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The dead at Escoural Cave (Montemor-o-Novo,  
Portugal): early farmer’s interactions in  
south-western Iberian Peninsula

Os mortos na Gruta do Escoural (Montemor-o-Novo,  
Portugal): interações nas primeiras sociedades camponesas 
do sudoeste da Península Ibérica

ABSTRACT
The arrival of farmers to the south-western Iberian Peninsula was followed by a 
period of complex human interaction after 5500 BCE. This marked the arrival of 
new technologies and subsistence practices such as pottery, husbandry and do-
mestication of plants, but also the co-existence of diverse social structures and 
world-views in a territory populated by hunter-gatherers.
Biological and sociocultural interactions between local and migrant groups at 
the onset and establishment of the Neolithic in Atlantic Europe are poorly un-
derstood. The Neolithic funerary context in the Escoural cave, Montemor-o-Novo, 
Portugal, offers a research opportunity to examine these processes because it is 
uniquely well preserved and its use intersects key periods to understand multi-
layered human interaction. 
In this paper we present a synthesis of what is known about the Neolithic use of 
the cave complemented by new observations in the scope of a multidisciplinary 
project centred on the Escoural Cave started in 2018. 
KEY WORDS: Escoural Cave, Neolithic, Archaeology of Death, Archaeolo- 
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RESUMO
A entrada dos primeiros agricultores no SO da Penísula Ibérica, c. 5500 
BCE, foi acompanhada pela introdução de novas tecnologias e formas de 
subsistência. As interacções que se estabeleceram entre grupos locais e mi-
grantes nesta etapa do processo histórico, que marca o advento e a con-
solidação do Neolítico na Europa Atlântica, são mal conhecidas. O con-
texto funerário da Gruta do Escoural (Montemor-o-Novo) constitui uma 
oportunidade para investigar estes processos, não só devido ao seu grau de 
preservação, mas porque a sua utilização intercepta períodos-chave para a 
compreensão de múltiplos aspectos dessa interacção humana. Os materiais 
arqueológicos escavados na década de 1960 incluem restos humanos, arte-
factos em pedra e osso, cerâmicas e adornos. Apesar de a cultura material 
sugerir uma afiliação ao Neolítico Médio (c. 4500-3500 BCE), a datação 
de restos humanos sugere um intervalo de tempo mais tardio (c. 3500- 
-3000 BCE), marcado pela construção de monumentos megalíticos 
na região. O cruzamento de culturas de cronologia neolítica no Es-
coural é igualmente apoiado por cerâmicas cardiais e impressas, su-
gerindo uma utilização da cavidade no Neolítico Antigo (c. 5500- 
-4700 BCE).
Neste artigo apresentamos uma síntese dos dados conhecidos sobre 
a ocupação Neolítica da Gruta do Escoural, a par de novas observa- 
ções realizadas no âmbito de um projeto iniciado em 2018 e centrado 
nesta cavidade. O objectivo deste projecto é implementar uma perspec- 
tiva interdisciplinar ao estudo da Arqueologia da Morte, investigan-
do paralelamente as interacções humanas criadas com a introdução  
e consolidação de novas formas de vida na região (c. 5400-3000 BCE).
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Gruta do Escoural, Neolítico, Arqueologia da Morte, 
Arqueociências

1. INTRODUCTION 
The arrival of farmers to the south-western Iberian Peninsula was fol-
lowed by a period of complex human interaction after 5500 BCE. This 
marked the arrival of new technologies and subsistence practices, such 
as pottery, husbandry and domestic plants, but also the co-existence of 
diverse social structures and world-views in a territory previously popu-
lated by hunter-gatherers. Also, recent studies suggest greater diversity 
among first farmers (DINIZ et al., 2016) adding layers of complexity to 
processes of sociocultural and biological interaction during the Neolithic 
in south-western Europe c. 5500 – 3000 BCE.
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Interactions between early farmers, as well as between first farmers and 
the last hunter-gatherers during the establishment of new ways of living 
and world-views are poorly understood. In this paper we argue that the 
Neolithic funerary context in the Escoural Cave offers a research oppor-
tunity to examine these processes in south-western Europe, because this 
archaeological site is uniquely well preserved and its use intersects key 
periods to understand multilayered human interaction.
