a significant phase of immigration. At present there is 

no real consensus, but, as in Britain, it seems as if opinion is shifting towards the second hypothesis. A second element 

that runs through several contributions is the existence of parallel or even competing networks represented by 

distinctive styles of artefacts and their associations. This recalls discussions that took place in Britain before the 

chronological relationship between Impressed Wares and Grooved Ware was finally resolved, but it shares other 

elements with the notion of a ‘Secondary Neolithic’ postulated by Gordon Childe and popularised in the United Kingdom 

by the work of Stuart Piggott. Where the insular debate was settled by radiocarbon dating, it seems that studies of 



ancient diet and DNA may be more conclusive in Northern Europe. Here the users of Pitted Ware fulfil more of Childe’s 

criteria for foragers on the margins of an agricultural economy. 

 

A third element builds on the development-led excavations which have been as extensive in the south of Sweden as 

they have in Britain and Ireland. Fieldwork conducted around Malmö has been especially important and deserves to 

be better known outside Scandinavia. Some Neolithic houses have been found, but it is the analysis of pits and their 

contents that has most in common with developments in the British Isles. It is the subject of two excellent papers, one 

by Åsa Berggren and the other by Elisabeth Rudebeck and Stella Macheridis. These authors avoid the distinction 

between ‘practical’ and ‘ritual’ deposits that has caused so much confusion in this country and make some important 

points about their contents, the ways in which these features were filled and their distributions across settlements and 

aggregation sites. Lars Larsson comes at the same subject from a different angle, and his contribution considers the 

biographies of flint axes which were used and deliberately burnt before they were committed to the ground. Sites 

containing special deposits are not peculiar to Sweden. Håkon Glørstad and Steiner Solheim introduce a newly 

discovered enclosure at Hamremoen in Norway – surely the most northerly example of its type. 

 

Three other papers present the results of exciting fieldwork. Anders Edring reports on the discovery of another 

enclosure and a timber circle near Kristianstad, and Nils Anderson reports on his work close to the famous Danish site 

of Sarup where two stone and timber mortuary monuments were directly superimposed on the sites of Neolithic houses. 

It is a relationship that is commonly discussed but all too rarely demonstrated. Karl-Göran Sjögren presents the results 

of another excavation which took place at the Swedish passage grave of Frälsegården. It resulted in the recovery of a 

large quantity of human bones, whose continuing study sheds new light on mortuary rituals in the North. In particular, 

it provides rare evidence of a change in the treatment of bodies during the use of this monument around 3000 BC. 

Disarticulated remains were commoner in the early period of use and entire corpses featured more prominently during 

its later phases.  

 

Other highlights of this collection come from more distant regions of Europe and suggest some wider perspectives on 

the Neolithic period that will be worth considering in the future. Among the most interesting are Martin Hinz’s carefully 

documented discussion of the relationship between Neolithic population size and climatic change, Arkadiusz 

Marciniak’s account of the Late Neolithic occupation of Çatalhöyük – as interesting and as provocative in its own way 

as accounts of earlier activity on that site – and a paper concerned with the one British monument complex represented 

in this collection. Gordon Noble and Kenny Brophy present a summary of their important work on the cremation 

cemetery at Forteviot, and its relationship to the monuments that were built there during later phases. 

 

For me, these chapters were among the highlights of a collection that deserves a wide readership, for it demonstrates 

many of the strengths of contemporary archaeology in Sweden. It also links the work that is taking place there to wider 

developments in European archaeology. The book is carefully edited and attractively presented. My one regret is that 

the chapters are so short, but that is how it manages to fit so many good ideas into a single volume. 
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