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1. INTRODUCTION

Scientific debate on the habitation history of the
Pleistocene coversand landscapes of the Netherlands
is dominated by the results of intensive research in the
province of Drenthe and the so-called Meuse-Demer-
Scheldt region of the southern Netherlands and
northern Belgium. The available information on these
regions has increased immensely since the start, in the
early 1970s, of several large-scale thematic projects
with a regional focus (Bloemers 1999). For both
regions a number of important syntheses and studies
on long-term-patterns in landscape and settlement
development are now available (eg, Waterbolk 1995;
Spek 2004; Roymans & Gerritsen 2002). Research
results from other Pleistocene parts of the Netherlands
or adjacent parts of Belgium and Germany, however,

have yet hardly entered the national archaeological
debate. General habitation models based on well-
researched regiond tend to be applied to other, less
intensively studied areas, usually implicitly. Whether
these models lend themselves to that is hardly ever
tested. Is it justifiable to do so?

As a test case, this paper will focus on the
development of landscape and habitation in the
eastern Netherlands from the Late Neolithic period
until the start of the Middle Roman period (c. 2850
BC–AD 100). This region is situated roughly between
the two ‘archaeological core areas’ mentioned above.
The data presented mainly result from an
interdisciplinary research project, recently finished,
by Wageningen University and the Dutch
Cultural Heritage Agency (2004–2009). In this
‘Eastern Netherlands Project’ archaeologists,
historical geographers, physical geographers, and
palaeobotanists joined efforts to create an integral
image of the development of landscape and habitation
(Van Beek & Keunen 2006; Van Beek 2009). The
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General habitation models based on well-researched regions tend to be applied to other, less intensively studied
regions, usually implicitly. However, whether they lend themselves to do that is hardly ever tested. It may even
be that such general models prevent us from obtaining a clear view of patterns of supra-regional, regional, and
local diversity. As a test case, this paper focuses on the development of landscape and habitation in the eastern
part of the Netherlands from the Late Neolithic period until the start of the Middle Roman period (c. 2850
BC–AD 100). Special attention is given to site location, settlement development, and landscape organisation. The
research area until now has hardly entered the archaeological debate on the habitation history of the Low
Countries. It is demonstrated that even though some habitation characteristics are well-known from other parts
of the Low Countries, and sometimes beyond, the organisation of later prehistoric societies in the research area
also deviates in interesting ways. The case-study makes clear that leaning too heavily on research results from
other regions brings the risk that specific characteristics of a region will be overlooked or that regional diversity
will be ignored in order to make the data fit the expected pattern. One size does not fit all. The only way to
prevent this is to build new, solid interpretative frameworks for regions that have so far received little attention,
and to create an awareness that existing models should not be applied uncritically.
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goals of the present paper are twofold. First, to
reconstruct the landscape and habitation development
of the eastern Netherlands in late prehistory. Special
attention will be given to site location, settlement
development, and landscape organisation. Second,
to analyse to what degree these characteristics agree
with late prehistoric models and hypotheses
developed for other regions, and what the
implications of these observations are for late
prehistoric archaeology in general.

In the first part of the paper the main physical
geographical characteristics of the research area are
introduced, in order to be able to analyse to what
degree the landscape structure is comparable to that
of other Pleistocene landscapes in the Netherlands
(section 2). Since the period under discussion covers a
time span of approximately 3000 years, we clearly
cannot regard the eastern Dutch landscape as a stable
and unchanged physical geographical backdrop to
habitation development. One of the landscape
dynamic processes that will be discussed is peat
expansion, one of the most influential processes
during late prehistory (section 3). Next, the most
important patterns in settlement development and
burial ritual will be reconstructed for the Late
Neolithic period and Early Bronze Age (sections 4–5),
the Middle Bronze Age (section 6), the Urnfield period
(section 7–9), and the transitional period between the
Middle Iron Age and Early Roman period (section
10). The reconstructions presented for each period are
based on the combination and analysis of a wide
variety of archaeological sources, including ‘grey’
literature, old excavation data, and reports of recent
research by municipal archaeological services and
commercial companies. The observed patterns will be
compared with the most relevant and influential
models developed for other Pleistocene parts of the
Netherlands, in order to assess their applicability for
the research area. Finally, the research results will be
summarised and discussed. 

2. THE EASTERN DUTCH ARCHIPELAGO

The research area consists of most of the Dutch
province of Overijssel and the eastern part of the
province of Guelders (Fig. 1). It is confined by the
German border in the east and by three large rivers: the
Overijsselse Vecht, the IJssel, and the Oude IJssel.
Within this area three regions can be distinguished. The

province of Overijssel is divided into Salland (west) and
Twente (east), whereas the eastern part of the province
of Gelderland is known as the Achterhoek. 

