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It is widely acknowledged that the Irish Early Bronze Age was signifi cantly different in character to 

that of  its neighbour, Britain. For example, Beaker burials of  the type found elsewhere in north-west 

Europe are absent, yet as a major source of  early copper, Ireland was far from marginal or insular. 

This paper will examine settlement and ceremonial sites, as well as mortuary and depositional practices 

in Ireland over the period 2900–1700 BC to consider whether there was a distinct ‘Chalcolithic’. The 

strong evidence for continuity between the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age will be highlighted and 

it will be argued that metal had a very limited role in initiating and creating social change. 

This paper will explore aspects of  continuity 
and change in social practice in Ireland over the 
period 2900–1700 BC. Copper was introduced 
c. 2500 BC and was replaced by bronze c. 2200 
BC. However, the broader chronological 
context within which this occurred will form 
the focus of  discussion here so that the 
existence of  a distinct Irish ‘Copper Age’ may 
be considered. The evidence for settlement, 
burial, depositional practices, ritual activities, 
special purpose artefacts, and international 
links will each be examined. Aspects of  the 
archaeology of  this period are very well-
known (for example the Early Bronze Age 
burial record: eg, Waddell 1990; Mount 1997a; 
Brindley 2007), yet the transition from the 
Neolithic to the Bronze Age has rarely formed 
a detailed focus of  discussion. Although the 
occasional presence of  Grooved Ware has long 

been recognised in Ireland (eg, Ó Ríordáin 
1951; Liversage 1968), only recently has this 
ceramic begun to be widely identifi ed (Cleary 
1983; Roche 1995; Sheridan 1995; Brindley 
1999). Prior to this, there was relatively little 
recognisable evidence for a distinct post-
passage tomb Late Neolithic. O’Kelly (1989), 
for example, argues for a considerable degree 
of  continuity between elements of  the passage 
tomb complex (which we would now date to 
the Middle Neolithic) and Early Bronze Age 
monuments such as wedge tombs, and he 
employs the phrase ‘Late Neolithic/Beaker’ 
to describe the period of  transition. Since the 
recognition of  a Grooved Ware associated 
Late Neolithic (Cooney & Grogan 1999, 
75–94; Cooney 2000; Roche & Eogan 2001), 
most studies have continued to argue for a 
considerable degree of  continuity between the 
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two periods. For example, Cooney and Grogan 
(1999, 75) identify what they characterise as a 
‘Final Neolithic’ from 2800–2300 BC during 
which monuments such as timber circles 
were erected, the earliest Beaker ceramics 
were deposited at wedge tombs, and the 
first copper artefacts were introduced. In 
addition, Cooney (2000, 18) argues that wedge 
tombs (radiocarbon dated to a post-2400 BC 
horizon) can be seen as a fi nal fl oruit of  an 
essentially Neolithic tradition of  megalithic 
tomb construction.

In this paper, we will examine evidence 
for diachronic change in different elements 
of  the archaeological record, drawing on 
both published and unpublished material. 
We will examine in turn sites from which 
Grooved Ware (in an Irish context, dated c. 
3000–2500/2400 BC: Brindley 1999; Sheridan 
2004, 31), Beaker (c. 2500/2400–1900 BC: 
Brindley 2007, 321) and classic Early Bronze 
Age ceramics (Bowls 2160–1920 BC; Vases 
2020/1990–1740 BC; Vase Urns 2000–1700 
BC; Encrusted Urns 2000/1980–1700 BC; 
Collared Urns 1900–1650 BC; Cordoned Urns 
1730–1500 BC: Brindley 2007) have been 
recovered. However, rather than attempting 
to construct a precise radiocarbon chronology 
for the period, this paper will identify broad 
trends in social practice and assess their 
signifi cance. Aspects of  the archaeological 
record that have been examined elsewhere, 
for example the development of  mining and 
metallurgy in south-west Ireland (O’Brien 
2004), will not be addressed; likewise, Irish 
rock art is now largely considered to be a 
Neolithic phenomenon (O’Connor 2006) 
and will not be considered here. In addition, 
subjects with which the authors cannot claim 
to be suffi ciently familiar – such as evidence 
for palaeo-environmental change – will not 
be considered, such as possible indications 
of  climatic deterioration identifi ed by Baillie 
(1995). In parts of  the country such as North 
Mayo, blanket bog was developing during 
this period, and there is some evidence for an 
increase in agricultural activity (O’Connell & 
Molloy 2001), although there was doubtless 
considerable regional variation. However, 
the relationship between these factors and 
contemporary social and technological change 
remains unclear and is unfortunately beyond 
the scope of  the current paper.
 

Settlement
We will begin with the settlement record. 
Here, we will provide an overview of  the 
types of  structures, features and fi nds from 
possible ‘domestic’ sites of  the period. For 
reasons of  space, and because they have not 
been the focus of  recent detailed study, Late 
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age settlement 
patterns and landscape organisation will not be 
considered here. Notwithstanding the diffi culty 
of  distinguishing houses from ceremonial 
structures (Brück 1999), there are few if  
any examples of  domestic sites or buildings 
associated with Grooved Ware. One such is 
Slieve Breagh, Co. Meath, where the remains 
of  two circular wooden structures have been 
interpreted as houses (de Paor & Ó h-Eochaidhe 
1956; Grogan 2004, 111). Elsewhere, Grooved 
Ware has often been recovered from pits, 
either in isolation or clustered, for example at 
Low Park, Co. Mayo (Gillespie 2007). Spreads 
are also relatively common, for example at 
Dundrum, Co. Down (Collins 1952; 1959); and 
similar spreads are known from monumental 
contexts such as Knowth (Eogan & Roche 
1997, 197, 202–11). At all of  these sites, the 
range of  artefact associations is similar, and 
includes animal bone and lithics, often of  high 
quality Antrim fl int, particularly end-scrapers 
made from long blades, discoidal knives, and 
oblique arrowheads (Roche & Eogan 2001, 
127; Sheridan 2004, 27). Clearly, the question 
of  whether any of  these types of  site can be 
identifi ed as ‘domestic’ is a problematic issue 
and we will return to this later.

