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Interpreting the Beaker phenomenon
in Mediterranean France: an Iron Age
analogy
Olivier Lemercier∗

The author offers a new descriptive explana-
tion of the Beaker phenomenon, by focusing on
Mediterranean France and making reference
to the Greek influx in the same area 2000
years later. In the Iron Age, the influence
began with an exploratory phase, and then
went on to create new settlements and colonise
new areas away from the coast. The Beaker
analogy is striking, with phases of exploration
and implantation and acculturation, but
adjusted to include a final phase where Beaker
practice was more independent. Comparing
the numerous models put forward to explain
it, the author shows that immigration and a
cultural package are both aspects of the Beaker
phenomenon.

Keywords: Iberia, France, Mediterranean, Beaker, Campaniform, third millennium BC,
Iron Age, protohistory, first millennium BC

Context

For more than a century the discovery in many regions of Europe of decorated Bell Beakers
associated with weapons and objects of personal adornment, often found in individual
burials, has fascinated researchers, who have tried to explain what is now conventionally
called ‘the Beaker phenomenon’. There have been many proposals for its area of origin
(Iberian Peninsula, the Netherlands, Central Europe. . .), and explanations of its spread over
a whole continent (migration of a warrior population, movement of individuals, of objects,
of ideas, or fashion...). Yet there is still no consensus among researchers. As recently as 2001,
Alain Gallay could state that “we must admit today that the very wide distribution over
Europe of the Bell Beaker style of decoration still has no plausible explanation in economic
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Figure 1. Distribution map of sites with Beaker assemblages in Mediterranean France.

terms, as there is no adequate ethnographic model” (Gallay 2001: 52). In this article we
advance a model inspired not by ethnography, but by the later experience of the same region
in the Iron Age.

The area of study, Mediterranean France, consists of an area between the Iberian and
Italian peninsulas, stretching from the Pyrenees to the Alps; it is wide open towards the
Mediterranean but also towards the interior of the continent, via the Rhône valley. Around
540 sites (Figure 1) with Bell Beaker material can be catalogued: some 170 burial sites,
230 settlement or domestic sites and 130 sites of indeterminate function. The proportion
of habitation sites compared to burials is of great importance because it allows a good
understanding of the assemblages and of the context in which Beakers appear. Four Beaker
ceramic styles have been defined since the 1960s for certain areas of the Pyrenees and
Provence and later extended to the whole of the region (Courtin 1967, 1974; Guilaine 1967,
1976). A reassessment of Beakers in south-eastern France, the eastern part of Mediterranean
France, has allowed us to define more precisely the different styles and propose a three-
phase chronological sequence (Early, Recent and Late Beakers) based on data from over 310
sites which produced over 1500 decorated vessels (Lemercier 2004b, 2004c & in press). In
parallel, the past few decades have seen particularly active research on the Late Neolithic
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Interpreting the Beaker phenomenon in Mediterranean France

as well as the Beaker episode in the region, thus providing a firm chronological framework
(Figure 2) (Lemercier 2007; Lemercier et al. 2010).

The archaeological data

The Early Beaker horizon

Beakers first become visible in Mediterranean France between 2500 and 2400 cal BC. This
Beaker presence is characterised by pottery of Maritime or International style and the most
common variants of its vessels (Figure 3.1). The extreme rarity of All Over Ornamented and
All Over Corded (AOO and AOC) large beakers is notable and there are no coarse wares
specific to the Beaker assemblages (Lemercier 2004a & b). Nearly all the pottery is produced
locally or regionally, but the techniques or practices used can differ from those of indigenous
traditions (Convertini 1996, 2009). The tool assemblage comprises polished stone artefacts
and bone, horn or antler objects that are difficult to distinguish from earlier artefacts of the
Late Neolithic, as well as flint artefacts which are essentially locally produced; their debitage
consists of small non-standard flakes made by direct percussion or on an anvil. The toolkit
is limited in form. The percentage of arrowheads can be high (leaf-shaped, heart-shaped and
lanceolate forms and tanged and barbed arrowheads with a variant with squared-off barbs).
The remainder is characterised by end-scrapers, side-scrapers and splintered pieces (pièces
esquillées) (Furestier 2007). Metal objects are few (awls with square section, daggers, Palmela
points and ornaments). Settlements are generally small, containing one to four dwellings,
oval in plan, with flagstone floors or with a surrounding low wall, some 50 to 60m2 in
surface area (Lemercier 2004b; Lemercier & Gilabert 2009). The burial tradition is mainly
collective burial in megalithic structures or in local caves or cavities, but a few individual
burials are also known (Lemercier & Tchérémissinoff 2011).

