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The Early Iron Age Hallstatt C period in Northwest and Central Europe is 
marked by the emergence of monumental tumuli with lavish burials, some of 
which are known as chieftain’s or princely graves. This new burial rite reflects 
one of the most noteworthy developments in Early Iron Age Europe: the rise 
of a new and elaborate way of elite representation north of the Alps. 

These sumptuous burials contain beautiful weaponry, bronze vessels and 
extravagantly decorated wagons and horse-gear. They reflect long-distance 
connections in material culture and elite (burial) practices across the breadth 
of Northwest and Central Europe. Research into this period, however, tends 
to be regionally focused and poorly accessible to scholars from other areas – 
language barriers in particular are a hindering factor. 

In an attempt to overcome this, Connecting Elites and Regions brings to-
gether scholars from several research traditions and nations who present regio-
nal overviews and discussions of elite burials and material culture from all over 
Northwest and Central Europe. In many cases these are the first overviews 
available in English and together they make regional research accessible to a 
wider audience. As such this volume contributes to and hopes to stimulate 
research on the Early Iron Age Hallstatt C period on a European scale.
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The early Hallstatt elite burials in 
Belgium

An analysis of the funerary ritual

Guy De Mulder

Abstract

The earliest Belgian elite Hallstatt burials were already discovered in the late 18th century. Most of them were 
excavated in the late 19th – early 20th centuries. Although these burials are known all over Belgium, the Dyle and 
Haine valleys stand out with a clear concentration of this specific burial rite. Within the ritual there is a certain 
variability. Cremation is dominant, but there are different ways to deposit the cremated bone. Most numerous 
is the habit of erecting a barrow directly on top of the pyre. Flatgraves are less prominent among the Hallstatt 
elite burials, but they are well present in the contemporary Early Iron Age urnfields. Another tendency are the 
larger dimensions of elite barrows in comparison with contemporary ring ditches. 21 weapon graves are recorded 
in Belgium which contain a bronze or iron sword. These can be accompanied by other prestige items such as 
razors, horse-gear etc. A few rich graves without a sword are also ascertained. The location of elite burials in the 
funerary landscape can be very different. At Hofstade and Neerharen-Rekem a single weapon grave was found 
within a larger cremation cemetery. By contrast, at Court-Saint-Etienne, Harchies and Gedinne these rich 
graves are concentrated in small groups. Within the group of Belgian elite Hallstatt burials different influences 
are discernible. Some graves show elite burial sets which have clearly Atlantic origins and represent the beginning 
of this tradition. On other sites Central European contacts and influence are also present.

Zusammenfassung

Die frühesten Entdeckungen hallstattzeitlicher Elitegräber in Belgien reichen bis in das späte 18. 
Jahrhundert zurück, der größte Teil wurde im späten 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhundert ausgegraben. Auch 
wenn entsprechende Bestattungen aus ganz Belgien bekannt sind, zeigen sich in den Tälern von Dyle und 
Haine klare Konzentrationen. Die Kremation überwiegt in diesen Bestattungen, aber es gibt unterschiedliche 
Arten, den Leichenbrand niederzulegen. Am häufigsten ist dabei die Sitte, einen Grabhügel direkt über dem 
Scheiterhaufen zu errichten. Flachgräber sind unter den ältereisenzeitlichen Elitegräbern deutlich seltener, in 
den zeitgleichen Urnenfeldern aber gut belegt. Eine weitere Tendenz zeichnet sich in den Dimensionen der 
Grabhügel entsprechender Gräber ab, die im Vergleich zu zeitgleichen Kreisgräben herausstechen. Insgesamt 
sind aus Belgien 21 Waffengräber bekannt, in denen bronzene oder eiserne Schwerter gefunden wurden. 
Diese können durch andere Prestigegüter wie Rasiermesser, Pferdegeschirr und anderes ergänzt werden. 
Einige wenige reich ausgestattete Gräber ohne Schwerter sind ebenso belegt. Die Lage der Elitegräber in der 
Funerärlandschaft kann sehr unterschiedlich sein. In Hofstade und Neerharen-Rekem wurde ein einzelnes 
Waffengrab in einem größeren Urnenfeld entdeckt. Im Gegensatz dazu konzentrieren sich diese Gräber in 
Court-Saint-Etienne, Harchies und Gedinne in kleinen Gruppen. In den hallstättischen Elitegräbern aus 
Belgien zeigen sich verschiedene Einflüsse. Einige Bestattungen weisen Beigabensets auf, die klare atlantische 
Bezüge zeigen. Diese Bestattungen repräsentieren den Beginn dieser Tradition. In anderen Fundstellen 
wiederum zeigen sich ebenso mitteleuropäische Einflüsse und Kontakte.
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Introduction