After 2500 BC, the number of  possible 
domestic sites increases, although these are 
still very few. For example, at Graigueshoneen, 
Co. Waterford (Fig. 13.1), a sub-oval structure 
composed of  stake-holes produced Beaker 
ceramics, a hearth, and a radiocarbon date 
of  2860–2490 cal BC (Johnston et al. 2008, 
fi g. 1). In general, Beaker-associated buildings 
are not substantial, and a distinct architectural 
form cannot be recognised. Clusters of  Beaker 
pits have been identifi ed at many sites (Carlin 
2011). These have produced pottery along with 
burnt and unburnt animal bone, the charred 
remains of  cereals (especially barley) and 
wild plant resources such as sloes, apples, and 
hazelnuts. Flint artefacts include thumb-nail 
scrapers, barbed-and-tanged, and hollow-based 
arrowheads. There is good evidence for fl int tool 
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production usually from local sources. Polished 
stone axes, both complete and fragmentary, 
are also found. For example, at Cloghers, 
Co. Kerry, one of  the pits produced Beaker 
pottery along with a kit for the production of  
stone axes comprising a complete polished 
sandstone axe, a hammer stone, and a grinding 
stone (Kiely & Dunne 2005). 

Both Beaker and Grooved Ware pits 
range from examples containing ‘formalised’ 

or structured deposits of  large numbers of  
artefacts, some of  them ‘special’ – for example 
the polypod bowl from Newtownbalregan 2, 
Co. Louth (Bayley 2008) – to those containing 
only a few sherds of  ceramics. It is therefore 
difficult to distinguish a purely ‘domestic’ 
component to either Grooved Ware or Beaker 
pit deposition. Although there have been 
attempts to distinguish Beaker domestic from 
Beaker fi neware ceramics in an Irish context 

Figure 13.1: The Beaker 
associated oval structure 
at Graigueshoneen, Co. 
Waterford, excavated by 
John Tierney of  Eachtra 
Archaeological Projects 
(after Johnston et al. 
2008)
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(eg, Cleary 1983), in fact pit groups and 
ceremonial sites produce both of  these classes, 
often from the same features. The same can be 
said for fi ne and coarse Grooved Ware (Roche 
1995; Carlin et al. forthcoming). Nonetheless, it 
seems likely that some pit groups are the only 
surviving component of  longer term forms 
of  occupation. 

Both Grooved Ware and Beaker occupation 
spreads have been identified, but Beaker 
spreads are far more common. Examples 
of  the latter include an extensive occupation 
spread, some 26 m long by 9 m wide, at 
Kilgobbin, County Dublin (Ines Hagen pers. 
comm.), which produced pottery and lithics. 
It seems likely that some of  these represent 
the eroded remains of  middens, suggesting 
a signifi cant change to depositional practices 
after 2500 BC and perhaps providing evidence 
for longer-term attachment to place.

After 2100 BC, both pit groups and 
occupation spreads associated with Food 
Vessels – predominantly Vases – are known. 
For example, at False Bay, Co. Galway, a 
midden that produced chert scrapers and 
ceramics of  Vase form was discovered in sand 
dunes (McCormick 1995). However, the range 
and quantity of  other artefact types from these 
sites is more restricted than for Beaker and 
Grooved Ware associated sites; for example, 
although scrapers, projectile points, and fl int 
debitage are found, other types of  artefact 
are seldom recovered. Domestic structures 
are also extremely rare. Some of  the few 
known examples were identifi ed at Omey 
Island, Co. Galway, where two circular and 
one rectangular structure were associated with 
Bowl ceramics (O’Keeffe 1993). Vase urns are 
also occasionally found in possible domestic 
contexts, notably pit groups. However, it 
is only after 1700 BC in association with 
Cordoned Urns that recognisable evidence for 
houses becomes more widespread. 

Burial
The burial evidence shows some interesting 
patterns. A very small number of  Grooved 
Ware associated burials are known. At Lyrath, 
Co. Kilkenny, a pit cluster produced two 
complete Grooved Ware pots filled with 
cremated human bone (E. Devine, pers. 
comm.). Signifi cantly, this is one of  the few 
examples of  plausible burials known from the 

many Grooved Ware associated sites discovered 
in recent developer-funded excavations.

There is more evidence for Beaker associated 
burial activities, mostly cremations. For example, 
at Monadreela, Co. Tipperary, cremated human 
bone was recovered from a pit containing 110 
sherds from at least 10 Beakers (including fi ne 
and coarsewares), a large quantity of  hazelnuts 
and acorns, and a small polished stone axe (R. 
O’Brien and J. Hughes, pers. comm.). What 
is interesting about this, and similar fi nds, is 
that they are often found in association with 
evidence for possible domestic activities. There 
are also a small number of  possible Beaker 
inhumations. These include a prone inhumation 
within a partially stone lined grave at Mell, Co. 
Louth (McQuade 2005). The body was that of  
adult female and was east–west oriented; her 
head lay to the west and she was accompanied 
by animal bone and two convex scrapers. This 
burial, which bears strong resemblances to 
Beaker burials in northern Britain, has been 
radiocarbon dated to 2490–2200 cal BC. 
Although it was not accompanied by Beaker 
ceramics, a Beaker associated occupation 
spread, metalled surface, and possible structure 
were found on the same site. 

Possible Beaker burials have also been 
identified in monumental contexts. The 
majority of  sub-megalithic cists may date to 
the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age transition 
(Cooney & Grogan 1999, 86) and more 
specifi cally, perhaps, to the centuries 2500–2300 
BC. For example at Furness, County Kildare, a 
sub-megalithic cist located next to a standing 
stone contained a cremation deposit, a fragment 
of  a bracer, and one sherd of  possible domestic 
Beaker (Macalister et al. 1913). Beaker-related 
human remains have also been found in many 
kerbed cairns. At Gortcobies, Co. Derry, for 
example, fragments of  cremated human bone 
were recovered from the rectangular stone 
chamber at the centre of  an oval cairn (May 
1947; Fig. 13.2). These were accompanied by 
a fl int blade and fl ake, Beaker ceramics, and a 
pymgy bowl. 

