
5

Rune Iversen

9 August 2018

Languages and migrations in prehistoric 
Europe
Roots of Europe summer seminar 7-12 August 2018

The arrival of Indo-European 
speakers in southern 
Scandinavia
- an archaeolinguistic approach

PART II



How was Indo-European implemented?
- the archaeological evidence
• From the linguistic evidence we have learned: 

1. The first farming communities in northern Europe, the Funnel Beaker culture, probably 
spoke a non-Indo-European language.

2. That this Early Neolithic European language contained a layer of agricultural vocabulary 
that was shared with other early Neolithic communities across Europe.

3. The language may have spread across Europe together with Neolithic life.
4. That Proto-Indo-European was introduced at a time when the now vanished Early 

Neolithic European language was still in use.

• How can these linguistic facts be matched with the archaeological evidence?

• If we are to explain the adoption of old agricultural words originating in a lost 
Neolithic language by an Indo-European dialect, we must expect a certain 
chronological overlap/co-existence between the speakers of these two 
languages.



The Single Grave culture – early period

• From c. 2850 BC the Single Grave culture succeeded the Funnel Beaker culture 
on the Jutland Peninsula

2850-2800 BC 2800-2700 BC 2700-2600 BC

After Hübner 2005



The whole story?

• These were the Indo-Europeans, who broke out of their homeland and 
scattered in every direction. [...] Wherever the Battle-axe people came 
they made themselves masters over the peasants and any others who 
were settled in the area. Prepared and well armed as they were, it was in 
most cases an easy matter to subdue peaceful farmers.

(Glob 1971: 106-7) 

• ... or are there any contacts predating the Corded Ware?

Ha! Just what you 
needed – wimp! 

Does that mean that you are not 
doing the dishes today?



The stone heap graves
C. 3100-2800 BC

Johannsen & Laursen 2010



Continuity: flint axes

• Use of thick-butted flint axes that 
resemble those of final TRB

• Common in early single graves.
• The earliest burials (Under Grave Period) hold 

most axes, the longest axes and the most 
intensive polished SGC flint axes.

• Length, ‘quality’ and number decreased over 
time.

• If immigrants unfamiliar with flint 
knapping and flint axe production adopted 
the polished flint axe – one should expect 
the opposite development: 
• Improved quality in the course of the SCG 

period. 

Hübner 2005



Refshøjgård

• Early and very eastern single grave!
• Transitional phase TRB/SGC
• 14C: final 29th/early 28th century BC

Local origin. However, 
comparatively high and 
cylindrical neck and tight 
lines of decoration. 
Parallels in CWC beakers 
south of the Harz in 
Eastern Germany/ 
Bohemia

• TRB features: Large narrow side angle and a butt-
index at 81%, resemble the A-axes (Valby-type).

• SGC features: Partial polishing and slightly 
downturned cutting edge. 

B1

After Klassen 2005



Continuity: depositions

• Continued deposition practice focused on flint 
axes.

• Also pottery depositions in bogs and burial 
mounds.

Ebbesen 1983



Site continuity

• A series of sites from central Jutland show early SGC mounds on late TRB culture 
layers: Pilgård, Skarrild, Lille Hamborg, Damsmark.

• Single grave mound overlaying a stone-heap grave at Kvorning (also central 
Jutland).

• Could this ‘first generation’ SGC burials on final TRB sites reflect the very 
transition from one cultural sphere to another? 
• Ancestral based legitimation of territorial rights?

Johannsen & Kieldsen 2014



Gaasemosen

• Costal site in eastern Jutland with culture layer 
holding late TRB as well as early SGC occupations.

• Faunal remains showing a mixed economy of animal 
husbandry, hunting and fishing.

• Represents a transitional stage between TRB and SGC.  

After Rasmussen 2016



Late TRB and early SGC features

Earliest SGC 
distribution



• Final TRB phase (St. Valby) 
until c. 2600 BC

TRB in Eastern DK



Revised chronology

Phase of co-existence



What happened after c. 2600 BC?
- The ’East Danish Single Grave culture’, c. 2600 BC

Horneby hoardThick-butted adzes

Tanged points (type D)Late SGC battle axes

SGC pottery



Uneven distribution of the CW in South Scandinavia

• Continuation of TRB norms in Eastern 
DK after 2600 BC

c. 2400 Jutland SGC graves

Megalithic ‘heartland’’



After the Funnel Beakers
- was there ever a Single Grave culture in East Denmark?

• Megalithic tombs with SGC finds



After the Funnel Beakers
- was there ever a Single Grave culture in East Denmark?

• Megalithic tombs with SGC finds
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After the Funnel Beakers
- was there ever a Single Grave culture in East Denmark?
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After the Funnel Beakers
- was there ever a Single Grave culture in East Denmark?

• Number of battle axes used during the MN FBC compared with SGC 
– ‘change vs continuity’  

• Annual consumption = No. of battle axes pr. region
length of period in years
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How to interpret the ’post-Funnel Beaker Middle 
Neolithic’?
• Application of the linguistic concepts of creolisation and pidginisation:

• Creolisation is the blending of two or more languages into a new creole language with 
its own native speakers.

• Pidgin is the initial rudimentary blend of two or more parent languages. Pidgin speakers 
also have a native language but as pidgin is learnt by new generations as a primary 
language is becomes a creole.

• As shown, a series of new material culture elements were obtained by 
the late Funnel Beaker culture in a process than can be described as 
‘cultural pidginisation’.

• The result was the creation of creole communities from c. 2600 BC that 
adopted, transformed, and used new material elements in accordance 
with the underlying cultural norms of the Funnel Beaker culture.

• This was not done uncritically and the palisade enclosures and 
megalithic tombs worked as transformers of culturally alien objects and 
as social arenas for this cultural transformation process. 

• Result: Continuation of Funnel Beaker norms, traditions and social 
organisation through most of the 3rd millennium BC in East DK.



Did the significant changes of the 3rd millennium BC 
mean language changes as well?

• Some form of Proto-Indo-European introduced with the SGC.

• Overlap with the late TRB for c. 250 years (east-west border that persisted until 
the classical Nordic Bronze Age per. II, c. 1500 BC).

• Great opportunity for language exchange and the adoption of an old Neolithic 
agricultural vocabulary into Indo-European.