Beaker assemblages are encountered in two distinct types of context. On the one hand
there are isolated vessels or small groups of very few vessels found within funerary or
domestic contexts which belong to the local Late Neolithic tradition. A good example is
provided by the single burial of Forcalquier – La Fare in the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence,
which yielded a Beaker of mixed style (cord- and shell-impressed) found together with two
beakers of the local Rhône-Ouvèze group (Lemercier et al. 2011). On the other hand there
are contexts with much more substantial assemblages, consisting of several dozen decorated
vessels found on settlement sites; there too they are systematically associated with elements
that characterise the local Late Neolithic. The sites are small, naturally defended hill-top
sites, more or less difficult to reach. All these sites are located along the Mediterranean
coast and along the main rivers, such as at Châteauneuf-les-Martigues – Le Fortin du Saut
(Furestier et al. 2007), Orgon – Les Calades (Lemercier 2004b; Furestier 2007) or Simiane-
Collongue – Le Col Sainte-Anne (Bocquenet et al. 1998) in the Bouches-du-Rhône. The
interior has yielded only isolated Beakers.

Data relating to the economy reveal a Late Neolithic agro-pastoral type of society.
On certain sites, the variety of hunted animals differs from indigenous practices but
the contribution of hunting to local foodways remains very low (Blaise 2010). Contrary
to a notion still occasionally peddled (Van der Linden 2006: 223), horses are no more
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Figure 2. Chronological and cultural sequence of Mediterranean France at the end of the Neolithic.
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Interpreting the Beaker phenomenon in Mediterranean France

Figure 3. Beaker pottery in Mediterranean France by period (drawn after: Bill 1973; Sauzade et al. 1974; Courtin 1976,
1978; Sauzade 1983; Courtin et al. 1985; Guilaine et al. 1989, 2001; Barge-Mahieu 1992; Roudil 1993; Jallot et al.
1996; Vaquer 1998; Vital 2000; Buisson-Catil & Vital 2002; Vignaud 2002; Ambert 2003; Leonini 2003; Lemercier
2004c).

common than in the previous Middle and Late Neolithic periods in the region (Blaise 2010:
267).

The Middle Beaker phase

The middle Beaker phase can be dated to between 2400/2350 cal BC and 2200/2150 cal
BC in Mediterranean France. It is characterised by the presence of two distinct regional
groups identified by different decorated pottery, but with a common coarse ware tradition.
Geographically, the Pyrenean group occupies the west, from the Pyrenees to the middle of
the Garonne valley and up to central Languedoc, whereas the Rhodano-Provençal group is
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located in the east, from the eastern Languedoc to the Alps. The two groups exhibit a great
variety of pottery forms (beakers, bottles, pseudo-bottles, large pots, handled jugs, bowls,
dishes, cups) and beakers are no longer the dominant form. The two groups differ mainly in
their decoration techniques (generally impressed in the Pyrenean group, incised and stamped
in the Rhodano-Provençal group), arranged in horizontal zones, in bands which may or may
not be separated by plain bands. A second significant departure from the previous phase is
the existence of plain coarse wares, consisting of vessels used in preparation, cooking and
storage, which are similar in both regional groups. Vessel shapes are often open or straight
and the bases are mostly flat. The greater part of the assemblages comprises pots of medium
size with a cordon applied below the rim or directly attached to the lip. These cordons are
generally triangular in section and always smoothed. Pots with perforations arranged in a
line below the rim and associated with a triangular cordon are quite frequent (Besse 2003;
Lemercier 2004b) (Figure 3.2).