We suggest that there is continuity between 
these funerary practices and the wedge tomb 
tradition. The latter comprises chambers of  
wedge-shape or trapezoidal plan predominantly 
found in the west of  Ireland (Walsh 1995; 
O’Brien 1999). Their construction and main 
period of  use has been fi rmly dated to the period 
2400–2050 BC, although deposition continued 
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after this date (Brindley & Lanting 1991). The 
chambers of  most wedge tombs contained 
more than one individual, predominantly 
cremations (Cooney & Grogan 1999, 86). 
Obvious grave goods are rare: examples 
include the fl int scrapers associated with two 
of  the cremations from Island, Co. Cork 
(O’Kelly 1958). Beakers and Bowls associated 
with human bone are found in primary contexts 
within the chambers themselves (Brindley 
2007, 51), for instance at Aughrim, Co. Cavan 
(Channing 1993). Vases and urns, however, 
form part of  the evidence for secondary 
re-use of  the tombs and are often found in 
cists and pits cut into the primary deposits or 
located outside of  the monuments themselves. 
Although cremations are the predominant 
mortuary rite in wedge tombs, this does not 
appear to be the case for burials associated with 
Beaker ceramics. These include 12 inhumations 
and only four cremations. Hence, although 
there are signifi cant elements of  continuity 
in use and depositional practice at these sites 
over the course of  the Early Bronze Age, there 
may also have been important changes perhaps 
refl ecting wider transformations in funerary 
traditions. 

The relationship between wedge tombs 
and preceding traditions of  megalithic tomb 
construction in the Neolithic merits further 
comment. Although, as we will discuss 
later, ceremonial activities dating to the Late 
Neolithic can be identifi ed at many passage 
tombs, these and other classes of  megalithic 
tomb were predominantly constructed during 
the 4th millennium BC. We would therefore 
argue that the practice of  building wedge tombs 
should be seen not as evidence for continuity 
but as the reinvention of  a megalithic tradition. 

This interest in earlier megalithic monument 
traditions is indicated by the reuse of  a variety 
of  Early and Middle Neolithic tombs for 
funerary purposes between 2900 and 1700 BC, 
and especially after 2200 BC. 

Grooved Ware burials have occasionally 
been found in passage graves. For example, 
at Knowth, a cremation from the right-
hand recess of  passage tomb 6 was partly 
surrounded by the fragments of  an incomplete 
Grooved Ware vessel (Eogan 1984, 312, fi g 
116; Roche & Eogan 2001, 127). Beaker burials 
have not been found in passage graves although 
a complete Beaker pot was placed next to an 
earlier cremation burial in Tomb 15 at Knowth 
(Figure 13.3). A longbone fragment from this 
burial has recently yielded a date of  2912–2877 
cal BC (UBA-12683, 4265±24 BP) (Schulting 
et al. forthcoming). 

Figure 13.3: The 
cremation burial and 
associated Beaker from 
Tomb 15 at Knowth, 
Co. Meath (after Eogan 
1984, fi g. 117)

Figure 13.2: The Beaker 
associated cairn and 
chamber at Gortcobies, 
Co. Derry (after May 
1947, fi g. 5)
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No Grooved Ware has been found either 
at court or portal tombs, but Beaker sherds 
have been found in secondary contexts in at 
least 11 court tombs (Carlin 2011). In most 
cases, these have been found in disturbed 
deposits that include artefacts ranging from 
the Early Neolithic to the Late Bronze 
Age, so it is usually impossible to identify 
reliable associations between the human bone 
recovered and particular fi nds. At Ballyglass, 
Co. Mayo, Beaker pottery was found in the 
front chamber of  the eastern gallery within 
a layer that included human bone, Middle 
Neolithic pottery, and Late Bronze Age 
pottery (Ó Nualláin et al. forthcoming). 
Elsewhere, Beaker burials were inserted 
into the cairns that overlay court tombs. 
For example, a stone-lined pit dug into the 
cairn at Ballybriest, Co. Derry, contained the 
cremated remains of  an adult male and sherds 
from a Beaker pot (Evans 1939). Finds of  
this date from portal tombs are less common 
and their identifi cation as funerary deposits 
is problematic. For example, the portal tomb 
at Poulnabrone produced two Beaker sherds 
(E. Grogan, pers. comm.) and a hollow-based 
arrowhead, although the association between 
these fi nds and the human remains from the 
site remains unclear (Lynch & Ó Donnabháin 
1994). 

Later forms of  Early Bronze Age pottery, 
notably Bowls and Vases, but also Collared 
and Cordoned Urns, occur with secondary 
burials in a number of  Early and Middle 
Neolithic tombs. In contrast to the Beaker 

examples, these are more common and their 
depositional context and associations are often 
clearer: the presence of  complete inhumations 
accompanied by Bowls or cremations in Urns 
means that these deposits can be readily 
identified as formal burials. For example, 
inhumation and cremation burials accompanied 
by Bowls, Vases, Encrusted, and Collared Urns 
were deposited inside the chamber and inserted 
into the mound itself  at the Mound of  the 
Hostages, Tara, Co. Meath (O’Sullivan 2005). 

The increase in formal burials accompanied by 
Food Vessels and Urns in Neolithic monuments 
suggests that although there was continued 
interest in pre-existing monuments throughout 
the period, the nature of  depositional practices 
at these sites changed after c. 2200 BC. This 
refl ects the situation outside of  megalithic 
contexts. With the emergence of  Bowls and 
Vases, we see a dramatic increase in the number 
of  single burials with grave goods (Waddell 
1990). These form part of  the coherent and 
distinctive mortuary traditions that developed 
after 2200 BC, often comprising small groups 
of  10–15 burials in cists or pits, either in fl at 
cemeteries (Mount 1997a) or placed under 
round barrows and cairns (Eogan, J. 2004). 
Both inhumations and cremations are present, 
with a marked shift towards the latter over 
time (Cooney & Grogan 1999, 105). With the 
exception of  pottery, grave goods are relatively 
rare. 