Research of early Hallstatt elite burials started in Belgium in the late 18th century 
with the first discoveries at Court-Saint-Etienne. The late 19th and early 20th centuries 
saw a series of excavations in the southern part of Belgium. The presence of visible 
burial mounds in the landscape attracted the archaeological interest of different 
researchers. In the 1950s M.-E. Mariën again focused archaeological attention on 
these sites through his study of the excavated objects of these cemeteries which had 
been deposited and preserved in the Royal Museum for Art and History in Brussels 
(Mariën 1958). In the following decades new information on this type of burial 
has only been discovered in two new sites: Neerharen-Rekem and Hofstade, the 
last mentioned cemetery is currently under excavation and study. Field prospection 
suggests that a new cemetery with elite burials has been found at Marche-en-
Famenne, but there has been no excavation to test this (Lecarme/Warmenbol 
2015). New prospection techniques, such as Lidar, have shown that there is still 
an archaeological potential to develop new excavations on this type of cemeteries.

Overview of the sites

The bases of this overview are the sites which have been excavated before (Fig. 1). 
The potential site of Marche-en-Famenne is not integrated in this study but is 
discussed in this volume by E. Warmenbol.

Hofstade/Kasteelstraat (East-Flanders)(1)

This site has only recently been discovered during trial trenching and is being 
excavated (2016) (Beke et al. 2016). One of the cremation graves, discovered 
during the trial trenching, was an urn grave which contained broken and bent 

Fig. 1. Overview of the early 
Hallstatt elite burials in 
Belgium (drawing J. Angenon, 
UGent).
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fragments from a bronze sword and a chape (Fig. 2). Based on the present available 
information this elite burial can be considered a flat grave since there are no 
indications for the presence of a burial mound on top of the cremation deposit 
(De Mulder/Laloo 2016).

Neerharen-Rekem/Hangveld (Limbourg)(2)

The urnfield cemetery of Neerharen-Rekem was known already in the late 19th 
century. It was excavated between 1978 and 1986 by the Belgian archaeological 
service (Nationale Dienst voor Opgravingen) and yielded a total of 236 cremations 
(De Boe et al. 1992; Temmerman 2007). One cremation grave stood out. In burial 
72 the remains of three persons were deposited together with three bronze swords, 
three bronze spearheads and two chapes (De Boe et al. 1992; Warmenbol 1988; 
2009).

Court-Saint-Etienne/La Quenique-Ferme Rouge 
(Brabant Wallon)(3)

The archaeological research from the site covers a long period from the late 18th 
century until 1914. A uniform reconstruction of the funerary occupation on 
the plateau is difficult due to the different excavators and the differences in the 
archaeological quality of the registration and documentation. From these sources 
it is at least possible to deduce that both barrows and flat graves were present 
in different areas of the site. In the late 19th century a series of flat graves were 
destroyed in a pine forest (Cloquet 1882). Other flat graves were ascertained at 
the area of Bettrémont and La Quenique. Preserved urns of these areas in the 
Royal Museum for Art and History prove that these mostly belong to the Late 
Bronze Age (De Loë 1913; Goblet d’Alviella 1908). Information on the Early Iron 
Age burials is available for the five barrows at La Ferme Rouge and some barrows 
at La Quenique. Unfortunately, reliable dates for La Quenique are limited to some 
barrows while according to the sources a few dozen of these monuments seem to 
have been destroyed during this period. The known Early Iron Age burials are 
concentrated on the southern border of the plateau which descends abruptly to 
the Orne brook (Guillaume 2003; Mariën 1958).

Court-Saint-Etienne/La Plantée des Dames (Brabant 
Wallon)(4)

This site is located on the border with the neighboring community of Bousval in a 
forest. The barrows were constructed on a plateau between the rivers Dyle and Thyle. 
Four barrows, grouped together produced evidence of burials. Ten other barrows 
were dispersed on the plateau. They covered layers of charcoal but no funerary goods 
were found. So their interpretation as funerary monuments is dubious, as well as an 
attribution to the Early Iron Age (Dens 1903; Mariën 1958).

Wavre/Bruyère-Saint-Job (Brabant Wallon)(5)

In 1882 and 1883 different persons excavated a series of barrows. They were 
located on the southern slope of a plateau. Two of these could be attributed to the 
Early Iron Age (Comhaire 1894/95; Mariën 1958).

Fig. 2. The bronze sword (type 
Villement or Wehringen) and 
chape of Hofstade (drawing J. 
Angenon, UGent).
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Limal/Morimoine (Brabant Wallon)(6)

In 1902 a series of barrows was excavated by C. Dens (Dens 1903). Only two of 
the four excavated monuments could be attributed to the Early Iron Age (Mariën 
1958).