The Escoural Cave is located in southern Portugal in Montemor-o-Novo in 
the Alentejo region (Fig. 1). The site is unique in the landscape because: 
1) it is the only karst system known in the interior of Alentejo; 2) it is lo-
cated on the interface of two key regions for human settlement in west 
Iberia, i.e. the Tagus and the Sado palaeoestuaries in the north and west 
(the most important regions of Mesolithic settlement in Iberia), and the 
Évora plains in the south-east (one of the main landscapes of Iberian 
megalithism); 3) it is naturally protected and strategically located at the 
edge of the Monfurado mountain range with a privileged view over the 
surrounding plains; 4) it offers easy access to water, making it a favour-
able place for early populations.
Escoural is the most south-western cave in Europe with Palaeolithic 
rock art, and was classified as National Monument since its discovery in 
1963. Despite its unique features, the site was not continuously used by  
hunter-gatherers. After the end of its long use during the Palaeolithic, 
the cave was abandoned, regaining its symbolic importance only several 
thousand years later with the placement of the dead in its underground 
space by Neolithic farmers, being largely ignored by Mesolithic hunt-
er-gatherers. 
The use of natural caves in south-western Iberia by Mesolithic hun- 
ter-gatherers is well attested in other regions (ARAÚJO, 2016), but open-
air sites were preferred for the placement of the dead during this phase 
(PEYROTEO STJERNA, 2016).  In contrast, the oldest evidence of Neo-
lithic funerary practices in south-western Iberia was identified in caves 
(e.g. BOAVENTURA, 2009; ZILHÃO, 1992). Neolithic human remains are 
relatively abundant in the karst landscapes of Portuguese Estremadura 
and coastal Alentejo. In Estremadura, one of the most remarkable sites 
is Algar do Bom Santo Cave (CARVALHO, 2014), and like Escoural it was 
sealed until its discovery, preventing the disturbance of original contexts 
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by post-Neolithic occupations. In this context, the Escoural Cave stands 
out as exceptional because of 1) the preservation of articulated human 
remains in association with material culture, such as complete vessels, 
offers a unique opportunity to investigate Neolithic funerary practices; 

Figure 1. Location of the Escoural Cave, Montemor-o-Novo, Portugal, in the context of 
Iberia (A) and Portugal (B).
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2) the outstanding bone preservation (human remains, bone artefacts) 
provided by the karst environment is in contrast with the surrounding re-
gion where acidic soils inhibit organic preservation; 3) it is one of the few 
interior locations in south-western Iberia with cardial pottery (e.g. DINIZ, 
2007; ZILHÃO, 1992) – an exogenous ware introduced in Iberia by early 
farmers of Mediterranean origin c. 5400 BCE (ZILHÃO, 2001); 4) current 
radiocarbon data show intensive funerary use of the cave c. 3500 – 3000 
BCE (ARAÚJO & LEJEUNE, 1995), while megalithic tombs were built in the 
region for the same function (BOAVENTURA, 2009); 5) despite the late 
chronology of the dated human remains, the material culture parallels for 
the most part with Middle Neolithic contexts, such as Algar do Bom Santo 
c. 3800 – 3400 BCE (CARVALHO, 2014).  
The cave was surveyed and excavated in 1963–1968 and 1989–1992, 
while a project dedicated to the study of the rock art took off in 1977 
(ARAÚJO, 1995a; SANTOS et al., 1980). Most of the archaeological mate-
rial was excavated in the 1960s but the results were sparsely published 
and focused on selected artefacts (SANTOS, 1967a, b). In 1989–1992, 
A. C. Araújo and colleagues inventoried and examined for the first time 
the material excavated in the 1960s. The resulting monograph (ARAÚJO 
& LEJEUNE, 1995) presented an overview of the main finds and is the 
only comprehensive work about the Neolithic use of the cave, and was fol-
lowed by the first attempt to address issues related with the funerary ritu-
al practices (CAUWE, 1996). Thus, more than 50 years after its discovery, 
Escoural’s Neolithic population remains unknown. Standard analyses of 
the human skeletons remain to be done, such as estimate of the number 
of individuals, biological profile, or reconstruction of funerary practices. 