The earliest of  these traditions of  single 
burial deserves special comment. Between 
2200 and 1900 BC, inhumation burials appear 
accompanied by Bowls and other grave goods 
(Brindley 2007, 249). Marked similarities 
between Irish Bowl burials and Scottish Beaker 
burials can be observed (Waddell 1974, 35). 
These traditions share the common practice 
of  east–west oriented inhumation, often placed 
within a cist, with the pot deposited by the head 
(Case 2004, 195–7; Fig. 13.4). Similarities can 
also be noted in accompanying grave goods 
which include boars’ tusks, bronze knives, 
awls and bangles, and beads and buttons of  
jet-like materials. We therefore argue that Bowl 
burials formed the Irish equivalent of  the 
Beaker mortuary tradition. This development 
can be seen as part of  Needham’s (2005, 205) 
fi ssion horizon, c. 2250–1950 BC, which saw 
marked diversifi cation and regionalisation in 
funerary practices in Britain. Interestingly, 
Bowls are rarely found in domestic contexts or 

Figure 13.4: Grave 6 
at Keenoge, Co. Meath: 
a cist containing an 
east–west orientated 
crouched inhumation 
(adult female), a Bowl of  
the Food Vessel tradition 
placed beside the head 
(after Mount 1997b, 
fi g. 11)
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in association with other contemporary pottery 
types (Brindley 2007, 52). Vases, on the other 
hand, occur more regularly on domestic sites 
where they are sometimes found together with 
Beaker ceramics. This suggests that Bowls 
– unlike Irish Beakers – were considered 
special purpose funerary vessels whose use 
was restricted outside of  the mortuary context. 
We might, therefore, suggest that Bowls were 

a completely new ceramic form designed 
specifi cally to function as the Irish version 
of  British funerary Beakers while Vases and 
Beakers performed both domestic and funerary 
roles in an Irish context. 

Ceremonial monuments
Open-air, communal ceremonial monuments 

N

Figure 13.5: The 
Grooved Ware associated 
timber circle at Kilbride, 
Co. Mayo, excavated 
by Eamon Cotter 
for Archaeological 
Consultancy Services Ltd 
(after Cotter 2006) 
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may have remained in use over the Late 
Neolithic–Early Bronze Age transition. 
However, the dating of  embanked enclosures 
– the possible Irish version of  British henge 
monuments – remains controversial and very 
few have been excavated. At Balregan, Co. 
Louth (Ó Donnchadha & Grogan 2007), a 
circular enclosure c. 60 m in diameter was 
defi ned by two ditches and an intervening 
stone bank. Grooved Ware pottery was 
discovered in the upper fi lls of  the outer ditch. 
The embanked enclosure at Monknewtown, 
Co. Meath (Sweetman 1976), is generally dated 
to the Late Neolithic (Stout 1991; Condit 
& Simpson 1998; Cooney & Grogan 1999, 
87–91), yet the dating evidence is extremely 
problematic. Finds of  Middle Neolithic, 
Beaker, and Middle Bronze Age date were 
recovered from features in the interior (Roche 
& Eogan 2001, 135) but their relationship with 
the monument is unclear. The complexity 
of  the issue is underlined by Roche’s (2004) 
recent and convincing redating of  the Grange 
embanked enclosure at Lough Gur, Co. 
Limerick, to the Late Bronze Age. 

An increasing number of  Grooved Ware 
and Beaker related pit- and post-circles have 
been identifi ed in recent years. The excavation 
of  a timber circle at Kilbride, County Mayo, 
radiocarbon dated to 2900–2670 cal BC, 
revealed a pit in front of  the entrance that 
contained Grooved Ware, cremated bone, 
and fl int debitage (Cotter 2006; Fig. 13.5). The 
three timber circles at Paulstown, Co. Kilkenny, 
produced only Beaker ceramics (Elliott 2009). 
In many cases, the Grooved Ware and Beaker 
pottery was deposited in pits cut into the top 
of  the original post-holes as part of  ritualised 
acts of  abandonment or commemoration. 

Perhaps the clearest evidence of  continuity 
in ceremonial practice across the centuries 
on either side of  2500 BC comes from 
Newgrange. The large pit-circle immediately 
south-east of  the main passage tomb was 70 
m in external diameter and consisted of  a 
series of  concentric rows of  pits and post-
holes enclosing a small passage tomb, Site Z 
(O’Kelly et al. 1983, 16–21; Sweetman 1985). 
The investigations produced 13 radiocarbon 
dates covering the period 2865–2145 cal BC 
(Grogan 1991). Grooved Ware was found in 
at least three of  the pits (O’Kelly et al. 1983, 
18, 21), as well as within the interior of  the 
circle in stake-holes and spreads of  habitation 

debris (Roche & Eogan 2001, 129). Two further 
almost concentric arcs of  large pits were 
discovered 30 m west of  the main mound and 
may form a second circle with a diameter of  c. 
20 m (Sweetman 1987, 283–98). Finds retrieved 
from the pits included Beaker pottery, fl int 
scrapers, petit tranchet derivative arrowheads, and 
a portion of  a decorated stone bowl, as well as 
burnt cattle and pig bone. Radiocarbon dates 
from the pits of  2650–2320 cal BC combine 
with the ceramic evidence to suggest that this 
may post-date the use of  Grooved Ware at 
the site. Other Beaker activity at Newgrange 
includes evidence for metalworking, a number 
of  hearths, spreads of  occupation debris, and 
up to 18 possible structures (O’Kelly et al. 
1983; Cooney & Grogan 1999, 80). This is 
usually interpreted as domestic or industrial in 
character (eg, Stout & Stout 2008, 91), but it 
is in fact extremely diffi cult to identify distinct 
domestic and ritual spheres during this period 
(Brück 1999), and we argue that the majority 
of  Beaker associated activity at Newgrange 
was produced in the context of  ongoing 
ceremonial activities at the site. Indeed, as a 
magical and dangerous transformative activity, 
an ancestral site of  ongoing ritual signifi cance 
provided an entirely appropriate location for 
early metalworking. 

The key point here is that there is signifi cant 
evidence for continuity over the period of  
use of  Grooved Ware and Beaker ceramics at 
Newgrange: the Middle Neolithic monument 
continued to be a focus of  interest throughout 
this period and the forms of  ceremonial 
practice that took place, such as the digging 
of  pit-circles, did not change dramatically. 
However, here, as elsewhere, post- and pit-
circles appear to fall out of  use after 2200 BC. 
We can perhaps see this as indicating the demise 
of  interest in large-scale, open-air external 
enclosures (at least until the Later Bronze Age), 
as concepts of  community became increasingly 
focused on the local. 