Limal/Stoquoy (Brabant Wallon)(7)

At another site in the village five barrows had been erected along the southern site 
of a steep plateau orientated towards the river Dyle. They were also excavated in 
1902 by C. Dens (1903). One monument could be dated to the Early Iron Age 
(Mariën 1958).

Harchies/Maison Cauchies (Hainault)(8)

The finds from this site were unearthed between 1913 and 1955. The graves 
were discovered in the Rue Calvaire in the center of the village. Only two small 
excavations were undertaken in 1913 and 1955 by the Royal Museum for Art and 
History. Four graves have come to light. They are supposedly flat graves although 
M.-E. Mariën did not exclude the hypothesis of barrows assuming that these 
had disappeared due to the building activity in the village centre (Mariën 1975). 
Recent prospection with a metal detector has shown that there is still a potential 
for archaeological research on the site (Leblois 2010).

Havré/ Bois de la Taille des Vignes (Hainault)(9)

This cemetery was discovered in 1930 during the extension of a stone quarry 
and four barrows were recorded. The next year a limited excavation campaign 
was conducted by the Royal Museum for Art and History during which 17 more 
barrows were excavated. The barrows were implanted on the southern slope of a 
plateau oriented towards the river Haine (Mariën 1999).

Bernissart (Hainault)(10)

An isolated grave was found at the site during road works in 1851 (Toilliez 1857). 
Only the razor has been preserved. The ceramic finds are now lost.

Flobecq/Pottelberg (Hainault)(11)

A few barrows were excavated in 1837 at this site. Afterwards a local found 
different fragments of an Early Iron Age bronze sword in the spoil heaps of the 
excavation by (Joly De Laet 1982; Delvaux 1888/89). Unfortunately, no fragments 
are preserved in a known archaeological collection, so the attribution to an Early 
Iron Age burial cannot be proven.

Louette-Saint-Pierre/La fosse aux Morts (Namur)(12)

The site was excavated in 1865-66. 17 barrows were discovered. The exact 
location of the barrows is unknown, but they seem to have been erected on the 
southern slope close to a small river. Not all the graves seem to have an elite status 
(Dujardin/Gravet 1865/66; Warmenbol 1993).
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Gedinne/Chevaudos (Namur)(13)

This burial place was excavated in the same years (1865-66) as the neighboring 
Louette-Saint-Pierre, which is located 1 km further. The barrows were constructed 
close to the top of the plateau. Twenty graves were excavated in this first phase 
(Dujardin/Gravet 1865/66). A new campaign in 1881 delivered evidence of 24 
more barrows (De Radiguès 1881; Guillaume 2003; Warmenbol 1993).

Burial rites

Burial rites can be a complex and elaborated phenomenon. Unfortunately, from an 
archaeological point of view we can only capture a glimpse of this ritual through 
the potential preservation of the pyre, the deposition of the deceased’s remains 
and funerary goods. After the cremation different options are possible through 
which to bury the remains of the deceased. Two main choices can be made: the 
remains are buried together with the pyre or the cremated bones are collected and 
buried at another location. Even during the collection of the cremains different 
choices can be made. In a lot of cases not all the bones, sometimes only some 
token fragments, were collected and deposited in the grave. Based on these actions 
a typology for the deposition of the cremated bones has been constructed which 
reflects the manipulation of the deceased’s remains after the cremation and the 
manner in which they were deposited. (De Laet et al. 1986; De Mulder 2011).

Burial mounds and flat graves

Early Iron Age elite burials in Europe are traditionally covered by a burial mound. 
Nevertheless, in Belgium some of these burials seem rather to be so-called flat 
graves. The four cremation graves from Harchies and both weapon burials at 
Hofstade and Neerharen-Rekem can be catalogued in this group. There is no 
information available for the old find from Bernissart but an allocation to the 
group of flat graves cannot be excluded. It is important to take into account 
that these graves could have been covered by a monument which has left no 
archaeological traces in the subsoil. Although the recently excavated burials from 
Neerharen-Rekem and Hofstade have not delivered any indication for the presence 
of a burial mound according to the observation of the subsoil.

The majority of the elite burials are covered by a mound. The dimensions of 
these mounds are variable. Due to the early excavations of the monuments in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries we are missing a lot of information about the 
possible surrounding structures of the monuments. Excavation was focused on 
the center of the burial mound. There are no indications of peripheral structures 
such as ring ditches around these monuments. However, the excavation of the 
Late Bronze Age – Early Iron Age cemetery of Saint-Vincent in the 1950s showed 
that no peripheral structures were present around the burial mounds at this site 
(Guillaume 2003). At Louette-Saint-Pierre (barrow 2) and Gedinne (barrow 
14) two mounds were probably surrounded by a stone circle according to the 
description by the excavator (De Radiguès 1881).