Moreover, the Neolithic activity in the cave intersecting key periods in the 
process of establishing the farming lifeway can be further explored, such 
as the penetration of pioneer farmers from the coast to the interior, as 
suggested by the cardial pottery in the cave, or the development of farmer 
groups in south-western Iberia using multiple architectures for the dead 
(e.g. caves, megalithic tombs of various types) suggesting a complex Neo-
lithic ideology.
The aim of this paper is to present a synthesis of what is known about 
the Neolithic use of the cave complemented by new observations in the 
scope of the ongoing project for the Escoural Cave started in 2018. 
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2. WHAT’S IN THE CAVE? 
The Escoural Cave was identified in April-17, 1963 during stone mining 
work (SANTOS, 1964) as described in several documents in the archives 
of the National Museum of Archaeology (MNA/ Museu Nacional de Arque-
ologia, APMH/Arquivo Pessoal Manuel Heleno). 
Human crania and complete ceramic vessels were exposed on the floor 
of the cave, attracting the attention not only of the local population but 
also of the national newspapers who reported the discovery as extraor-
dinary (MNA/APMH/6/1/4/1). Original documentation in the museum’s 
archives (MNA/APMH/2/3/1/1) indicate that excavations started shortly 
after its discovery in April-28 by a small group of experienced field work-
ers from the museum (Jaime Pereira Roldão, Dario de Sousa), later ac-
companied by the archaeologist Manuel Farinha dos Santos. Initial work 
was focused on documenting  what was perceived as distinct concentra-
tions of human remains and artefacts lying on the surface (photography, 
drawings), as well as securing the entrance of the cave, and recovering 
artefacts removed from the cave by locals. 
The exterior of the cave was also occupied during prehistoric times sug-
gesting an understanding of the ancestry of the place as demonstrated 
by the chrono-cultural succession of archaeological remains. A Chalcolith-
ic fortified settlement was built on top of the hill above the cave (GOMES, 
R.V. et al., 1983; GOMES et al., 2012–2013), as well as a megalithic 
tomb for the collective placement of the dead, tholos (SANTOS, 1967a; 
SANTOS & FERREIRA, 1969) – a type of monument generally dated to 
c. 3000 – 2500/2750 BCE, Late Neolithic/Chalcolithic (BOAVENTURA et 
al., 2014). An engraved outcrop was found under the structures of the 
settlement possibly dated to the Late Neolithic due to its stratigraphic po-
sition (GOMES, M. V. et al., 1983; 1994). Additionally, one human burial 
was excavated in the exterior of the cave at the south-eastern entrance, 
but its chronology remains unclear (ARAÚJO, 1995a, p. 16, 22; SANTOS, 
1971). Lithic material and abundant Pleistocene fauna dated to the Mid-
dle Palaeolithic were excavated in the cave in 1989–1992 (OTTE & SILVA, 
1996). However, spatial distribution analyses demonstrated that this ma-
terial was originally accumulated in the exterior of the cave and was trans-
ported to the interior by post-depositional events. The secondary position 
of artefacts found in the interior of the cave was observed in other areas, 
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such as in the archaeological context with impressed ceramics and other 
artefacts of Early Neolithic chronology found in the exterior and interior of 
the cave, which due to taphonomic processes became part of the filling 
of the cave (ARAÚJO, 1995a, p. 22; 1995b, p. 53). 
Despite the large number of well-preserved Neolithic human remains and 
artefacts found in the cave, the research has been traditionally focused 
on the Palaeolithic rock art (LEJEUNE, 1995; GLORY et al., 1966; GOMES 
et al., 1990; OTTE & SILVA, 1996; SANTOS, 1964; 1967b; SANTOS et al., 
1980; SILVA et al., 2017). 
2.1 Archaeological material in Neolithic context
The cave is made up of a network of several galleries in three distinct 
levels. The most important archaeological sector consists of a large room 
located immediately after the current entrance (room 1, sala 1), and con-
nected galleries. The archaeological material associated with the funer-
ary use of the cave during the Neolithic was mostly found on the floor of 
the cave, concentrated in room 1 and distributed along the galleries (6, 
7, and 11) (Fig. 2). Most material was completely or partially covered with 
calcite, and in extreme cases the funerary deposits containing human 
remains and artefacts became sealed under this layer (Fig. 3). 