The deposition of  special purpose 
objects
We have already discussed a variety of  different 
forms of  deposition. However, we would like to 
turn now to the deposition of  special purpose 
items, many of  which appeared for the fi rst 
time during the Early Bronze Age. 

The production and deposition of  metalwork 
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is of  course one of  the key characteristics that 
archaeologists have traditionally employed to 
differentiate the Neolithic from the Bronze 
Age. Copper axes (78%) dominate the period 
2500–2100 BC, followed by halberds (15%) and 
daggers (5%) (Becker 2006, 80). These were 
mostly deposited as single fi nds, and usually 
in wet places (81%), especially bogs (ibid., 83). 
There is a much smaller number of  hoards of  
copper objects; more of  these – some 59% 
– were deposited in dryland contexts than the 
single fi nds. Gold ornaments – mostly lunulae 
and discs – were also deposited. Roughly half  
of  these were recovered from dryland contexts 
(ibid.). 

Some changes in depositional practice 
occurred around 2100 BC. The deposition 
of  gold decreased, while larger numbers of  
bronze objects were deposited (Becker 2006, 
93). Again, axes dominate the bronze fi nds 
(88%), while halberds disappear from the 
archaeological record. The number of  hoards 
decreases, with 92% of  bronzes deposited 
as single finds (ibid., 94). More metal was 
deposited in graves (4%), but the overall 
amount is still extremely small. There is an 
increase in deposition in rivers in this period 
(ibid., 95). Throughout the period 2500–1500 
BC extremely few metal objects are known 
from possible settlement contexts. Likewise, 

Figure 13.6: The wedge 
tomb at Toormore, Co. 
Cork; the hoard (location 
indicated by arrow) was 
deposited immediately 
beside of  one of  the 
upright stones that formed 
part of  the entrance (after 
O’Brien 1999, fi gs 75 
& 83)
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metalwork is rarely found in monumental 
contexts. The deliberate deposition of  a 
bronze fl at axe and two copper cakes at the 
entrance to the wedge tomb at Toormore, 
Co. Cork, is one of  the few known examples 
(O’Brien 1999, 169–71; Fig. 13.6).

Given the clear signifi cance of  metal axes 
in the Early Bronze Age, it may be useful to 
consider the deposition of  polished stone axes. 
Stone axes were made and used throughout 
the Neolithic and into the Early Bronze Age. 
There is evidence for the production of  stone 
axes associated with Beaker ceramics, but the 
occasional occurrence of  stone axes in later 
contexts probably indicates the retention 
of  heirlooms rather than the production of  
new artefacts. Unfortunately, it is diffi cult 
to distinguish those of  different date on 
typological grounds alone so that changes over 
time may be masked. 45% of  all polished stone 
axes from known contexts come from rivers, 
with a further 12% from bogs, and a small 
number from other wet contexts, for example 
lakes (Cooney & Mandal 1998, 34). 

Alongside these, however, polished stone 
axes have been discovered in a wide variety of  
others locations (ibid., 34–8) and it seems that 
there is greater diversity in their depositional 
context than was the case for their metal 
cousins. Stone axes have been recovered from 
pit groups and possible domestic contexts of  
both Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age 
date. Neolithic ceremonial monuments such as 
timber circles have also produced stone axes. 
At Knowth, a porcellanite polished stone axe 
and two small axe fragments were recovered 
from the post-pits of  the timber circle (Eogan 
& Roche 1997, 105). Axes have also been 
found in court tombs, passage tombs, and 
portal tombs (Cooney & Mandal 1998). In 
addition, they have been documented in Early 
Bronze Age funerary contexts including wedge 
tombs, Food Vessel, and Urn burials. For 
example, an axe fragment was discovered in the 
chamber of  the wedge tomb at Lough Gur, Co. 
Limerick (Ó Ríordáin & O h-Iceadha 1955), 
while a cremation burial in a Cordoned Urn at 
Monasterboice, Co. Louth, was accompanied 
by a polished stone axe (Kavanagh 1976, 
368–9).

Battle axes, maceheads, and bracers were 
generally deposited as single finds in the 
Early Bronze Age (Simpson 1996; Becker 
2006, 100). Unlike the small number of  

contexted Late Neolithic maceheads, which 
predominantly come from lakes and bogs, those 
of  Early Bronze Age date tend to come from 
rivers (Simpson 1996, 70). Battle-axes too were 
mainly deposited in rivers (Becker 2006, 100). 
Small numbers of  battle-axes and maceheads 
are also known from funerary contexts: for 
example a battle-axe accompanied a cremation 
burial in a Cordoned Urn from the Mound 
of  the Hostages, Tara, Co. Meath (O’Sullivan 
2005, 191–5; E. Grogan, pers. comm.). Almost 
all Irish bracers are unprovenanced single fi nds 
without any associations (Harbison 1976, 7). 
However, a few examples are known from 
mortuary and ceremonial contexts. A bracer 
was found in the court tomb at Ballywholan, 
Co. Tyrone, although its context is unknown 
(Kelly 1985, 162). A further bracer was found 
with jet beads and two possible gold discs in 
a wooden box at Corran Bog, Co. Armagh 
(Case 1977, 21), and an occupation deposit at 
Rathmullan site 10, County Meath, produced 
250 beaker sherds and a bracer (Bolger 2001); 
however, this is the only example known from 
a possible domestic context. 

Turning now to v-perforated buttons, 
these occur in mortuary contexts, particularly 
megalithic tombs, and in ‘natural’ places such 
as bogs (Harbison 1976; Carlin 2011). Two 
anthracite buttons from the chamber of  the 
passage tomb at the Mound of  the Hostages 
appear to have accompanied Early Bronze Age 
inhumation burials (O’Sullivan 2005, 104–9). 
Two button hoards from wet contexts are also 
known: for instance, at Skeagh, Co. Cavan, ten 
bone buttons were deposited ‘on a fl agstone 
pavement’ in a bog (Harbison 1976, 15). Only 
one v-perforated button has been found in a 
single burial in a non-megalithic context. This 
example, from Kinkit, Co. Tyrone, was made 
of  bone and accompanied a cremation with a 
bone pin (Glover 1975). After 2100 BC, the 
number and variety of  ornaments increases, 
with beads of  bone, stone, faience, and amber 
known, predominantly from burials; however, 
the number remains very small – of  the order 
of  a few tens of  ornaments from the whole of  
Ireland (Waddell 1990, 21–2, 26–7). 