The lithic industry, better known in the Rhodano-Provençal group, shows strong links
with the traditions of the local Late Neolithic. The raw material is mainly obtained locally
in order to produce as many small flakes as possible. Splintered pieces (pièces esquillées)
and scrapers (often thumb-nail scrapers) dominate the domestic assemblages and pieces
produced by Late Neolithic specialists, such as large blades and daggers are reintegrated
in the formal vocabulary, while new tools also make their appearance (microlith crescents
and microdenticulates). Arrowheads are less frequent and tanged arrowheads with squared-
off barbs are no longer current (Furestier 2007). Metal objects of copper from a secure
provenance are rare (awls and daggers). Among objects of personal adornment, V-perforated
bone buttons and plain roughly arc-shaped pendants join the types of ornament known
from the Late Neolithic. Wristguards, mostly made of stone (limestone, sandstone) are well
documented.

The settlements show great variety and regional diversity: oval-shaped dwellings with
flagstone floors in eastern Languedoc, post-built structures in the Rhône valley, and probably
structures using mixed stone and timber in Provence (Lemercier 2004b; Lemercier &
Gilabert 2009). The burial rite consists of burials in caves and in monumental structures,
except for a few rare individual burials of children (Lemercier & Tchérémissinoff 2011).
The sites are spread all over the region of study, including marginal and mountainous areas
(Lemercier & Furestier 2009).

The Late Beaker phase

This last phase is undoubtedly best anchored in time, with a number of dates ranging between
2150 and 1850/1800 cal BC. The decorated pottery belongs to the Beaker tradition in terms
of arrangements of the decoration but also shows new traits in techniques of decoration
and shape of vessels. The decoration is incised and/or of barbed-wire style (occasionally
supplemented by stamped motifs), sometimes applied to the same vessel (Figure 3.3). The
best represented vessel forms are beakers with usually a flat base, whose S-shaped profile
is less curved or, on the contrary, more distinctly segmented than in the previous phase.
Some barrel-shaped vessels, either biconical or with S-shaped profile, have a single handle
and belong to large jugs. Smaller single-handled vessels with a simple or segmented profile
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resemble cups. The coarse wares are clearly in the Beaker tradition. The flat-based vessels
consist of simple and rounded, sometimes handled, containers. Cylindrical or barrel-shaped
jars of various sizes can have one or two applied cordons located below the rim. Smoothed
cordons are frequent but finger-impressed cordons are also known. The general layout of
the motifs on the vessels is still in the Beaker tradition but some arrangements are recurrent:
large square or rectangular panels limited by the handles of some vessels (Lemercier 2004b)
(Figure 3.3).

The lithic industry also follows a strong Beaker tradition. Raw material procurement,
debitage into flakes and the types of tools produced endure. The toolkit is still dominated
by scrapers and leaf-shaped and tanged and barbed arrowheads as well as splintered pieces
(pièces esquillées) (Furestier 2007). It is harder to define the rest of the material culture: only
a few very rare small bronze awls, lozenge-shaped in section, seem to be typical. Settlements
outnumber burial sites. There is a tendency towards occupying hill-top sites, as in the
initial phase, but this time accompanied by fortification through enclosures, as at Rove –
Camp de Laure (Bouches-du-Rhône) (Courtin 1975). Individual burials are becoming more
common and small cemeteries make their appearance (Lemercier & Tchérémissinoff 2011)
as at Mondragon – Les Juilléras (Vaucluse) (Lemercier 2002). The sites are concentrated
at the exit of the Rhône valley but are also known well beyond the area of study in small
occupation groups.

The protohistoric model

The sequence presented here can be defined as ‘exploration, implantation and diffusion,
colonisation and acculturation’ and resembles the model proposed by A. Nickels for the
Greek colonisation of the Languedoc (Nickels 1983). A first phase, the ‘exploration phase’,
refers to the first contacts between Greeks and indigenous communities. It is characterised
by the presence in certain indigenous graves of rare imported drinking vessels. These are
interpreted as gifts received in episodic contacts linked to the exploration of the coast by
Greek seafarers.