Archaeological material consists of human remains, bone and stone ar-
tefacts, pottery, personal adornments, and other remains (ARAÚJO & LE-
JEUNE, 1995) (Fig. 4). The material is curated by MNA, although selected 
assemblages are on display in local exhibitions at Centro Interpretativo 
da Gruta do Escoural and Museu dos Amigos de Montemor-o-Novo.
The human remains excavated in the cave consist of complete and as-
sociated skeletons (Fig. 3), as well as disarticulated bones, commingled, 
and scattered elements, at different levels of preservation. A number of 
skeletons retained their anatomical topography and are in association 
with artefacts such as ceramic vessels (ARAÚJO, 1995a; CAUWE, 1996). 
These are clear examples of deposits in primary position, where the bod-
ies were placed on the floor of the cave after death while still retaining 
their anatomical integrity. Often, the bones were found scattered in sec-
ondary position. While in some instances scattering could be explained 
by taphonomic processes, in other cases it suggests post-depositional 
manipulation of the cadavers, such as in the case of the crania found 
in niches (ARAÚJO, 1995a; CAUWE, 1996). Secondary manipulation of 
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human remains could also be explained by the practice of reduction, en-
tailing the removal of the remains of a previous deposit to give place to 
new individuals. 
At present, the human osteological collection is considered to be of Neo-
lithic chronology and there are no contextual or typological elements sug-
gesting otherwise. The collection remains to be studied, although some 
specimens were analysed from an osteometric perspective (ISIDORO, 
1981). Preliminary estimates of the minimum number of individuals 
(MNI) suggest that more than 50 individuals were placed in the cave after 
death (Cidália Duarte, pers. comm.).
The bone industry consists of a small assemblage of bone points (n=18) 

Figure 2. Plan of the Escoural Cave, main and upper floors. Shade: highlights the 
archaeological areas with (A) Palaeolithic rock art, Early and Late Neolithic remains, 
(B) Middle Palaeolithic, Early Neolithic remains. G: gallery. Numbers 1–77: indicate 
locations with rock art. Adapted from ARAÚJO & LEJEUNE, 1995. 
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Figure 3. Human remains in association with material culture covered with calcite. Ex-
cavated in 1963 in the Escoural Cave and curated at the National Museum of Archae-
ology, Lisbon. Reproduced with permission. Copyright © José Pessoa, ADF, Arquivo de 
Documentação Fotográfica, DGPC.

Figure 4. Example of archaeological material excavated in the 1960s in the Escoural 
Cave. Reproduced with permission. Copyright © José Pessoa, ADF, Arquivo de Docu-
mentação Fotográfica, DGPC.
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mostly made from long bones of ovicaprid species. At least one point was 
carved from a red deer bone (Cervus elaphus) and was engraved with 
incisions. The study of this material is limited to preliminary description 
which includes location of the artefacts in the cave and individual draw-
ings (ARAÚJO et al., 1995). 
Lithic industry consists of knapped and polished stone tools. Prelimi-
nary description, drawings and the location of the finds in the cave has 
been published (ARAÚJO et al., 1995). Stone tools were knapped from 
non-local flint and consist of a relatively homogeneous groups of blades 
(n=34), knapped by indirect percussion, and pressure in some cases, and 
microliths made from elongated blanks (geometric trapezes, n=12). The 
assemblage contains three cores: one prismatic for blades (flint), one 
bipolar for bladelets (hyaline quartz), and one interpreted as a possible 
scrapper (hyaline quartz). The assemblage of polished stone tools is com-
posed by axes (n=6), adzes (n=10), and chisels (n=3). Macroscopic ob-
servation of the material suggests that most of these artefacts were not 
used (ARAÚJO et al., 1995). Other stone artefacts include polishers (n=3), 
and a sharpener (n=1) covered with red ochre. Preliminary analysis indi-
cates a non-local provenance of the raw material. 
