
THE PRESENCE OF ANIMAL BONES IN PERDIGÕES

(PORTUGAL): A FIRST ATEMPTE INTO ITôS MEANING
CLÁUDIA COSTA (1)

ANTÓNIO CARLOS VALERA (2)

(1) University of Algarve (cauca@archaeologist.com)

(2) Coordinator of the Archaeological Research Group (NIA - ERA Arqueologia S.A.) and of Perdigões 

Research Program (antoniovalera@era-arqueologia.pt)   

1. THE SITE

The Perdigões is a large enclosure (with thousands pits inside) located in Alentejo region (South

Portugal) dated from late 4th to late 3rd millennium BC. The site was built in a depression that looks

like an amphitheatre open to East, to the valley where more than a hundred megalithic tombs were

located. To West, South and North, visibility is restricted by the siteôsown topographic limits. A ñspotò

clearly marks the centre of the enclosure and from there visibility is directed to East by topography,

to the Monsaraz hill that marks the horizon in the other extremity of the valley. If we are standing in

this central point of the enclosure, the sun rises behind Monsaraz hill to make its path over the valley

and to sets just in the West limits of the site. This central ñspotòis surrounded by a sequence of

roughly concentric ditches which are themselves framed by two other circular and concentric ditches

with a 500m diameter (Valera, 2008).

The circularity of the outside ditch is interrupted at East by a semicircular structured graveyard,

where megalithic collective graves (similar to tholoi) have eastern orientations. Two doors in those

circular ditches open to the valley in the East quadrant, symmetrically located in each side of the

graveyard and a cromlech is situated just a few meters below, also in the East side of the enclosure .

The spatial organization of the enclosure and the established link with local spatiality strongly

suggest an astronomic relation and a connection to the ways in which these communities

understood their world. (For more information on Perdigões see http://www.nia-era.org/content/category/4/19/33/)

2. DITCH 3 AND 4

During 2007 and 2008 campaigns a survey was undertaken at ditches 3 and 4

located in an intermediate area of the enclosure (Sector I). The ditches presented a

slow filling and stratigraphy revealed moments of intentional depositions of stones,

pottery sherds and animal bones.

3. FAUNAL REMAINS AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONDITION

The fauna from both ditches, reveals a great preservation condition and points to a

majority of mammals, despite the residual presence of reptilian and bird.

Species are Sus sp., clearly the main group in number, followed by Bos taurus,

Ovis/Capra, Ovis aries, Capra hircus, Cervus elaphus, Equus caballus, Canis

familiaris, Lepus europaeus, Oryctolagus cuniculus, testudine and non identified

bird.

Taking all species into account, preliminary analysis revealed a balanced presence

of all anatomical parts, from members to skull and teeth, including vertebrae and

ribs. But when certain specific species are considered, some anatomical part are

missing or miss represented. As an example, bones from the extremities of hind

limbs are much less represented than front limbs, suggesting a possible intentional

selection of anatomical parts to be deposited in ditch 3.

Thereôsa significant percentage of complete, nearly complete and half bones,

namely long bones. Butchering marks and burning are rare (ex. 16 marks identified

in 1242 bones from ditch 4). However, no anatomical connections were identified.

4. ñDEPOSITIONSòOR ñREFUSEò

Although the study is at a preliminary stage, some characteristics of these faunal

assemblages allow us to rise some questions regarding the meaning of faunal remains

manipulation inside Perdigões enclosure.

The assemblages related to the moments of intentional depositions inside the ditches

have well preserved animal bones, which rarely present cut marks related to butchery or

burning, and are disperse among concentrations of stones and pottery sherds. The

bones tend to be complete, but no anatomical connections were observed during

excavation and there is a predominance of some anatomic parts over others.

This pattern doesn't seem to fit in to the concept of ñrefusedisposalò(Schiffer, 1983), nor

a random natural accumulation, suggesting that animals remains were manipulated and

deposited subject to selection and particular meaning, which as to be established in

terms of the global interpretation of the site and activities that took place there (including

the human funerary practices and human bone manipulation).

Concepts like ñtrashò,uncritically applied to prehistorical faunal remains, should be

carefully pondered and empirically sustained, since in circumstances like the one

emerging in Perdigões empirical data suggest a more complex attitude towards animal

and its remains in the context of the social practices in the site.
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