The second phase is connected to the implantation of trading posts in nearby areas.
It corresponds to regular contacts and to a first intensification of exchanges as well as to
the first attempts at settlement. Objects of Greek tradition increase in number and local
workshops are created; their products (grey monochrome ceramics) will soon account for
80 per cent of the fine wares found in the region. Given the absence of a real Greek colony
in the Languedoc, Nickels proposes “a permanent settlement of a small group of Phocaeans
within—or next to—an indigenous community [. . .] a hypothesis that best fits the observed
archaeological data” (1983: 418). This phase is also marked by attempts to reach the interior
of the land.

The third phase sees the establishment of an offshoot of Massalia (Agde). Its cemeteries
show the presence of diverse rites enacted by different parts of the population “which implies
[. . .] the cohabitation within the trading post itself of elements of diverse origins” (Nickels
1983: 423). This period is also characterised by a significant intensification in exchange, in
which objects of diverse origins are found together with local and Greek products.
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Figure 4. Protohistoric model and Beaker data: interpretation.

Interpretation, extension and limitations of the model

Using this Iron Age model as an analogy, it is possible to attempt a similar historic reading
of the data relating to the Beaker phenomenon in Mediterranean France (Figure 4). It
consists of three stages, overlapping those of the protohistoric model, which we can define
as exploration, acculturation and independent development (Lemercier 1998a & b).

First stage: exploration and first contact

This first stage corresponds to the arrival by sea into the area under study of the first Beaker
elements. Comparisons lead us quite systematically to the Iberian Peninsula and Portugal
in particular (Salanova 2000; Lemercier 2004a & b), regions that remain serious candidates
for the area of origin of the European Beaker phenomenon as shown by the distribution
of radiocarbon dates (Müller & van Willigen 2001) and by local sequences (Kunst 2001).
It is still impossible to identify a putative first phase of contact marked by exchanges and
gifts, but the observed configuration, with its principal sites along main routes, and artefacts
distributed towards the interior among the local population (often in burials), fits the
description of the first phases of Greek colonisation in the Languedoc very well. In parallel,
we see that the first establishments, in Provence, are on specific, naturally defended hill-top
sites, but within local communities whose material culture is well represented on these sites.
The absence of such sites in eastern Languedoc, in the zone of the Fontbouisse group, but
the presence of isolated Beaker artefacts, are connected to a different historic situation and
to different relationships between local communities and Beaker-using people. The Beaker
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phenomenon only takes hold in the region somewhat later, at the time when the regional
Rhodano-Provençal group develops (Lemercier 2004a; Lemercier & Furestier 2009).

Second stage: implantation and exchange networks

The second significant stage is characterised by the development of regional Beaker
groups—Pyrenean and Rhodano-Provençal—and probably corresponds to the third phase
of the protohistoric model. While the local Late Neolithic cultures were well attested in the
first stage, they seem to disappear in the second. The settlements of the Rhodano-Provençal
group are often established on the disused remains of settlements of the Fontbouisse group,
as at Langlade – Le Vignaud 3 (Gard) where two Beaker vessels were found; they were
already old and already present in the Fontbouisse period (Hayden et al. 2011).

It is at this time that the whole of the region sees the arrival of Beaker establishments,
now no longer restricted to the coast or the main valleys. There are many lowland sites and
the assemblages show the development of a fully fledged material culture. The two regional
groups still show an Iberian affinity, with the decorated pottery of the Rhodano-Provençal
group clearly exhibiting resemblances with the Spanish Ciempozuelos group. However,
certain vessel forms, some tools (the microlith crescents) and some objects of personal
ornament (the arc-shaped pendants) evoke other more northerly or easterly provenances or
influences. This stage therefore corresponds to a double phenomenon. On the one hand
it seems that the acculturation of the indigenous communities was fairly swift, as shown
by the replacement by a new material culture of Beaker type, different from the earlier
Beaker manifestations but also respecting some local traditions. On the other hand, while
relationships with the Iberian Peninsula remain very strong—to the point of raising the
possibility that some population movement actually took place—the presence of certain
objects suggests that numerous contacts or exchanges with other regions of Beaker Europe
are likely to have taken place. Furthermore, the Beaker coarse wares identified in this
phase in Mediterranean France show strong affinities with other regional groups in France,
Switzerland (Besse 2003) and even central Italy (Leonini 2003), perhaps giving more insight
into communities sharing a common identity than the differences exhibited by the regional
decorative styles of the fine wares can reveal.

