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Summary

The funerary contexts of the El Argar archaeological group 
constitute an exceptional source for understanding the 
socio-political organisation of the Early Bronze Age society 
(����–���� cal  BC) in south-eastern Spain. The aim of this 
paper is to explore the link between the social value of the 
objects included in the tombs, with a special focus on the axes, 
and the ideological-political consideration of the individuals 
ritually associated with them. Through a group of tombs from 
the site of El Argar, Antas, Almería (Spain), and their compari-
son with those from other sites of the same archaeological 
group, while considering new lines of work such as the micro-
spatial study of the tombs, we will update the interpretation of 
the data on Argaric tombs with axes and their importance in 
their social context. Next, we will show how axes with an origi-
nally practical function, either as a weapon or a tool, became 
important objects of communication in funerary scenarios. 
Finally, the important role that axes played in the symbolic dis-
tinction of male individuals, who sought to represent a con-
crete social �gure and to reinforce it through a recurrent 
funerary composition, will be discussed.
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Beyond utility: Metal axes in the funerary contexts  
of El Argar in the south-eastern Iberian Peninsula during  

the Bronze Age (2200–1550 cal BC)

Bárbara Bonora Soriano

Exploring funerary practices in the Argaric society: 
An overview of tombs with axes

Argaric axes had a »social life« that went through di
erent 
phases: production, distribution, use, and consumption. 
This paper speci�cally focuses on a particular consumption 
scenario: the funerary context. Argaric tombs constituted 
repositories of social work in which objects were »written 
o
« by being deposited as grave goods next to the deceased 
bodies of some individuals rather than being further used 
by those still alive. 

In the Argaric world, a wide repertory of these objects 
existed, which included pottery as containers for o
erings 
(eight pottery types are distinguished); ornaments such as 
diadems, earrings, rings, bracelets, or necklace beads; and 
tools or weapons, including halberds, swords, awls, sharp-
eners, and daggers/knives, and, most importantly for this 
work – axes. The access to these items in the funerary 
spaces was unequal and was in�uenced by age and sex. 
Additionally, it underwent signi�cant changes throughout 
the lifespan of El Argar (Castro et al. ����). These material 
di
erences provided a propitious setting for the study of  
the social organisation (e.g., Alarcón/Mora ����; Cámara/

Zusammenfassung

Mehr als nur praktisch: Metallbeile im Bestattungskontext 
der El-Argar-Kultur im Südosten der Iberischen Halbinsel 
während der Bronzezeit (2200–1550 cal BC)

Die Bestattungen der El-Argar-Kultur stellen eine besonders 
geeignete Quelle dar, um die soziopolitische Organisation der 
frühbronzezeitlichen Gesellschaft (����–���� cal  BC) in Süd-
ostspanien zu verstehen. Dieser Beitrag zielt darauf ab, den 
Zusammenhang zwischen dem gesellschaftlichen Wert der 
Grabbeigaben, allen voran der Beile, und den ideologisch-poli-
tischen Überlegungen der mit ihnen rituell verbundenen Indivi-
duen zu erforschen. Anhand einer Gruppe von Bestattungen 
am Fundort El Argar, Antas, Almería (Spanien) und dem Ver-
gleich mit solchen von anderen Fundorten der El-Argar-Kultur, 
auch unter Berücksichtigung neuer Arbeitsmethoden, wie der 
mikroräumlichen Untersuchung der Gräber, werden wir die 
Daten der mit Beilen ausgestatteten Gräber, aber auch ihre 
Bedeutung im gesellschaftlichen Kontext, neu interpretieren. 
Anschließend soll aufgezeigt werden, wie Artefakte mit einer 
ursprünglich eher praktischen Funktion als Wa�e oder Werk-
zeug dann in Begräbnisriten zu wichtigen Objekten der Kom-
munikation wurden. Zum Schluss wird die bedeutende Rolle 
der Beile erörtert, wenn es um die symbolische Unterscheidung 
männlicher Individuen geht, die eine bestimmte gesellschaftli-
che Stellung repräsentieren wollten, und wie diese durch eine 
wiederkehrende Grabgestaltung verdeutlicht wurde.

Schlagwörter  Bestattungssitten, El Argar, Frühbronzezeit, 
Beilnutzung, räumliche Verteilung
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Molina ����; Cámara/Molina ����) and the formulation of 
proposals for social categorisation.

In the case of axes, their association with male individu-
als was quickly recognised (Siret/Siret ����) and, over time, 
the results of several anthropological studies have con-
�rmed the exclusive relation between axes and males (Lull 
et al. ����). Age was also a relevant factor, as axes were 
mainly found in connection with adult individuals. It is 
true, however, that there are a few examples of infant indi-
viduals buried with axes, indicating that this item could 
have been acquired at any age� . 

The inclusion of axes among grave goods did not extend 
throughout the entire Argaric diachrony (����–���� cal  BC) 
but was limited to phase III of El Argar (c. � ���/����–���� 
cal BC; Castro et al. ����). This has been linked with a possi-
ble replacement of axes with older halberds, typical of the 
Argaric phase II (c. � ���–���� cal  BC). However, the substi-
tution of one weapon for another did not imply that their 
social consideration remained the same (Lull et al. ����, ���). 
The proposal by V. Lull and J. Estévez (Lull/Estévez ���•), 
which established statistical distinctions between the Arga-
ric grave goods assemblages and associated them with three 

Fig. �   Topographical map showing the location on the Iberian Peninsula of the Argaric sites featured in this study. 

Abb. �   Karte der in dieser Untersuchung behandelten Fundorte der El-Argar-Kultur auf der Iberischen Halbinsel. 
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distinct social categories, placed axes – together with dag-
gers/knives, awls, and ceramic types � and � – in a hierarchi-
cally lower category than the halberds. The former was inter-
preted as belonging to full members of the community, 
whereas the latter were closely linked with the ruling class.

Despite numerous achievements in archaeological re
search, the predominant focus has been on assessing the 
value and wealth associated with axes found in tombs. The 
purpose of this paper is to explore the social value of tombs 
containing axes through a study focused on the ritual dimen-
sion, using the archaeological objects present in these tombs 
as a basis. A micro-spatial analysis of the arrangement of 
these objects is proposed to identify patterns and repetitions 
in order to better understand funerary practices and reveal 
symbolic aspects. 

Material and methods

This work is based on an exhaustive review of the literature 
on Argaric funerary �nds, speci�cally those that include 
axes as part of the grave goods. Various sources have been 

� 	� This, in conjunction with the exclusive asso-
ciation of axes with males, made it possible 

to infer that these infant individuals were 
boys.






