Physical geographical research within the scope of
the Eastern Netherlands Project has shown that the
research area is far from uniform (Maas & Makaske
2007). The results of an analysis of landscape genesis
in combination with the character of the modern-day
landscape allow for a division into nine main physical
geographical landscapes (Fig. 2). The so-called eastern
Dutch plateau is situated in the eastern part of the
Achterhoek. It was formed mainly during the Tertiary
period. Within the Netherlands similar landscapes
only occur in small parts of the province of Limburg.
Most of Twente and some adjacent smaller parts of
the Achterhoek are part of two distinct ice-pushed
ridge landscapes. The ice-pushed ridges and
glaciofluvial sediments in these areas are the result of
geological and geomorphological processes that took
place during and after the final stages of the Saalian
ice age. Two small parts of the Twente region are
classified as coversand landscapes. The first of these,
situated near the city of Hengelo, is characterised by
east–west oriented coversand ridges separated by
stream valleys and depressions. The second coversand
landscape in Twente is dominated by the north–south
oriented Dinkel valley and the large coversand ridges
running parallel to it. Large parts of Salland and the
central part of the Achterhoek are classified as
coversand landscapes as well. Together they form a
broad zone running roughly parallel to the river IJssel.
Finally, two fluvial landscapes can be distinguished.
The old river landscape of the IJssel and Vecht was
formed during the Weichselian. In the modern
landscape Pleistocene river sediments are especially
well represented in the south-western part of the
Achterhoek. The Holocene landscape of the IJssel
and Vecht rivers largely follows the modern course
of these rivers.

From a physical geographical point of view, the
eastern Netherlands form a highly diverse landscape.
‘Diversity’ is indeed the most appropriate term to
characterise the research area. This is true at all levels,
since the nine main physical geographical landscape
units are each a mosaic of different landscape types
(eg, stream valley landscapes, peat landscapes) which
in turn are composed of different terrain forms (eg,
raised bogs, coversand ridges). The research area is
intersected by several rivers and stream valleys, and
many former peat bogs and wet depressions are
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scattered over the landscape. These low areas
alternate with ice-pushed ridges, riverdunes, and
coversand ridges. This distinctive, fragmented
landscape structure has been described as a ‘sandy
archipelago’ (Verlinde 1987, 308–15). It is
fundamentally different than what is found in other
Pleistocene landscapes in the Netherlands, such as the
province of Drenthe, the Veluwe region (province of
Gelderland) and the province of Noord-Brabant.
These landscapes are mostly on a much larger scale
and more homogeneous. 

3. PEAT EXPANSION

Although the main structure of the landscape of the
eastern Netherlands was formed during the
Pleistocene and the initial phases of the Holocene
(before c. 8000 BP), it has certainly not remained
unchanged since then. A general distinction can be
made between, on the one hand, natural changes and,
on the other, developments triggered by human
habitation and landscape exploitation. Some
processes that fall within the latter category are
deforestation, erosion, and sedimentation, and the
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Fig. 1:
Position of the research area and the most important regions and sites mentioned in the text. 

Sites: 1. Zwolle-Ittersumerbroek; 2. Raalte; 3. Colmschate; 4. Epse; 5. Zutphen; 6. Markelo-De Borkeld; 7. Enter; 8. Borne; 9.
Vasse; 10. Haarle; 11. Rossum; 12. Oldenzaal; 13. Denekamp 



occurrence of drift sand. They have been described
recently (Groenewoudt et al. 2008; Van Beek 2009,
469–508) and will not be discussed here in detail. One
of the most important (partly) natural landscape
formation processes is the development of peat bogs.
Analysis of a number of pollen samples taken in raised
bogs since the 1920s has shown that most of these
peat landscapes have developed since the Atlantic and
Subboreal periods, with the exception of a few small
peat areas that developed locally in gullies and
depressions in the late Glacial and early Holocene
period (Van Beek 2009, 104–9).

The pollen samples mentioned above were taken in
the few raised bogs that still exist in the research area.
Only a tiny percentage of the original peat bogs has
survived until today, as a result of peat cutting,
reclamations, intensification of agriculture, and water
management. Hardly any research has been done into
the location and greatest extension of former peat
bogs. It was recently demonstrated, however, that it is
possible to reconstruct former peat areas globally by

analysing and combining various sources such as
historical maps, toponymical data, written
descriptions and soil characteristics (De Rooi 2006;
2008; Van Beek 2009, 470–7). The picture that
emerges from this research is quite remarkable (Fig.
3a): approximately 30% of the land surface was once
covered with peat. This is much more than was
assumed before (eg, Vos & Kiden 2005). Compared to
the peat landscapes in some other parts of the
Netherlands, such as the Bourtangerveen in the
province of Drenthe which measured many hundreds
of square kilometres, the many peat bogs in our
research area were relatively small. Very large peat
bogs only developed in relatively homogeneous
landscapes, which the eastern Netherlands never were. 

The exact chronological and spatial processes
involved in the peat expansion have not yet been
analysed. Since most peat bogs (and therefore
sampling opportunities) have disappeared, these
processes are difficult to reconstruct. Similarly, it
cannot yet be established whether they are comparable
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Fig. 2: 
Main physical geographical landscapes of the eastern Netherlands



to patterns observed in the province of Drenthe. With
regard to the peat landscapes of the so-called Frisian-
Drenthe Plateau, Waterbolk (2007) argues that the
expansion rate of the peat was not constant but
significantly higher in some periods, especially the
Subatlantic. In general it is assumed that the peat bogs
in the eastern Netherlands expanded continuously
until peat cutting started in the late medieval period
(Groenewoudt et al. 2007). The maximum extension
of peat as reconstructed in Figure 3a therefore
probably corresponds most closely to the situation
around c. AD 1000. Most peat cutting was undertaken
on an individual basis by local inhabitants (Van Beek
2009, 476–7). Peat cutting and reclamation on an
industrial scale only took place on a few locations,
such as near Vriezenveen in Twente (Gerding 1995).
Even with the limitations of the present dataset in
mind, it is clear that the scattered distribution of peat
areas had a large impact on late prehistoric settlement
patterns. This is demonstrated by the distribution of

burial sites from the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron
Age which shows a negative correlation with the peat
areas (Fig. 3b). It has to be stressed that the peat
extension during the Urnfield Period must have been
smaller than depicted in Figure 3b, and that the
distribution pattern of urnfields might have been
influenced by post-depositional processes.