Overall, then, axes continue to play a 
particularly significant role over both the 
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age, although 
the material from which they were made 
changed. Importantly, however, metal axes 
were deposited in a much more restricted 
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range of  contexts than stone examples. The 
deposition of  other types of  metal artefact, 
including gold ornaments, also appears to have 
followed particular rules. This is the case for 
Early Bronze Age maceheads and battle- axes 
too. Other special-purpose artefacts, such as v-
perforated buttons and bracers, appear to have 
been deposited in a slightly wider variety of  
contexts. However, other than the maceheads, 
there are few special purpose objects or 
personal ornaments of  Late Neolithic date 
with which these can be compared. After 
2100 BC, deposition in ‘natural’ places such as 
bogs continues, but there is greater emphasis 
on the deposition of  grave goods in burials 
in tandem with the increased evidence for 
funerary activity. As the Early Bronze Age 
progresses, then, the contexts in which 
particular categories of  artefact are found 
become more circumscribed (see also Becker 
2006, 103–4). However, a detailed study of  the 
deposition of  different categories of  artefact 
in the Irish Late Neolithic is required before 
diachronic trends can be identifi ed with any 
certainty.

International links
The strong links between Ireland and Scotland 
during the early part of  the Late Neolithic have 
been widely discussed, with the appearance 
of  Grooved Ware and related artefact types 
(Roche 1995; Brindley 1999; Sheridan 2004, 32). 
North-eastern Ireland, south-west Scotland, 
and north-west England were also linked 
through the exchange of  porcellanite and tuff  
axes during the Neolithic (Cooney 2000, 204). 
By the end of  the Late Neolithic, however, 
attention had shifted towards Wessex, with 
links expressed in monuments such as timber 
circles (Sheridan 2004, 33). 

Between 2500 and 2200 BC, however, the 
range of  links both increases and diversifi es. 
Beaker ceramics show infl uences from Wessex 
as well as from other areas of  the Atlantic 
façade including France and Iberia (Case 
1995, 20; 2001, 375). Contacts along the 
Atlantic façade appear to form part of  a 
pre-existing tradition, as shared traditions of  
megalithic architecture and art (mostly of  
Middle Neolithic date) suggest (Shee Twohig 
1993). Beaker polypod bowls are known 
from sites such as Mell, Co. Louth; these have 
parallels in central Europe (Harrison 1980, 26, 

30, 39, 45) and southern France (Besse 2003; 
2004). Irish bracers include both two-holed 
varieties, characteristic of  the Atlantic tradition, 
and a small number of  four-holed examples, 
indicative of  northern European infl uences 
(Harbison 1976; Woodward et al. 2006, 534; 
Fokkens et al. 2008, 112). Both thick-butted 
and thin-butted copper axes are widely known, 
the former characteristic of  the Atlantic 
tradition, the latter characteristic of  northern 
European metalworking (Burgess 1979, 213). 
Gold items, such as the well-known sun-discs, 
have predominantly Atlantic affi nities (Case 
2001, 375). Traditions of  collective burial in 
megalithic monuments, as identifi ed in wedge 
tombs, are well known from other Beaker-using 
regions along the Atlantic façade, including 
Iberia and northern France; in these areas, older 
Neolithic tombs were also reused during this 
period (Vander Linden 2006, 319; Salanova 
2007). Throughout the Atlantic region, as 
in Ireland, metal tended to be deposited in 
hoards and as single fi nds rather than in burials 
(Burgess 1979, 213). On the other hand, the 
presence of  halberds in both Ireland and 
central Europe indicates ongoing links between 
these regions in terms of  metal technology and 
use (Schuhmacher 2002, 282–4; O’Flaherty 
2003). Networks of  exchange with Britain are 
evident in the prevalence of  A-Metal, probably 
from Ross Island, Co. Kerry, in the earliest 
British metalwork. Indeed, Ross Island metal 
is known from some southern British Beaker 
burials (Northover et al. 2001, 28; Needham 
2004, 235). 

After 2200 BC, the range of  links decreases 
and the emphasis is again primarily on Britain. 
For example, the emergence of  Food Vessels 
and Cordoned Urns, and the appearance of  
battle-axes, faience, and jet ornaments indicates 
that relationships with northern Britain were 
again strong. However, the discovery of  bronze 
axes of  Ballyvalley type, dating to c. 1900 BC and 
confi rmed as Irish exports by metal analysis, in 
the Netherlands, Germany, France, Denmark, 
and Sweden indicates ongoing exchange with 
these regions (Mount 2000, 70). Overall, 
however, the evidence suggests an increase 
in interaction with Europe c. 2500–2300 BC 
and a willingness to display certain forms of  
European identity through the use of  material 
culture. This contrasts with the situation in the 
Late Neolithic when exchange and interaction 
seems to focus almost exclusively on Britain. 
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After 2200 BC, the intensity of  international 
links again decreased.

Summary: continuity or change?
What we see, then, is evidence for gradual and 
incremental change in social practice from 
2900 to 1700 BC. There is a slight increase in 
the archaeological visibility of  settlement sites, 
but the form and character of  these do not 
change dramatically. Importantly, the ubiquity 
of  both Grooved Ware and Beaker ceramics 
outside of  ceremonial and mortuary contexts 
suggests that these were not restricted to an 
elite group, even from the earliest appearance 
of  these pottery types. There is an increase in 
the evidence for burial with the appearance of  
Beaker ceramics. However, this does not take 
the same form as it does in Britain and central 
Europe. Instead, we see marked diversity 
in mortuary practice, with both cremations 
and inhumations, the construction of  wedge 
tombs, the reuse of  earlier Neolithic chambered 
tombs, and the deposition of  burials in 
possible domestic contexts. In particular, the 
construction of  wedge tombs differentiates 
the Late Neolithic from the earliest Bronze 
Age; megalithic monuments were not built 
in the Late Neolithic and we have suggested 
that wedge tombs represent the reinvention 
of  a tradition. This refl ects the heightened 
interest in Neolithic tombs amongst Beaker-
using communities, as evidenced by increasing 
depositional activities at court, portal and 
passage tombs. 