Pottery in Escoural is composed by several complete or almost complete 
vessels. However, most of the assemblage consists of a large number 
of plain fragments. For this reason it has been difficult to estimate the 
number of vessels (ARAÚJO et al., 1995). First analyses of the assem-
blage (ARAÚJO et al., 1995) indicate that clay matrices were homoge-
nous, and surfaces were smoothed out and often polished. Vessel shape 
types include globular (19–23 cm in diameter), small globular (10–12 
cm in diameter), oval mouth (9–16 cm in diameter), bowls, and a few 
carenated bowls. Some vessels have elements of suspension such as 
handles, mamelon, and plastic cordons. The few decorated fragments 
found in the cave were decorated with impressed techniques. Among 
these are the fragments with impressed cardial (n=9) which were found 
scattered in room 1 and seem to belong to one globular vessel (ARAÚJO, 
1995b). Other impressed ware was found in the exterior of the cave at 
the south-eastern entrance as well as in the interior but in secondary 
position (see above). One group of impressed fragments (n=8) seem to 
belong to one large globular vessel with narrow opening. The second 
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group of impressed ware (n=2) consists of one handle of a globular 
vessel and were found in the exterior of the cave. 
Personal adornments were made of bone, stone and shell (ARAÚJO et 
al., 1995). The assemblage consists of bone (n=5) and stone (n=10) 
beads, one hair pin made of bone (SANTOS et al., 1991), a bracelet 
made from shell of dog cockle (Glycymeris sp.), and coin shaped objects 
(n=3) made from common cockle shell (Cerastoderma edule). 
Other objects found in the cave include one fragment of a ceramic 
spoon, and a fragment of what could be the base of a polished lime-
stone object. Two perforated sandstone plaques (SANTOS, 1971) are 
among the archaeological collection but the context of their excavation 
is unclear (ARAÚJO et al., 1995, p. 72). 
Other remains found in the cave in association with archaeological ma-
terial include a few large scallop shells (Pecten sp.), mussels (Mytilus 
edulis), and oysters (Ostrea sp.), as well as pebbles of various sizes 
foreign to the cave environment. Red ochre, charcoal and burnt sedi-
ments were also largely documented and collected during the 1960s 
excavations. 
2.2 Radiocarbon dates
Radiocarbon (14C) measurements on archaeological material found inside 
the cave were carried out in 1989–1995 (ARAÚJO & LEJEUNE, 1995). 
Samples consisted of human bone collected in 1989 (n=4) and in 1964 
(n=1) (Table 1). One sample revealed poor quality during laboratory anal-
ysis and the measurements were rejected (human tibia, 1963, gallery 7, 
group 18, OxA–4444: 5560 ± 160 BP) (MONGE SOARES, 1995, p. 111). 
The oldest dates on human bone collagen from the Escoural Cave are 
represented by two individuals in room 1 and gallery 4 (G.4.3) with a pos-
terior density estimate for the time of burial of 3618 – 3102 cal BCE (95% 
probability) and 3506 – 3107 cal BCE (95% probability) respectively. The 
other three 14C dates, obtained from burials found in galleries 4 and 12, 
cluster in the time span c. 3300 –3000 cal BCE (95% probability). The 
abundant human remains in galleries 6, 7, 11 have not been successfully 
dated.
Current 14C data predicts the start of the use of the cave for the depo-
sition of the dead to have been 3841 – 3124 cal BCE (95% probabili-
ty; start of funerary activity), and its end to have been in 3344 – 2708 
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cal BCE (95% probability; end of funerary activity) (Fig. 5). The activity is 
estimated to have continued for between 0 and 506 years (95% prob-
ability; site use for funerary activity). It is important to emphasize that 
these boundaries are date estimates which have not been dated directly 
by 14C measurements and were calculated by OxCal (BRONK RAMSEY, 
2009) from the dated human remains of the series. Model boundaries 
do not depend on any particular 14C date, but on the whole assemblage 
of considered dates (see BRONK RAMSEY, 2000; 2001). As discussed 
below, the current dataset has low resolution and new measurements will 
certainly refine current estimates. At present, Start and End boundaries 
were predicted based on five dates with relatively large uncertainties and 
should not be used to define the use of the Escoural Cave for funerary 
practices. However, while these boundaries must be used with caution, 
as they do not represent direct dates, they can be used as guidelines to 

Table 1. Human bone collagen (5) samples from the Escoural Cave (ARAÚJO & LE-
JEUNE, 1995).