4. DISPERSED SETTLEMENTS

Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age sites are
abundant. Most of them are artefact scatters of
varying size, composition, and density, discovered by
amateur archaeologists. Small amounts of Late
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age pottery and flint often
turn up during excavations of younger settlements as
well, but only a few Late Neolithic and Early
Bronze Age sites have been excavated as such (Van
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Fig. 3:
Maximum peat extension in the eastern Netherlands around AD 1000 (A, dark grey) and the

distribution pattern of burial sites from the Urnfield Period (B, black dots)



Beek 2009, 413–17). Although this lack of research
makes it difficult to assess the general character of
individual settlements in this period, let alone the
settlement system as a whole, some general
observations can be made. 

Unlike late Middle Bronze Age and later settlement
sites, Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age settlements
contain relatively few recognisable features. Only a
few house plans and other buildings have been
tentatively reconstructed in different parts of the
eastern Netherlands (eg, Bouwmeester 2008). Most of
these have been subject of severe discussion, unlike
later structures that are generally easy to recognise
and rarely disputed. The reliability of individual sites
and reconstructions aside, it is clear that both the
degree of settlement site variety and the spatial
dynamics of settlements in the Late Neolithic period
and Early Bronze Age were fundamentally different
from those of later periods. Intensive investigation has
shown that a number of large coversand ridges and
riverdunes in the coversand landscapes of the research
area were settled permanently from the second part of
the Middle Bronze Age onwards (section 6). This is in
contrast with the Late Neolithic period and Early
Bronze Age and the first part of the Middle Bronze
Age, for which those same areas have produced only
evidence of special activity sites and short-term
settlements. The latter will probably not have been
inhabited for more than a few generations, even
though this is difficult to pinpoint yet.

Furthermore, Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age
sites are found in a wider variety of landscape types
than the later sites are. They are not only known from
large sandy ridges but for example also from small
coversand hummocks or lower coversand ridges near
stream valleys. Both observations suggest a settlement
system during the Late Neolithic period and Early
Bronze Age that was characterised by a high degree of
spatial mobility. The same can be concluded from
intensive microregional research in the nature reserve
De Borkeld, near the town of Markelo. This area is
situated in one of the ice-pushed ridge landscapes of
Twente, on the western slope of a large ice-pushed
ridge on which several burial mounds lie scattered
(Fig. 8, below; section 5). During field surveys several
settlement sites from the Middle and Late Neolithic
period and Early Bronze Age were found
(Groenewoudt 1994, 110–35). The sites consisted of
remarkably well-preserved artefact scatters that
clustered around a moraine ridge. Although none of

the scatters was completely excavated, it is clear that
the settlements moved along the peripheral parts of
the moraine sediments. Locations where these
sediments were covered by sandy deposits were
particularly selected for habitation, as these offered
favourable conditions for agriculture. Sometimes old
settlement locations were revisited, leading to
palimpsest situations. 

The data available at present clearly show that it
would be too simple to interpret all sites with Late
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age finds as residential
sites. The completely excavated site Zutphen-
Ooyerhoek, for example, which is situated on an
elongated riverdune near a stream valley, consists of
find scatter of scarcely 200 m2 (Fig. 4). The collected
pottery sherds and one 14C-date of burnt bone
produced a date of 2200–1900 cal BC (3655±45 BP;
GrA-16798). With the exception of the pottery, the
site is hardly any different than some Early Mesolithic
hunting camps excavated in the direct vicinity
(Groenewoudt et al. 2001). Although it is not clear
whether this specific site should also be interpreted as
a hunting camp, several isolated flint arrowheads
found in different parts of the research area show that
hunting still played a role in the subsistence economy.
Sites that measure no more than a few hundred square
metres also occur in several other parts of the
landscape. Scholte Lubberink mentions, for example,
a site that was discovered on one of the ice-pushed
ridges of Twente, on a small sandy elevation
surrounded by very wet deposits of Tertiary clay
(Scholte Lubberink 1998, 117–18). Furthermore, at a
small number of excavated sites isolated features with
complete Early Bronze Age pots have been found (eg,
Deeben & Groenewoudt 1999, 56–64). These sites
are at present difficult to interpret but clearly do not
represent either settlements or burials. 