Concerning the size of these monuments we are relatively well informed 
about the cemeteries in the Dyle valley (Court-Saint-Etienne, Limal, Wavre) and 
some information for Louette-Saint-Pierre and Gedinne. For the other sites this 
information is less well documented. The majority of these barrows belong to 
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the group between 10 and 20 m in diameter (Fig. 3). There are 20 examples 
known. Two monuments in the Dyle valley have a smaller dimension and measure 
respectively 8 and 9 m in diameter. One small barrow at the cemetery of Louette-
Saint-Pierre measured only 2 m, although there is no indication that this could 
be an elite burial. Three barrows at Gedinne are also quite small and measure 
between 1.4 and 3 m in diameter (De Radiguès 1881). Five monuments are larger 
and measure between 20 to 25 m in diameter (De Mulder 2011). There is no 
information available for each separate burial mound at Louette-Saint-Pierre. 
Only four barrows were well documented concerning their dimension, one of 
them was a very small one (see above), but for the other monuments their size is 
estimated to vary between 7 and 18 m in diameter (Warmenbol 1993). The size 
of these monuments is larger than the contemporary ring ditches in the Early Iron 
Age urnfields of northern Belgium. Their dimensions are mostly less than 10 m in 
diameter (De Laet 1982; De Mulder 2011).

It is important to mention one enigmatic structure in this chapter. At Edegem/
Buizegem in northern Belgium two thirds of a circular structure were excavated 
(Fig. 4). The total dimension of the ditch was calculated at 53-54 m. In the center 
of this structure a Final-Neolithic ring ditch surrounded by postholes was located. 
The large ditch contained some ceramics that could be dated to the Iron Age. 
Due to erosion and bioturbation no indication of a central grave was ascertained. 
The layout of this monument and also its dimensions are exactly the same as the 
princely grave of Oss-Vorstengraf in the Netherlands (Fokkens/Jansen 2004). Due 
to the resemblance with the burial monument at Oss a hypothesis as a potential 
high status funerary monument was formulated, although there is no proof of a 
central burial (Vandevelde et al. 2008).

Cremation grave types

Among the early Hallstatt elite burial cemeteries different types of deposition of 
the cremated bones are ascertained (Fig. 5). Especially for the older excavations 
it is not always possible to determine the exact way of deposition due to a lack 
of attention to recording this in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. According 
to the descriptions by the excavators at five sites the burial mound covered the 
remains of the pyre. These are the cemeteries of Court-Saint-Etienne/La Ferme 
Rouge-Le Quenique, Gedinne/Chevaudos, Havré, Limal/Morimoine and 
Louette-Saint-Pierre. They describe in their reports layers of ashes and charcoal 
which they interpret as being the remnants of pyres. These layers can be 5 to 10 
cm thick. Their size is sometimes more than 2 m wide (De Radiguès 1881). This 
specific ritual appears in the study region during the beginning of the Early Iron 
Age. It is necessary to be careful with this interpretation because until now no new 
excavations on this type of deposition have been conducted, which would confirm 
the old descriptions.

Two different treatments of the cremated bones are assessed. The bones were 
collected from the pyre, put into an urn which was then buried in the pyre 
(type H). In the other case (type I) there has been no selection of cremated bone at 
all and the pyre and associated grave goods were simply buried under the mound 
(Fig. 6) (De Mulder 2011). According to the descriptions of Gedinne and Louette-
Saint-Pierre all the burials in both cemeteries can be attributed to both types of 
deposition (H and I) (Dujardin/Gravet 1865/66; De Radiguès 1881). In Gedinne 
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there seems to be an exception and one grave could potentially be interpreted as 
an urn grave (type A) if we interpret the text correct (De Radiguès 1881). But it 
is not always possible to determine exactly which way of deposition was chosen 
due to erosion and/or disturbances of the burial mounds and negligent recording 
of the excavations. At Court-Saint-Etienne five cremation burials were attributed 
to the type H with selection of the cremated bone while two others are according 
to the description belonging to the type I (Mariën 1958). Both cremation graves 
at Limal/Morimoine seem to be the type I (Mariën 1958). The cemetery of Havré 
contains a lot of variety in depositing the cremated remains but two types H and 
one type I cremation burials are present on the site (Mariën 1999).