After 2200 BC, the number of  burials again 
increases. Coherent traditions of  mortuary 
practice now appear, notably Bowl burial, 
which we have suggested formed the Irish 
equivalent of  British Beaker burials. The 
numbers of  grave goods are still very small 
in comparison with Britain, however, and it is 
diffi cult to argue for either an institutionalised 
elite or a prestige goods economy during this 
period. There are also important elements 
of  continuity with the preceding Neolithic: 
Irish Neolithic burials are predominantly 
cremations, and despite the brief  fl orescence 
of  inhumation between 2200 and 1900 BC, 
this long-standing cultural tradition re-emerges 
to dominate the funerary record of  the later 
part of  the Early Bronze Age and beyond. 

Ceremonial monuments provide signifi cant 
evidence for continuity between 2900 and 

2200 BC. Both Grooved Ware and Beaker 
ceramics were employed in similar forms of  
depositional practice, and pit- and post-circles 
appear to have been constructed and used 
throughout this period. This is interesting, 
given that the production of  Grooved Ware 
in Ireland ceased very suddenly and it was 
rapidly replaced by Beakers; certainly, there is 
nothing to suggest the level of  overlap that 
is argued for southern Britain (eg, Needham 
2005). Although the deposition of  single fi nds 
of  bronze in wet places increases after 2200 
BC, pit- and post-circles fall out of  use. The 
number of  hoards, which can be interpreted 
as evidence for communal ritual activity, also 
decreased (Becker 2006, 106).

Axes retained their special role across the 
Late Neolithic–Early Bronze Age transition, 
with a focus on deposition in wet places. 
However, the range of  locations in which Early 
Bronze Age metal axes were deposited was 
more limited, suggesting that their treatment 
was more rule-bound than that of  their stone 
counterparts. This may suggest restricted access 
to this class of  objects, or that the symbolism 
and social significance of  axes may have 
changed. After 2500 BC, the variety of  special 
purpose items in circulation increases; there is 
a further increase after 2200 BC at which point 
some were deposited in graves, although many 
– for example most bracers and battle-axes 
– were not. 

Finally, as we have already noted, the 
scale and diversity of  international links was 
noticeably greater at 2500–2200 BC. Both prior 
to and after this, relations with Britain dominate 
the archaeological record. In the light of  such 
extensive but shifting international contacts, 
it is therefore all the more signifi cant that the 
Irish evidence remains so different to that from 
other regions, particularly Britain. Throughout 
the period 2900–1700 BC, although British and 
continental European forms of  material culture 
were adopted, these were employed in regional- 
and contextually-specifi c ways. 

We therefore agree with Roche and Eogan 
(2001, 139) who argue that the most dramatic 
social changes of  the 3rd millennium BC can 
be linked to the adoption of  Grooved Ware 
and the decline of  the passage tomb complex. 
These transformations appear to represent a 
breakdown in the centralised authority systems 
associated with the passage tombs and the 
emergence of  local communities who began 
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to develop their own unique identities by 
interacting with other local groups across the 
Irish Sea, adopting and adapting new ideas 
which they employed in idiosyncratic ways. If  
so, then it may be suggested that this provides 
the context for all subsequent developments 
over the course of  the next millennium. The 
engagement of  local communities with the 
international Beaker complex was simply the 
next step in this trajectory. The increasing 
interest in Neolithic monuments indicates 
a concern to define and underpin local 
identity in the context of  wider inter-regional 
links. Developments after 2200 BC continue 
emerging trends towards regionalisation and 
diversifi cation in social practice. For example, 
the decline in the use of  timber circles and the 
greater emphasis on burial in small cemeteries 
is part of  this increasing focus on the local 
community. Anthropological studies, for 
example of  kingship, suggest that the human 
body often symbolises the body politic (eg, 
Douglas 1966). The dominance of  single 
burial after 2200 BC many therefore indicate 
an increasing concern to maintain the symbolic 
boundaries of  the corporate group, however 
that was defi ned.

Conclusion: Ireland and the 
Chalcolithic
This combination of  elements of  continuity 
and change makes the use in the Irish 
literature of  terminology such as ‘Final 
Neolithic’ or ‘Late Neolithic/Early Bronze 
Age’ entirely understandable. But what of  
the term ‘Chalcolithic’? Is this an appropriate 
label to describe the period 2500–2200 BC in 
Ireland? We argue that this term should not 
be employed in an Irish context as there is 
little evidence that the introduction of  copper 
resulted in rapid or dramatic social change at 
this time. In Britain and on the continent, the 
introduction of  metals is often thought to 
indicate the emergence of  a hierarchical society 
in which individual status was attained by the 
competitive exchange and display of  exotic 
goods (eg, Renfew 1974; Thorpe & Richards 
1984; Clarke et al. 1985; Needham 2004; Heyd 
2007; Sheridan 2008). However, there is little 
evidence for this in an Irish context. As we 
have seen above, copper artefacts were rarely 
deposited in mortuary contexts and, where 
they do occur, they should not be interpreted 

solely in terms of  the display of  wealth or 
prestige (Brück 2004; Fokkens et al. 2008). 

It is certainly true that large quantities 
of  metal objects were deposited as single 
finds, particularly in wet places. However, 
the majority of  these were axes and, as we 
shall discuss below, their use and deposition 
can only be understood in relation to pre-
existing depositional practices. In a similar 
way, there is little to suggest that items such 
as gold lunulae should be interpreted simply 
as badges of  status; it seems more likely 
that these were objects of  ritual signifi cance 
repeatedly hidden and retrieved because of  
their particular potency (Cahill 2005; Becker 
2008; cf. Dickins 1996) and whose sacred 
power may have drawn on by more than one 
person during their lifespan. In addition, recent 
studies suggest that, in most other metal-using 
societies, political power was not based on 
control over metal production or exchange 
until many centuries (or even millennia) after 
the fi rst appearance of  metal objects (Thornton 
& Roberts 2009, 182) and we would argue that 
this was the case in Ireland too. 