5. FUNERARY LANDSCAPES

The next question to be adressed is the relationship
between the settlement data and burial sites. Roymans
and Fokkens published a model of the spatial relations
between settlements and burial mounds (Fig. 5a),
which has been influential over the last two decades
(Roymans & Fokkens 1991, 12). The model assumes
that settlements moved regularly through the
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landscape and that burial monuments followed them.
This produced a pattern of dispersed burial mounds
and abandoned farmstead locations. The model is
mainly based on research in the southern Netherlands
and in the province of Drenthe, where, in particular,

the excavation of a Middle Bronze Age settlement and
burial mound in Elp (Waterbolk 1964) was quite
influential. This model has recently been adjusted
substantially. Among the most important new
observations is the fact that, by far, most reliable
radiocarbon dates for Bronze Age settlements with
three-aisled farmhouses date from the second half of
the Middle Bronze Age, and beyond (after 1500 cal.
BC). At that moment hardly any new burial mounds
were erected anymore which implies that that the
relationships between both categories were not as
direct as had been assumed (Bourgeois & Fontijn
2008; Fokkens & Arnoldussen 2008). Furthermore,
there was an outspoken tendency to construct
barrows in the near vicinity of older ones, instead of
near settlements (Bourgeois & Fontijn 2008, 48–9).
How do these patterns fit the archaeological reality in
the eastern Netherlands?

Very few burial mounds in the research area have
been properly excavated. The amount of available
information is therefore extremely limited compared
with other Pleistocene parts of the Netherlands.
However, by assessing the dimensions and general
appearance of burial monuments in combination with
data from excavations, prospective research, and a
small number of chance finds, it is possible to
reconstruct the distribution pattern of those mounds
that pre-date the Urnfield period (Fig. 6). When doing
so, striking regional differences appear. Twente has
the highest number of burial monuments by far,
especially on the higher parts and slopes of ice-pushed
ridges. In other parts of the research area, however,
burial mounds are remarkably rare, particularly in the
coversand landscapes of Salland and the central part
of the Achterhoek. In the modern Salland landscape
not a single Late Neolithic and/or Middle Bronze Age
burial mound is visible.

It must be taken into account that the original
distribution pattern of barrows may have been
distorted quite heavily by post-depositional processes.
For the southern Netherlands it has been argued that
reclamations had a large impact on the distribution
pattern of burial mounds there (Theunissen 1999,
48–54). The same process might account to some
degree for the scarcity of burial mounds in the
coversand landscapes of Salland and the Achterhoek,
for these landscapes were subject to more intensive
reclamations than the ice-pushed ridges in Twente.
However, the differences between Salland and Twente
are very unlikely to have been caused by post-
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Fig. 4:
Small, late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age artefact scatter

excavated at Zutphen-Ooyerhoek

Fig. 5:
Model of the spatial relation between settlements and burial

sites in the Middle Bronze Age (A) and late Bronze Age
and Early Iron Age (B). Cross: barrow; black square:

settlement; white square: former settlement
(after Roymans & Fokkens 1991, 12)



depositional processes alone. Most large-scale
excavations of late prehistoric settlements have taken
place in Salland and the north-western part of the
Achterhoek. While settlement remains from the Late
Neolithic period to the Middle Bronze Age are
definitely present, not a single undisputed burial
mound has been documented. It seems hardly possible
that we have simply been looking in the wrong places.
In these intensively studied regions, large barrow
groups such as those in Twente (see below) would
certainly not have been overlooked. Furthermore, the
fact that urnfields are regularly found in these same
landscapes suggests that the apparent absence of
barrows is probably not simply a result of chance.

It will not be argued here that burial mounds did

not exist in the western coversand landscapes of the
eastern Netherlands before the Urnfield Period, but
the possibility must be considered that other, less
conspicuous, forms of burial were much more
common in these regions. Large-scale excavations at
the site of Zutphen-Looërenk provide an interesting
observation (Bouwmeester et al. 2008). On a large
riverdune there, several small concentrations of Bell
Beaker and Pot Beaker sherds were excavated,
suggesting repeated occupation phases. Two or
possibly three cremation burials were found as well
(Fig. 7), one of which produced a radiocarbon date
corresponding to the late Single Grave or the Bell
Beaker period. The grave possibly contained a small
copper dagger, which would suggest a Bell Beaker date
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Fig. 6:
Distribution pattern of barrows from the late Neolithic period, Early Bronze Age and Middle Bronze Age

in the eastern Netherlands



(Fermin 2008). At the site of Zwolle-Ittersumerbroek
(see also section 6) a pit with a small Protruding Foot
Beaker was interpreted as a Late Neolithic child burial
(Clevis & Verlinde 1991, 24–6). In a trial trench in
Epse a small pit with human cremated remains was
found that produced a radiocarbon date
corresponding to the second part of the Middle
Bronze Age or possibly the earliest phase of the Late
Bronze Age (Appels 2002, 18). The evidence from
these sites shows that an exclusive research focus on
burial mounds will result in a narrow and incomplete
image of the range of burial rituals that existed.
Systematically dating cremation burials by
radiocarbon may provide valuable results in the

future, since without datable artefacts or peripheral
structures, cremation burials from this period are
almost indistinguishable from burials dating from
other phases.

In Twente the picture is markedly different. There is
a fairly large number of burial monuments on the
higher parts and slopes of ice-pushed ridges. They
partly cluster in quite substantial groups that
frequently also include burials from the Urnfield
period. This pattern of repeated re-use of burial sites,
resulting in clusters of monuments, has created what
may be called late prehistoric funerary landscapes.
Burial mounds are not limited to ice-pushed ridges but
also appear in the coversand landscapes of Twente,
albeit in much lower numbers. Although the large
clusters of burial monuments in Twente have attracted
much attention since the 18th and 19th centuries, the
available information on individual monuments is
generally poor, and that on the structure and genesis of
complete funerary landscapes is even more limited.
But despite this lack of detailed archaeological data,
some important observations can be made on the basis
of an analysis of the distribution pattern of burial
mounds and comparing these with settlement data.