Third stage: the end of Beaker traditions

The appearance of barbed-wire pottery is distinctly outside the proposed model and
corresponds to a new cycle where the former privileged relationship with the Iberian
Peninsula disappears. Although some elements, such as the lithic industry, remain anchored
in local traditions, the pottery shows a strong influence from the Italic area, both in vessel
shapes and in the style of decoration. If the origin of the barbed-wire decoration style is
perhaps to be sought in the north-western Balkans (Lemercier 2004b), the vessel forms
are more reminiscent of central and north-Italian Beakers. The assemblages known from
southern France at this time belong to a material culture that has a strong Beaker ascendency,
both local and Italic. The development of new fortified sites no doubt betrays a new situation.
The appearance in Mediterranean France of small bronze objects does not, however, seem
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to indicate a significant change in the material culture or in the lifeways of communities
that are still very much anchored in Neolithic traditions. It is only in the eighteenth century
BC that the Bronze Age really starts in our region.

Extension, limitations and lessons from the model proposed

If the cited protohistoric model seems a satisfactory way of interpreting the Beaker evidence
in Mediterranean France, it may be possible to extend it to other areas. An assessment of
the data available in central Italy and Sardinia has led to a similar proposal (Lemercier et al.
2007) for the spread of the Beaker phenomenon along the north-western and Tyrrhenian
coast of the Mediterranean. On the continent, a similar evolution can be envisaged for
central Spain (Harrison & Mederos Martin 2001). The Beaker assemblages known on the
Atlantic coast of France could also be interpreted in the same way; this would then be a
remarkable phenomenon, starting on the Atlantic coast of the Iberian Peninsula and reaching
out towards the north Atlantic, the interior of the Peninsula and the Mediterranean area,
whose origins are probably to be sought in the cultures that developed in Portugal and in
southern Spain during the third millennium BC.

This first diffusion appears to have a strong impact on indigenous cultures, to the point
of sometimes transforming them radically, while others seem to have resisted for a while (the
Fontbouisse group in the Languedoc) or for a very long time (the Terrina group in Corsica).
At the same time it opens up routes of communication and exchange across Europe, which
will see people, objects and ideas circulate in many ways and directions during the middle
Beaker phase, creating privileged relationships between the new cultural groups that emerged
from this first diffusion.

It is however unlikely that this model is applicable to the whole of Mediterranean Europe
in Beaker times. Conditions of dispersal, of implantation and of evolution of the Beaker
phenomenon may have led to quite different paths being followed in the interior of the
continent or in more northerly regions. The length of the Beaker cycle, and, more to the
point, its remarkable spread speak against the application of a single model.

In terms of limitations, trying to answer why the diffusion happened in the first place
remains a question without a satisfactory answer. The protohistoric model, which fits
specific economic and political conditions, cannot be transferred directly in this domain.
The correlation between concentrations of Beaker material and copper deposits (Lewthwaite
1987) does not seem to be secure in all regions. It is highly likely that the reasons for the
Beaker phenomenon are to be sought as much in its areas of origin as in those where it
spread and that these reasons are as multiple and as complex as those at the heart of the
spread of the Neolithic mode of life for example.

When it comes to the question of the nature of the Beaker phenomenon itself, we can
however respond to L. Salanova who described it as “neither people nor package” (Salanova
2000: 17): the Beaker phenomenon represents both people and ‘package’. People because
the first diffusion happens through groups of people, attested by the transfer of techniques,
and ‘package’ because Beaker artefacts are well and truly reaching indigenous communities
affected by the phenomenon. Beyond that, we must not discount ideology as a factor
(Strahm 1995), since these objects have a sometimes significant funerary dimension.
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To conclude, we contend that the idea of a model borrowed from a later prehistoric
period for a set of circumstances that occurred more than 2000 years earlier is no less valid
than analogies derived from ethnoarchaeology which consider situations that happened
after an interval of some 4500 years in areas thousands of kilometres away, in cultural and
environmental contexts that are far more alien.
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– 2009. Céramiques campaniformes et sépultures
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Néolithique en Provence, in A. Beeching & I.
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