Secondary deposition of the cremated bones is attested for the so-called flat 
graves at Harchies, Hofstade and Neerharen-Rekem and also for the burials 
mounds at Havré. The first three mentioned consist of flat graves that contained 
sword fragments. At Harchies and Hofstade the human remains were put into an 
urn (Mariën 1975; De Mulder/Laloo 2016). The grave of Neerharen-Rekem is 
more complex since the bones of three individuals were deposited in three packets 
in the burial pit (Temmerman 2007; Warmenbol 2015). At Havré the only weapon 
burial was a type H cremation grave. The other grave types were urn graves with 
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only cremated bone (type A) and urn graves mixed up with remnants from the 
pyre (type B). Next to urn graves there were also some urnless depositions as a 
cremation grave type Destelbergen (type D) and a so-called Brandschüttungsgrab 
which consists of a token deposition from pyre remains and some cremated bone 
in a pit (type E). It is interesting to note that the metal objects deposited in these 
cremation graves are all associated with body adornment as razors and tweezers 
(Mariën 1999).

Grave goods

The elite grave good par excellence is the bronze or iron sword in association 
with a chape. The number of sword graves is quite variable from one cemetery to 
another. Other elite graves contain mostly metal objects which are associated with 
bodily adornment. Nevertheless, in these cemeteries there are also barrows present 
which contain no funerary gifts at all.

Not all cemeteries with rich burials contain cremation graves with a sword 
deposition. There is an old isolated find of a razor at Bernissart and in the burial 
mounds of Louette-Saint-Pierre only razors were discovered. Both bronze and 
iron swords received a specific treatment and had been in contact with fire. 
The bronze swords were intentionally broken in different fragments before 
deposition (Fig. 7). The iron swords were bent and sometimes fixed into the soil. 
An exceptional artifact in this group of burials is the so-called antenna sword 
in barrow 3 at Court-Saint-Etienne (see fig. 7 in Warmenbol in this volume) 
(Mariën 1958). The dispersion of sword graves shows a strong concentration in 

A B A-B C D E C-G H I H-I ?
Hofstade 1
Neerharen-Rekem 3
Harchies 3 1
Bernissart 1
Court-Saint-Etienne 5 2 3
CSE/Plantée des Dames 3
Wavre/Saint-Job 2
Limal/Morimoine 2
Limal/Stoquoy 1
Havré 2 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1
Flobecq 0
Louette-SaintPierre 2 2 13
Gedinne 1 8 6 22 7
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Fig. 5. Overview of the 
different types of cremation 
graves in the early Hallstatt 
cemeteries.
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the Dyle valley, especially in the cemetery at Court-Saint-Etienne. Six burials with 
a sword have been recorded, but other fragments of bronze and iron swords from 
this site (though without any reference to their burial context) are preserved in 
the collection of the Royal Museum for Art and History. A total of 17 swords have 
been found on this site (Mariën 1958). Another group is visible in the southern 
Haine valley with an accent on the site of Harchies (De Mulder/Bourgeois 2011). 
Finally, there is a strong representation of this type of elite burial in the cemetery of 
Gedinne/Chevaudos, not so far from the site of Louette-Saint-Pierre (Guillaume 
2003; Warmenbol 1993). Remarkable is the concentration of three bronze swords 
in the cremation grave at Neerharen-Rekem which contains the remains of three 
different individuals, probably two men and a woman (Temmerman 2007).

The swords can be accompanied by different objects which further confirm 
the status of the deceased. Some objects, deposited in the burial pit, form an elite 
funerary set. The chape from the scabbard is only ascertained in a few contexts (see 
Table 1). Fragments of horse-gear are present in two burial mounds at Court-Saint-
Etienne and Limal/Morimoine. Although in the same region there are examples of 
deposition of elements of horse-gear only. At Court-Saint-Etienne barrow Z and 
barrow 4 fragments of horse-gear in bronze and iron were discovered, in the first 
mentioned burial accompanied also by some unidentifiable bronze elements. The 
site of Court-Sainte-Etienne/La Plantée des Dames is also present in this category 
with a bronze fragment in barrow 4 (Mariën 1958).

Other artifacts are less associated with the classical sword graves, but appear 
in a few cremation graves. The three bronze swords at the multiple burial at 
Neerharen-Rekem were accompanied by three bronze spearheads (Warmenbol 
1998). An iron spearhead was also given to the deceased in barrow 3 Ferme Rouge 
at Court-Saint-Etienne, which was equipped with a rich set of other artifacts 
(Mariën 1958). Finally, at Gedinne/Chevaudos was a lone bronze spearhead 
deposited in burial 16. In the Dutch urnfield cemetery of Weert/Boshoverheide 
were also two spearheads discovered next to three bronze swords and a chape in 
the late 19th century. However, the spearheads were not found together with the 
swords (Hissel/Theunissen 2012; Ubaghs 1890).