The area near the nature reserve De Borkeld forms
an illustration of what type of spatial relations
between settlements and funerary landscapes may be
expected in the ice-pushed ridge landscapes of Twente.
As was mentioned before, Late Neolithic and Early
Bronze Age settlements moved along the flanks of a
large moraine ridge. Over 70 burial mounds are
known in this microregion (Fig. 8). Most of them were
erected on the higher parts and slopes of the ice-
pushed ridges that are situated to the east, south-east,
and south of the area with the highest density of
settlement sites. The mounds partly cluster in groups
of between three and 14, excluding those that date
from the Urnfield period. Some series of monuments
follow the contour lines of the ice-pushed ridges and
can be seen from a far distance, which probably
indicates that visibility was one of the criteria that
influenced their location. Most burial mounds are
situated in areas where no settlement sites have been
found, even after intensive surveys. This is hardly
surprising, since the slopes and higher parts of the ice-
pushed ridges are rich in gravel and offer few large flat
surfaces, making them unfavourable settlement
locations for farming communities. The funerary
areas were situated in the periphery of the settlements;
or perhaps rather the other way round, for burial
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Fig. 7:
Cremation burials and concentrations of  Bell Beaker and/or

Pot Beaker pottery  at the site Zutphen-looërenk. the
cremation burial in the eastern part of the excavated area
produced a radiocarbon date corresponding to the late

Neolithic period (after Fermin 2008, 75)



groups were the most stable elements in the late
prehistoric landscape of Twente.

To this picture of the late prehistoric landscape can
be added ritual depositions. From the Atlantic period
onwards extensive low areas around the ice-pushed
ridges became overgrown with peat, and these have
produced an impressive number of finds (Verlinde
1980; Van der Sanden 2005; Van Beek 2009, 320–7).
The repeated use of specific zones within these peat
bogs for ritual practices allows the distinction of two

separate late prehistoric ritual landscapes. A peat bog
in the north-western part of the area appears to have
been used only during the Late Neolithic period and
Early Bronze Age, while the largest peat bog in the
centre of the area remained in use until the Early or
Middle Iron Age. Parallels for this clear spatial
division between settlement areas, funerary
landscapes, and ritual landscapes can be found in
several other microregions in Twente that share the
same physical landscape structure.
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Fig. 8:
Distribution pattern of barrows, settlements and ritual depositions from the late Neolithic period and Early Bronze Age at

De Borkeld near Markelo. More recent late prehistoric ritual depositions have also been indicated



6. TOWARDS FAMILIAR LANDSCAPES?

A systematic re-analysis of Late Neolithic–Middle
Bronze Age settlements recently led to the conclusion
that several fundamental changes occurred in large
parts of the Netherlands from the second part of the
Middle Bronze Age onwards (Arnoldussen & Fontijn
2006; Bourgeois & Fontijn 2008). These ‘innovations’
included amongst other things the introduction of the
three-aisled farmhouse and an intensification of
agriculture. It is difficult to establish what started
these processes, but it has been suggested that they
were connected with ideological changes that
ultimately led to another form of landscape
organisation. Arnoldussen and Fontijn speak of a
movement ‘towards familiar landscapes’ (2006). Can
similar changes also be observed in the archaeological
record of the eastern Netherlands?

In order to find out if such changes did occur there
during the Middle Bronze Age, we should first
concentrate on the larger coversand ridges and
riverdunes in the research area on which settlement
research since the 1960s has mainly been
concentrated. A substantial number of these ridges
have been transformed since the late medieval period
into the open fields that are still common in the rural
parts of the research area. The ridges usually have
fairly fertile soils, offer large surfaces of potential
agricultural land and are often situated near stream
valleys (Groenewoudt & Scholte Lubberink 2007).
The conditions for farming communities were
therefore favourable, which has frequently resulted in
a high density of archaeological remains. Large-scale
settlement research has been carried out on several
large coversand ridges and riverdunes in the west of
the eastern Netherlands, and especially the
excavations at the sites Colmschate-Weteringer Enk
(Fig. 9; Verlinde 2000; Hermsen 2007) and Zutphen-
Looërenk (Bouwmeester et al. 2008) have produced
detailed information. Both sites display an almost
identical settlement sequence. The Late Neolithic
period, Early Bronze Age, and first part of the Middle
Bronze Age were characterised by short-term
settlements or special activity sites. From c. 1500 BC

onwards both sites were continuously inhabited until
the final stage of the Late Iron Age (Zutphen) or even
well into the early medieval period (Colmschate). The
differences in the situation before and after c. 1500 BC

are very similar to what can be observed in other parts
of the Netherlands. Also, at both sites house plans

that are younger than the second part of the Middle
Bronze Age are clearly visible and can easily be
reconstructed, unlike those from earlier periods. 