Indeed,  the genera l  emphasis  on 
important individuals in the development of  
metallurgy is quite fl awed. Roberts (2008a, 
36) has demonstrated that metalworking was a 
community-based enterprise. It was necessary 
for communities to desire and support metal 
production by investing themselves in the 
laborious processes associated with the 
production of  copper and by providing the 
various resources required. Roberts (2008b, 
365–6) has also accentuated the strong infl uence 
of  each community’s worldview in determining 
the distinctive ways in which metallurgy was 
adopted and adapted to fi t within pre-existing 
social practices. As such, although metallurgy 
may have been introduced by skilled – and 
possibly ‘foreign’ – individuals, it required both 
the practical and ideological support of  the 
community to be accepted.

Of  course, the introduction of  metalworking 
could only have occurred through the 
movement of  people with the requisite level of  
expertise (Roberts 2008a, 35), yet metallurgical 
knowledge spread very slowly across north-
west Europe. In most areas, metal objects were 
very rare for the fi rst few centuries after they 
appeared and neither metallurgical production 
nor consumption represented major changes 
in social practices (Roberts 2009). Although 
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a large number of  copper fi nds are known in 
Ireland, metal does not seem to have changed 
many (if  any) aspects of  everyday life (O’Brien 
2004, 515) or offered many advantages over 
existing materials (Roberts 2008b, 365). 

It is important to point out that the 
development of  copper use in Ireland was 
strongly influenced by older traditions, 
particularly those associated with polished 
stone axes. For example, the dominance of  fl at 
axes within the restricted copper repertoire can 
be attributed to the importance of  stone axes 
in the Mesolithic and Neolithic (Cooney 2004, 
39). The exploitation of  a single copper source 
for several centuries by communities in the 
south-west (O’Brien 2004, 563) and the wide 
distribution of  the products from this quarry 
throughout the country and across the Irish 
Sea along pre-existing networks mirrors earlier 
traditions of  polished stone axe manufacture 
(Cooney & Mandal 1998). As discussed above, 
the deposition of  copper axes respects the 
custom of  predominantly depositing stone 
axes in wet places. The discovery of  a cache 
of  polished stone axes in an Early Bronze 
Age copper mine at Ballyrisode, near Goleen, 
Co. Cork (O’Brien 2003, 53–4), illustrates the 
strong role played by existing crafts in the 
acceptance of  the new technology. In terms 
of  both exchange and deposition, then, the 
introduction of  copper provides signifi cant 
evidence for continuity, suggesting that stone 
and metal axes were involved in similar social 
practices and forms of  identity production.

The transmission of  metallurgical expertise 
to Ireland occurs at the same time as the 
adoption of  aspects of  Beaker associated 
social practices, as was the case across north-
western Europe (Brodie 2001; Vander Linden 
2007, 348). This can be attributed to the 
desire of  communities to participate in 
wider networks of  socio-cultural interaction 
which involved the circulation of  people, 
ideas, beliefs, expertise, and objects including 
Beaker pottery and copper (Roberts 2008a, 
36; see Vander Linden 2007). Participation in 
this inter-regional social network appears to 
have been part of  a strategy chosen by local 
groups in the negotiation of  their world-view 
that enabled the creation and maintenance of  
particular forms of  social identity both within 
and beyond the local community (Barrett 1994, 
97–107; Thomas 1999, 122; Vander Linden 
2007, 350; Vander Linden et al. 2009, 77). At 

the same time as the introduction of  Beaker 
pottery to Ireland, we see a clear increase in 
the amount and diversity of  inter-regional 
interaction. As past boundaries faded and older 
networks were reopened, enhanced interaction 
also resulted in the spread of  metallurgical 
expertise. However, the Irish evidence suggests 
that Beakers and metals were not introduced 
as part of  a unifi ed cultural ‘package’. The 
relatedness of  these phenomena may have been 
greatly exaggerated because of  their appearance 
during the same period and their co-occurrence 
as grave goods in other regions. 

Instead, metal should be viewed as one of  a 
variety of  novel materials and objects that were 
circulating in inter-regional exchange networks 
from 2500–2200 BC. Early Irish metallurgy 
represents only one element in a range of  
new practices involving the creation, use, and 
deposition of  both special and everyday objects. 
Like the production of  Beaker pots, faience, 
and fine flintwork, early metallurgy was a 
transferable transformative technology that was 
employed in the construction of  social identities 
and that helped communities mark and mediate 
the shifting social boundaries that defined 
their world. Craftsmanship and technical 
expertise appear to have been particularly 
valued during this period and it seems likely 
that such skills would have been central to the 
creation of  age, gender, and ethnic identities 
(eg, Shell 2000; Butler & Fokkens 2005, 396; 
Fitzpatrick 2009). The possession of  technical 
know-how would have given certain people 
special signifi cance; as such, social status was 
undoubtedly interwoven with other aspects of  
identity in the performance of  craft activities 
and the use and deposition of  the objects 
produced, but should not be considered the 
sole or even the most noteworthy element. 
Most importantly, through the investment 
of  time, energy and expertise in the creation 
and distribution of  copper objects and other 
special items, people imbued these with social 
value and demonstrated connections with other 
communities. However, although copper was a 
novel material, its role in identity construction 
parallels – in certain important respects 
– previous traditions such as the distribution 
of  jadeite axes from the western edge of  the 
Alps as far west as Ireland during the late 6th 
to early 4th millennium BC (see Pétrequin et 
al. 2008; 2009). 

We would, therefore, argue that the term 
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Chalcolithic is not appropriate in an Irish 
context, with metallurgy representing only one 
aspect of  a broader series of  gradual social and 
economic transformations. Indeed, too great a 
focus on terminology inevitably impoverishes 
our engagement with and understanding of  
the complexities of  social change over the 
period 2900–1700 BC. Currently, there is too 
great a divide between specialists working on 
the Neolithic and the Bronze Age, despite the 
striking evidence of  continuity discussed in this 
paper. With ongoing refi nements in radiocarbon 
dating techniques, it should increasingly be 
possible to create finer chronologies that 
come closer to the human experience of  
change. These will inform a more nuanced 
understanding of  the trajectory of  change 
over this period. Ultimately, this may allow us 
to begin to ask why it was that the social and 
economic transformations we have outlined in 
this paper occurred. 
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