In the deposited funerary set of the Ferme Rouge barrow 3 at Court-Saint-
Etienne was also another remarkable artifact added, namely a bronze socketed 
axe (see figure 7 in Warmenbol in this volume) (Mariën 1958). This practice was 

Fig. 6. Drawing of a type I 
cremation grave at Court-
Saint-Etienne (after Mariën 
1958, 85 fig. 12).
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also attested at the Oss-Vorstengraf in the Netherlands. An iron axe formed part 
of a rich cremation burial in a situla which contained an iron Mindelheim sword, 
horse-gear and a set of other metal artifacts (Fokkens/Jansen 2004; Fokkens et al. 
2012; see also Jansen/Van der Vaart-Verschoof this volume). A second example was 
discovered at Rhenen in the center of the Netherlands. Among the funerary set of 
a cremation in a bronze situla was a fragment of a socketed axe of the Wesseling 
type, as well as elements of horse-gear and a four-wheeled wagon (Van Heeringen 
1998/99). The presence of these socketed axes is an interesting new phenomenon 
because during the Late Bronze Age axes were deposited in wet contexts such as 
valley streams and marshes and in the final stage of the Late Bronze Age also in 
large hoards of the so-called Plainseau culture (Fontijn 2002/03; Fontijn/Fokkens 
2007). The inclusion of these axes among the funerary set of some elite burials 
suggests that they acquired a new specific value.

Among the numerous deposited artifacts of barrow 3 at Court-Saint-Etienne 
is also a hook that has been interpreted as a meat hook. One iron knife was also 
present in this richly provided burial (Mariën 1958).

Barrow 5 at Wavre/Bruyère is the only known example of the association of 
a sword and a razor (Mariën 1958). Toilet articles are an important item of the 
elite culture and bodily appearance during this period but most of these artifacts 
are found in different burial contexts. Next to razors appear also tweezers and 
small toilet kits. Among the oldest finds of attention for the care of the body are 
the loose find of a Late Bronze Age razor at Court-Saint-Etienne (Mariën 1958) 
and bronze tweezers in a ‘bonepackgrave’ at the urnfield of Herk-de-Stad/Donk 
(De Mulder et al. 2014; Van Impe 1980). In the early Hallstatt cemeteries bronze 
and iron razors are found at Bernissart, Court-Saint-Etienne (barrow 5 Ferme 

Cemetery Sword Chape Spearhead Horse-gear Razor Other

Hofstade 1 (Br) 1

Neerharen-Rekem 3 (Br) 2 3

CSE/barrow A 1 (Fe) 3

CSE/barrow K 1 (Br)

CSE/barrow L 1 (Fe)

CSE/barrow M 1 (Fe)

CSE/barrow 1 1 (Fe) 1

CSE/barrow 3 1 (Fe) 1 1 1

Wavre/Bruyère barrow 5 1 (Br) 1

Limal/Stoqouy barrow 5 1 (Fe)

Limal/Morimoine barrow 1 1 (Fe) 1 2

Harchies/cremation 1 1 (Br)

Harchies/cremation 2 1 (Br)

Harchies/cremation 3 1 (Br) 1

Harchies/cremation 4 1 (Br)

Havré/barrow E 1 (Fe)

Flobecq 1 (?)

Gedinne/barrow 1 1 (Br) 1 2

Gedinne/barrow 2 1 (Fe)

Gedinne/barrow 13 1 (Fe)

Gedinne/barrow 14 1 (Fe)

Table 1. Overview of the 
sword graves in Belgium and 
associated deposited bronze 
and iron artifacts.
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Rouge), Court-Sainte-Etienne/La Plantée des Dames (barrow 2), Havré (barrows 
9, 10 and 16), Limal/Morimoine (barrow 2) and Louette-Saint-Pierre (barrows I 
and III). At barrow 2 in Limal/Morimoine the razor was accompanied by tweezers 
(Mariën 1958). The cemetery of Havré contained the largest number of cremation 
graves with toilet articles. Both mentioned barrows 9 and 10 had also a toilet kit as 
part of the funerary goods. Another toilet kit was discovered in barrow 2. Finally, 
iron tweezers had been deposited in barrow A (Mariën 1999).

Elite burials in the funerary landscape

There are differences in the relationship between the described elite graves and 
other burials and cemeteries. The sites of Hofstade and Neerharen are located in an 
area where there is also a strong presence of excavated urnfields of the Late Bronze 
Age and Early Iron Age. The other sites in southern Belgium were found early in 
the archaeological history of Belgium and also in regions with less archaeological 
activity through the centuries.