The pattern observable at Colmschate and Zutphen
is probably typical for the settlement development on
other large and fertile coversand ridges and riverdunes
in the research area, especially in coversand
landscapes. Such ridges are often very rich in finds
from the Middle Bronze Age to the Roman period.
Most sites confirm that late prehistoric settlements
usually consisted of a single farmhouse with its
associated outbuildings, wells, fences, and other
structures. Such small settlements are well known
from other parts of ‘temperate’ Europe (eg, Harding
2000, 22–72). Late prehistoric ‘villages’, settlements
consisting of more than one contemporary farmstead,
seem to be completely absent. This pattern only
changes from the late 1st century AD onwards, when
larger settlements appear in several parts of the
eastern Netherlands (Van Beek 2009, 440–6).
Interestingly, this process starts rather late compared
to other Pleistocene parts of the Netherlands, where
larger late prehistoric settlements presumably existed
earlier (eg, Gerritsen 2003; Harsema 2005). Since
there have as yet been only a few large-scale
excavations of late prehistoric settlements, more
research is necessary to establish the significance of
this pattern. Late prehistoric settlements still display
spatial mobility, as they sometimes move over
distances up to several hundred metres. On the other
hand, farmsteads sometimes are rebuilt at
(approximately) the same location as well. 

The picture presented above reflects the processes
that were active on large coversand ridges and
riverdunes, especially in coversand landscapes.
However, the landscape includes other elements
besides large sandy ridges, and that an exclusive
research focus on those is too simplistic has already
been demonstrated. Settlements from the second part
of the Middle Bronze Age have for instance been
found in various landscape zones, one striking
example of which is the settlement at Zwolle-
Ittersumerbroek, which is situated in a low and wet
area along the river IJssel (Clevis & Verlinde 1991).
At this site late prehistoric features are found only on
sandy elevations within the undulating coversand
landscape. It is uncertain whether the site was
continuously inhabited from the Middle Bronze Age
onwards. Another Middle Bronze Age settlement was
discovered near the village of Vasse, on a relatively
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Fig. 9:
Settlement development at the site Colmschate-Weteringer Enk between 1500 BC and AD 450. Only the most important buildings

have been indicated (black rectangles). For each phase the position of earlier buildings is indicated by grey rectangles
(modified after Hermsen 2007)



high part of an ice-pushed ridge in Twente (Verlinde
& Theunissen 2001). Only one farmstead was
excavated there, which can partly be explained by the
find conditions, for the site was discovered in the
course of sand extraction. It is also clear, however,
that because of the abundance of gravel in the subsoil
the location was unsuitable for long-term habitation.
Permanent settlements in glacial landscapes can be
expected to be situated on coversand sediments
deposited on or near the lower slopes of ice-pushed
ridges, which are often rich in archaeological remains
from different periods.

7. EXPANSION AND CONTRACTION

In the previous paragraph it was demonstrated that at
least some of the large coversand ‘islands’ and
riverdunes developed into permanently inhabited,
microregional settlement cores after the second half of
the Middle Bronze Age, but that other landscape
zones were inhabited as well. The pattern during the
Urnfield period is not clear-cut either, as a closer look
at the Colmschate area will show. Most
archaeological excavations in this microregion took
place on the largest coversand ridge, the Weteringer
Enk (Fig. 9). Excavations on a much smaller scale
were carried out in some areas nearby. Especially the
coversand ridges south of the Weteringer Enk,
separated from it by a moist depression, produced
interesting results (Fig. 10). Settlements consisting of a
single farmstead from the Early Iron Age were found
on four locations, besides an urnfield from the same
period (Ten Bosch et al. 1997; Verlinde 1997; 2000).
Finds from other periods are rare, except for a few
features dating from the Middle Bronze Age and a
Carolingian settlement. During the Early Iron Age
habitation seems not to have been limited to the
Weteringer Enk but to have expanded to the smaller
sandy ridges that are present in the immediate vicinity. 

The observations in Colmschate, together with the
results of an excavation of a late prehistoric settlement
in Raalte (which will not be discussed here; see
Groenewoudt et al. 1998), led to the development of
a new model for late prehistoric settlement dynamics.
It is called the ‘expansion and contraction’ model and
is thought to be applicable to the coversand landscape
of Salland (Fig. 11; Ten Bosch et al. 1997;
Groenewoudt et al. 1998, 147–9). Central to this
model is the assumption of the existence of a

microregional settlement core that was permanently
inhabited from the Middle Bronze Age onwards.
During so-called expansion phases, such as the Early
Iron Age, nearby ridges with less favourable
conditions (eg, smaller size, less fertile soils, further
away from stream valleys), were also colonised.
During contraction phases, such as the Middle Iron
Age, the settlements retreated again to the largest
coversand ridge, although more peripheral areas still
played an important role in the subsistence economy,
for example as pasture for cattle. Because only a few
microregions have been intensively studied the
hypothetical ‘expansion and contraction’ model has
not been sufficiently tested yet in other parts of the
research area. It is important to keep in mind that the
model is based on information from areas with a
particular landscape structure, where such
‘hierarchical’ distinctions can tentatively be made
between favourable and less favourable potential
settlement locations. Obviously, not every part of the
coversand landscape answers to this description.
Microregions with a different physical geographical
structure are likely to display different habitation
patterns. As the model depicts even within the same
microregion the habitation history of different
landscape units may vary. An exclusive research focus
on large coversand ridges with high densities of
archaeological remains is therefore too limited;
different physical geographical landscape types must
be studied in order to obtain a detailed and
representative image of settlement development and
landscape exploitation (Groenewoudt et al. 2006). It
will be argued later that this also applies to later
phases of the Iron Age (section 10).