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inform further research and to test hypotheses, allowing refinement of 
further and more robust chronologies. 

3. DISCUSSION
Despite the number of published papers, a monograph, and its status as 
a National Monument, the use of the Escoural Cave by Neolithic popula-
tions and how its use intersects key periods of the neolithisation of the 
territory are not well understood. 
The chronology of the funerary activity in the cave remains an open ques-
tion, and multilayered intersections of this occupation with key periods in 
the process of establishing farming lifeway should be investigated. 
The Early Neolithic (c. 5500 – 4700 BCE) presence in the cave is attest-
ed by impressed pottery but the nature of this occupation and its abso-
lute chronology are unknown. Fragments of impressed cardial ware were 

Figure 5. Chronological model for the funerary activity at Escoural Cave based on 14C 
dates on human bone collagen. Agreement index for each dated event is high (A≥75) 
and in good convergence (C≥98%). The model shows satisfactory overall agreement 
(Aoverall=85%) indicating that the 14C dates are in accordance with the prior informa-
tion incorporated in the model, which does not assume phases and does not impose 
any relative order to the dated events. Calibrated with OxCal 4.3 (BRONK RAMSEY, 
2009) using atmospheric curve IntCal13 (REIMER et al., 2013). 
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identified in room 1 where most human remains were found, however, 
its exact provenance and association with funerary deposits is unclear. 
Whether this ceramic tradition was associated with funerary practices, or 
with other uses of the cave during the Early Neolithic, can only be tested 
by a systematic 14C dating programme of the human remains in the vari-
ous sections of room 1 and galleries. Testing the hypothesis of the use of 
the cave by early farmers as a place for the dead is particularly relevant 
because while Early Neolithic settlements are well known in the region 
(e.g. Valada do Mato, c. 10 km NE from the cave, DINIZ, 2007) the places 
for the dead remain unidentified. 
Current radiometric chronology is based on human bone remains found 
in room 1 (n=1) and in galleries 4 (n=2) and 12 (n=2). While these results 
are coherent with the funerary use of the cave during one main phase, 
further dates may refine this chronology in terms of additional phases 
masked by the limited number of dates. 
The material culture, i.e. plain globular pottery, axes, adzes and chisels, 
small blades and trapezes, and personal adornments such as the Pecten 
bracelet, suggest that the main phase of funerary activity in the cave was 
during the Middle Neolithic (c. 4500 – 3500 BCE, NEVES & DINIZ, 2014). 
However, the oldest dated human remains are more recent (ICEN-861, 
Lv-1923), ranging from c. 3600 to 3100 cal BCE (95% confidence), sug-
gesting either that the Middle Neolithic human remains have not been 
directly dated yet, and/or that the artefactual tradition associated with 
the Middle Neolithic persisted for a longer period of time, at least in fu-
nerary contexts, indicating conservatism and continuity in the Escoural 
Cave. The other available dates (Lv-1925, Lv-1924, Lv-1922), collected 
from individuals placed in different areas of the cave, cluster in the time 
span between 3300 and 3000 cal BCE. This Late Neolithic chronology is 
at odds with the bulk of the material culture, which parallels with Middle 
Neolithic contexts elsewhere. Although current estimates of the start and 
end of the funerary activity in the cave must be interpreted with caution, 
these highlight issues requiring further investigation. At present, there 
are no burials dated after c. 3300 – 3000 cal BCE. However, the extend-
ed end boundary predicted by the model (c. 3300 – 2700 cal BCE) may 
be plausible as it accommodates the typically later temporal framework 
attributed to a few artefacts also found in the cave, such as the carena- 
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ted vessels, perforated sandstone plaques (n=2), and a fragment of po-
lished limestone object (“idol”?). In the context of the whole assemblage, 
these elements are low in number and the context of excavation of these 
artefacts is not clear, however, the hypothesis of a later use of the cave 
must be investigated, and further 14C dating should provide direct data to 
confirm or reject this hypothesis. Understanding the use of the cave during 
the Neolithic may become more complex, but better defined, as more 14C 
measurements become available securely dating human activity over time. 