Both weapon graves at Hofstade and Neerharen/Rekem are the only indication 
of people buried with a higher social status in a ‘classic’ urnfield with principally 

Fig. 7. The broken bronze 
Gündlingen swords from 
Harchies (after Guillaume 
2003, 109 fig. 50).
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simple cremations. Both burials are also so-called flat graves. At this moment the 
urnfield of Hofstade counts 400 cremations but only one cremation with a sword 
and chape (De Mulder/Laloo 2016). Although the study is still going on there are 
no more explicit indications of outing of a higher social status. It is important to 
remark that the site is not that far away from the Scheldt river between Wichelen 
and Schoonaarde, an area known for its rich deposits of bronze artifacts during 
the Late Bronze Age (De Mulder/Bourgeois 2011; Verlaeckt 1996). The estimated 
walking time from Hofstade to the banks of the Scheldt is about 1.30 to 2 hours. 
The cemetery of Neerharen-Rekem counts 235 cremations although it is not 
completely excavated. Grave 72 is exceptional because it is made up of three 
different bronze swords and three different individuals were deposited in it, but it 
is also the only grave with an explicit social status (Temmerman 2007).

The Dyle valley stands out for its concentration of early Hallstatt burials. Five 
cemeteries at a short distance from each other were found in the southern region 
of this river valley. Among these cemeteries Court-Saint Etienne attracts attention 
by the numerous barrows from this period and their lavish funerary sets. In the 
archaeological literature different areas are mentioned at Court-Saint-Etienne but 
they probably belong to one large funerary zone (Fig. 8). The oldest finds come 
from the eastern part of the site at a place called Bettremont. The finds testify 
to the presence of flat graves from the Late Bronze Age and also the Early Iron 
Age in this area. The Late Bronze Age razor suggests the first indications of social 
status in the funerary ritual during the Late Bronze Age. In the transition to the 
Early Iron Age a new funerary ritual appears: the construction of burial mounds 
on top of the pyre. These funerary monuments are recorded in two areas, La 
Quenique and La Ferme Rouge, west of the urnfield cemetery. Due to the nature 
of the 19th-early 20th century excavations we have no detailed information of the 
location of other destroyed burials between these three recorded areas (De Mulder 
2011; Mariën 1958). Another exceptional character of Court-Saint-Etienne is the 
high number of recorded sword graves both excavated and preserved without find 
context. This shows the importance of the site as a place for elite burial. This 
is further proven by the richness of other artifacts associated with social status. 
Concerning the other sites in the Dyle valley, the elite burials are located within 
groups of other barrows but these could not be dated due to limited information.

Another group of elite burials is ascertained in the southern Haine-valley. 
Bernissart is an old isolated find of a burial with a razor. The four burials at 
Harchies seem to be flat graves. Due to the limited excavation there is no 
information available on other funerary structures (Leblois 2010; Mariën 1975). 
Havré is a larger cemetery with 21 documented burial mounds (Fig. 9). There has 
only one sword grave been found, but five barrows contained artifacts associated 
with body care. In four other burials were bronze or iron fragments discovered 
that could not be identified anymore (Mariën 1999).

Finally, Louette-Saint-Pierre and Gedinne are also located a short distance from 
each other in the valley of the Houille, a tributary of the Meuse. The cemetery of 
Gedinne counts ca. 44 excavated burial mounds. Three were sword graves and one 
grave contained a bronze spearhead. Five other cremations yielded small bronze 
or iron fragments which were difficult to identify (Guillaume 2003). Regarding 
Louette-Saint-Pierre 17 monuments were excavated. In two of these razors were 
discovered. Furthermore, there exists also a loose find from a razor fragment from 
this site and also a fragment from a bracelet (Guillaume 2003; Warmenbol 1993). 
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Other cremation graves contained only ceramics. Only a minority of the graves in 
both cemeteries reflect a certain social status.

Early Hallstatt burials and radiocarbon dating

Since the beginning of the 3rd millennium cremated bone can be dated using the 
carbon preserved in the bioapatite for the bone. To obtain a reliable radiocarbon 
date the bone has to be well cremated (800 C°) and be completely white in 
appearance (Van Strydonck et al. 2005; 2009; 2010). Since then radiocarbon 
dating cremated bone has become a standard practice in the study of cremation 
cemeteries, especially the urnfields of the Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age, 
resulting in new insights of the occupation history of these cemeteries (De Mulder 
et al. 2007). Nevertheless, for a detailed study of the early Hallstatt period burials 
we are confronted with some limitations. The 2σ certainty range of a radiocarbon 
date covers, depending on the calibration curve, one or two centuries. For the 
final phase of the Late Bronze Age and the transition to the Early Iron Age a good 
reliable calibrated radiocarbon date from one century (9th century) is possible. The 
largest problem is the so-called Hallstatt-plateau which covers the whole period of 
the Early Iron Age and so the appearance of the elite burials of this period. Due to 
solar activity around 800 BC the calibration curve covers a period of three to four 
centuries and cannot be refined at the moment. This limits the use of radiocarbon 
dating cremated bone for the chronological study of the early Hallstatt period. 
Another problem is the conservation of the cremated bone in museums. Since 
most cemeteries were excavated in the late 19th and early 20th centuries it is not 
always clear if the bone that has been preserved can be effectively associated with 
the objects in the museum collections.