The next question is why specific periods were
characterised by settlement expansion and others by
contraction. In Colmschate the Early Iron Age was
clearly an expansion phase and in that this
microregion does not seem to have been unique. Early
Iron Age farmsteads have been excavated in many
parts of the research area. At least some of these sites
are situated on relatively small coversand ridges that
were not continuously settled. Unfortunately,
systematic and up-to-date catalogues of settlement
sites are not yet available, and it is therefore
impossible to establish whether the differences in
settlement locations and frequencies between the
Middle Bronze Age, the Late Bronze Age, and the
Early Iron Age are statistically significant. It will be
assumed here, however, that the relatively large
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number of Early Iron Age sites does suggest a change
in the settlement system relative to the Late Bronze
Age. There are several possible explanations for this.
The excavators of the Early Iron Age settlements in
Colmschate have suggested that population increase
during the Urnfield period may have been a key factor
that led to the colonisation of previously unsettled
areas (Groenewoudt et al. 1998, 147–9). Initially this
may seem an attractive explanation. However, a
population increase during the Late Bronze Age and
Early Iron Age does not seem to be reflected in
contemporary burial sites. Of the urnfields in the
province of Overijssel for which reliable dates are
available, 33 date to the Late Bronze Age and 14 to
the Early Iron Age. Twelve were in use during (parts
of) both phases (Verlinde 1987, 322–3, with recent
additions). It has to be stressed, however, that only 23
of the approximately 90 burial sites have been
excavated, which makes any conclusions with regard
to demographic processes highly uncertain (Verlinde
1987, 170–1, with recent additions).

Interestingly, major shifts in the settlement pattern
in the Early and Middle Iron Age can also be observed
in the province of Drenthe and the Meuse-Demer-
Scheldt region (eg, Van Gijn & Waterbolk 1984; Spek
2004, 139–50; Roymans & Gerritsen 2002). These
shifts have been linked to population increase and
agricultural intensification, in combination with a
number of landscape formation processes such as the
expansion of raised bogs (Drenthe), deforestation, soil
degradation, sand drifts, and hydrological changes.
Other researchers however stress that the assumed
Early Iron Age population increase in these regions
can not be proven convincingly, and that we are
mislead by an increased ‘archaeological visibility’ of
houses and urnfields dating to the period concerned
(eg, Fokkens 1997, 363–4). According to Van Geel,
Buurman, and Waterbolk, palaeo-ecological and
climate research indicates that abrupt climatic
fluctuations occurred during the earliest phases of the
Iron Age (Van Geel et al. 1996). These fluctuations
relate to the rise of ground water levels and the
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Fig. 10:
Schematic overview of the most important late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age sites in the microregion of Colmschate. Only the

central settlement area on the largest coversand ridge (Weteringer Enk) has been indicated (see Fig. 9 for more detail)



expansion of raised bogs, which led to above-
mentioned changes in the settlement pattern.
Although a number of these landscape formation
processes also occurred in the eastern Netherlands
(Groenewoudt et al. 2008; Van Beek 2009, 469–503),
it seems very unlikely that they were responsible
for the settlement expansion during the Early Iron
Age. The pattern reconstructed by Van Geel,
Buurman, and Waterbolk indicates a general rise of
groundwater levels and a decrease of areas suitable for
habitation. However, if these natural causes were
also the driving force behind settlement change in
the eastern Netherlands, one would expect to
see a settlement contraction, instead of the observed
settlement expansion. This example demonstrates that
some changes in late prehistoric settlement systems
cannot simply be explained by referring to any
single demographic, physical geographical, or
climatic process.

This touches upon a fundamental difference
between the above-mentioned regions and the
research area. Major shifts in settlement patterns,
such as those that were observed in the province of
Drenthe and the Meuse-Demer-Scheldt area and were
accompanied there by a complete abandonment of
previously intensively occupied areas, do not seem to
have taken place in the eastern Netherlands. The
distribution pattern of late prehistoric, Roman, and
early medieval sites, as well as toponymic evidence in
the research area, all suggest a high degree of stability
(Van Beek 2009, 368–94). Spatial processes such as
changes in the preference for specific settlement
locations, the movement of settlements through the
landscape, or expansion and contraction phases as
documented in late prehistoric Colmschate, can
certainly be observed, but only on a microregional
scale. The relative stability of the settlement pattern
on a supraregional scale is very likely the result of the
heterogeneity and the high degree of fragmentation of
the landscape, which limited the possibilities for
settlement.