To investigate these intricacies, we need a dataset with greater resolu-
tion. This includes new dates with smaller uncertainties representative of 
the s-patial distribution of the funerary depositions in the cave, allowing  
to effectively investigate when the funerary activity started and when it  
ended, as well as to estimate the frequency of mortuary depositions in the 
cave.
Analysis of the archaeological assemblage in the Escoural Cave raises se- 
veral important issues for the research on Neolithic population interaction 
and funerary practices. Firstly, the material culture associated with Middle 
Neolithic funerary practices in natural caves seems to suggest at least two 
cultural traditions: i) a phase and/or tradition defined by the presence of 
flaked and polished stone tools such as blades, trapezes, axes and adzes, 
personal adornments on shells, such as Glycymeris bracelets, and few pot-
tery vessels – largely based on recent research in Algar do Bom Santo Cave, 
c. 3800 – 3400 cal BCE (CARVALHO, 2014); ii) a phase and/or tradition char-
acterized by the same votive package outlined above but with an import-
ant ceramic component, such as plain globular vessels in association with 
the dead, as observed in the Escoural Cave, which chronology remains to 
be refined. Whether these traditions are the result of different chronological 
phases or co-existing practices remains an open question. 
Secondly, the Escoural Cave was used as a funerary space while several 
megalithic architectures of funerary and non-funerary nature (e.g. dolmens, 
menhirs, stone circles) emerged in the area (c. 3600/3500 – 3000 cal BCE, 
BOVENTURA, 2009), raising interesting questions about socio-cultural diver-
sity and interaction during the Neolithic. After death, while some individuals 
were placed in the Escoural Cave, others were placed in dolmens, or other 
megalithic structures. Escoural is the only cave in the interior of Alentejo, and 
even though its use for funerary practices may seem odd in a landscape po- 
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pulated by megalithic architectures, this was common practice since the Ear-
ly Neolithic in the cave rich limestone areas of Estremadura. Natural caves, 
such as Escoural, were possibly prioritized by Neolithic populations for the 
placement the dead (BOAVENTURA, 2009). Thus, to understand this parti- 
cular place it is important to establish the origins of Escoural’s population, as 
well as to investigate contemporary funerary practices in relation with choice 
of containers (e.g. cave, megalithic structures). The main question that  
remains to be answered is: who were the people placed in the Escoural Cave 
after death? Were these people from a local population using the cave as a 
funerary space, or from non-local groups deliberately choosing the single nat-
ural cave in the area to reproduce a foreign funerary tradition? Or, were the 
dead at Escoural Cave an admixture of local and non-local groups performing 
and re-interpreting funerary traditions? 

4. FURTHER WORK
The funerary context in the Escoural Cave offers a unique research  
opportunity for in-depth analysis of how early farmers treated the dead; 
to establish more accurate chronotypologies for the Neolithic; for high- 
-resolution physical and biochemical analyses of Neolithic remains (hu-
man bone, artefacts);  to examine sociocultural and biological interaction 
within early farmer groups, as well as with past hunter-gatherer popula-
tions.
The key questions which need to be addressed are: 1) Who was placed 
in the Escoural cave after death? 2) Can we distinguish between farmer 
groups at biological and sociocultural levels? 3) Was the cave used by 
pioneer farmers for funerary practices? If so, how did these first farmers 
adapt to a new landscape and interact with local hunter-gatherers?
Traditional archaeological methods alone have not been able to resolve 
these questions. The aim of the current projected focused on the Escour-
al Cave is to implement an integrated interdisciplinary, high-resolution ap-
proach to understand human interaction at the onset and establishment 
of new lifeways in south-western Iberia (c. 5400 – 3000 BCE) through 
the explicit application of archaeological science to archaeology of death.
The dead at Escoural must be examined in terms of time, population, 
and practice by integrating several scales of analysis: osteoarchaeology, 
genomics, palaeodiet and subsistence, mobility, funerary practices, ma-
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terial culture and chronological framework. With this approach we aim to 
provide new knowledge from the exceptional archaeological assemblage 
already excavated in the Escoural Cave, contributing with new value to the 
museum collections of this National Monument.
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