Until now only a limited number of radiocarbon dates have been realized on 
elite burials in Belgium. There is one date for the grave at Neerharen-Rekem. 
The sword grave from Hofstade has to be dated in the near future. Finally, three 

Fig. 8. Location of the different 
excavated cemeteries at Court-
Saint-Etienne (after Mariën 
1958, 15 fig. 2).
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dates were obtained on cremated bone from Louette-Sainte-Pierre, but without an 
association with a grave context and grave goods (Warmenbol 2009).

The result for Neerharen-Rekem situates the grave between 905-796 cal BC, 
which covers the end of the Late Bronze Age and the transition to the Early 
Iron Age (Fig. 10). The three radiocarbon dates for Louette-Saint-Pierre cover, as 
expected, the whole period of the Early Iron Age until the 5th century BC. Although 
the oldest date (KIA-25593) tends to a greater probability at the beginning of the 
Early Iron Age (for further discussion see also Warmenbol this volume).

The international context of the early Hallstatt elite 
burials in Belgium

The discussed Belgian elite burials are part of a funerary tradition which covers the 
southern Netherlands and northeastern France (Warmenbol 1993). The Gündlingen 
bronze swords have their ancestors in the tradition of Atlantic Late Bronze Age swords 
(Milcent 2004; Warmenbol 1988). Some of the swords at Harchies can be described 
as proto-Hallstatt (see Warmenbol this volume). The chape in barrow 3 at Harchies 
was also an Atlantic Sion Reach type (Warmenbol 1988). The genesis of the Hallstatt 
funerary elite burial set seems to have its roots in the Atlantic region and influences 
the Central European elites (Milcent 2004). In the Dyle valley Central European 

Fig. 9. The cemetery at Havré 
(after Mariën 1999, 229 fig. 4).
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influences are also present. The iron horse-gear at Limal/Morimoine has rather 
Continental parallels (Mariën 1958). The barrows at Court-Saint-Etienne/la Ferme 
Rouge reflect influences from both cultural traditions. The presence of a socketed 
axe and elements of horse-gear in burial 3 represent the Atlantic tradition. On the 
other hand, the iron knife in the same barrow reminds of Continental European 
habits where knives are found back in association with swords (Brun et al. 2009). The 
appearance of the burial mounds that cover the remains of the pyre was a new element 
in the funerary traditions. Where it exactly originates is not clear but this tradition 
seems also to be recorded in the Hunsrück-Eifel culture (Krausse 1991).

Conclusion

In this overview we focused on the funerary ritual of elite burials in Belgium. Most 
of the finds can be considered relatively old since they have been excavated in the 
19th and early 20th centuries, but it is still possible to extract a lot of information 
on the burial ritual. The elite burials in Belgium seem to be concentrated in small 
groups while both Flemish sites, Hofstade and Neerharen-Rekem are part of 
larger urnfield cemeteries. The recent discovery of Hofstade and Lidar images in 
Flanders and Wallonia show that there is still a great undiscovered potential.
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The Early Iron Age Hallstatt C period in Northwest and Central Europe is 
marked by the emergence of monumental tumuli with lavish burials, some of 
which are known as chieftain’s or princely graves. This new burial rite reflects 
one of the most noteworthy developments in Early Iron Age Europe: the rise 
of a new and elaborate way of elite representation north of the Alps. 

These sumptuous burials contain beautiful weaponry, bronze vessels and 
extravagantly decorated wagons and horse-gear. They reflect long-distance 
connections in material culture and elite (burial) practices across the breadth 
of Northwest and Central Europe. Research into this period, however, tends 
to be regionally focused and poorly accessible to scholars from other areas – 
language barriers in particular are a hindering factor. 

In an attempt to overcome this, Connecting Elites and Regions brings to-
gether scholars from several research traditions and nations who present regio-
nal overviews and discussions of elite burials and material culture from all over 
Northwest and Central Europe. In many cases these are the first overviews 
available in English and together they make regional research accessible to a 
wider audience. As such this volume contributes to and hopes to stimulate 
research on the Early Iron Age Hallstatt C period on a European scale.
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