8. URNFIELDS

In section 5, the spatial relations between Late
Neolithic–Middle Bronze Age settlements and burial
mounds were discussed. In this section the focus will
be on those same relations during the Late Bronze
Age–Early Iron Age. For this period there is also a
model available, developed by Roymans and Fokkens
(1991; Fig. 5b). This model is mainly based on
patterns observed during large-scale excavations in
the southern Netherlands, where both settlements and
burial sites belonging to the same local communities
have been excavated. During this period burial
mounds were being replaced by large, collective
urnfields. The latter became important focal points,
structuring the movement of settlements through the
landscape. As Roymans and Kortlang put it at a later
stage, urnfields formed:  

‘a fixed reference point providing continuity and
stability to the local group, and as such forming a
counterbalance to the discontinuities that
frequently occurred in the domestic sphere
because of the practice of abandonment and small-
scale displacement of farmhouses’ (1999, 40). 
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Fig. 11:
‘Model of expansion and contraction’, developed for south-west

and central Salland, during a contraction phase. Peripheral
coversand ridges are no longer settled, but being used as grazing

areas. 1. Open landscape with woodland relics; 2. Woodland
affected by wood cutting and grazing; 3. Dense woodland;
4. Arable fields; 5. Important grazing areas; 6. Settlement;
7. Former settlement (after Groenewoudt et al. 1998, 148)



To what extent is this model, developed for the
southern Netherlands, applicable to archaeological
patterns in the eastern part of the country?

The intensively studied microregion of Colmschate
is once again an interesting starting point. During the
Late Bronze Age only the large coversand ridge of the
Colmschater Enk was inhabited (Fig. 10), and the
local community used two burial sites. On the eastern
section of the coversand ridge, approximately 600 m
east of the nearest settlement, a – probably – large
urnfield was partly excavated (Van Tent 1974;
Verlinde 1987, 18). To the west of the settlement a
second, smaller burial site was found, which was used
intermittently during the Late Bronze Age,
Middle/Late Iron Age, and Roman period (Verlinde &
Erdrich 2006, 291–3; Van Beek 2009, 172–4). Only
one of the four Late Bronze Age burials included an
urn. This small cemetery, which produced no ditches
in association with graves and hardly any urns, can
hardly be called an urnfield. The observed Late
Bronze Age pattern deviates from the model
introduced above in the fact that the settlements at
Colmschate did not move around the burial sites, and
that the inhabitants used two (very different) burial
sites instead of one. However, the burial sites are once
again situated in the periphery of the settlement area. 

Even more interesting patterns emerge in the Early
Iron Age. Not only the small burial site remained
unused in this period, but the urnfield on the eastern
section of the coversand ridge was abandoned as well.
It was succeeded by a large Early Iron Age urnfield
situated on one of the smaller coversand ridges south
of the Weteringer Enk. This site was completely
excavated; it contained approximately 100 burials
(Verlinde 1997). As was shown in section 7, the same
ridges south of the Weteringer Enk were settled again
in the Early Iron Age, and it seems likely that both the
inhabitants of these settlements and the community
on the large coversand ridge used this urnfield, since
no other Early Iron Age burial sites have been found.

Some burial sites in the coversand landscapes of the
research area are situated on locations that seem
unsuitable for permanent habitation, as for example
an Early Iron Age urnfield that was recently excavated
in Epse (Hermsen 2006). This urnfield is situated on a
narrow river terrace covered with a thin layer of sand
(Fig. 12). This elongated ridge was intermittently
inhabited during several periods, among which the
Late Neolithic, Early Bronze Age, Middle and Late
Iron Age, and Early Roman period. The low density of

features and finds dating from each of these phases
indicates that these habitation phases were never
longer than a few generations. Only a small number of
features from the Early Iron Age have been found,
implying that the settlement was located elsewhere for
most of the time the urnfield was in use. Remarkably,
the exact location of the urnfield was re-used for
settlement during the Middle or Late Iron Age. Sites
like the Epse urnfield, which consists of
approximately 40–50 cremation burials, are unlikely
to have functioned as fixed reference points for many
centuries. This applies even more to small cemeteries
with only a few burials, such as the smaller of the two
burial sites at Colmschate. At the site of Zutphen-
Ooyerhoek, two isolated cremation burials were
excavated, one of them containing shards of a Late
Bronze Age bowl and fragments of a horse skull
(Bouwmeester 2000, 16). The site is situated on a
riverdune, large parts of which have been investigated.
The excavation did not yield a single settlement
feature from the Late Bronze Age. 

All these sites are situated in coversand landscapes.
In order to get a more complete picture we should
ideally also look at data from the ice-pushed ridge
landscapes of Twente. Unfortunately, however,
intensively studied microregions with detailed
information on both burial sites and settlements are
virtually absent there (Van Beek & Louwen in prep.).
Still, it is interesting to compare the distribution
pattern of older burial monuments with that of burial
sites from the Urnfield period. As Verlinde pointed
out, several urnfields in the province of Overijssel are
situated near older burial mounds (1987, 316). Most
of these sites are in Twente, including the Late Bronze
Age urnfield at Oldenzaal-De Zandhorst, which
developed beside a Late Neolithic burial mound
(Hijszeler & Verlinde 1975). In Twente these sites are
found both in ice-pushed ridge landscapes and in
coversand landscapes. Various forms of re-use of older
burial sites existed. Sometimes large urnfields
developed near groups of older burial mounds, or
near a single mound. At other sites younger cremation
burials were placed in the top section of burial
mounds, without erecting a new monument.
According to Fontijn re-use of older burial sites
probably does not reflect genealogical connections
with previous communities; often centuries passed
between one period of use and the next. This suggests
that although specific knowledge of the older burial
mounds was probably lost, they still remained
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important elements in the late prehistoric cultural
landscape (Fontijn 1996, 81).

On the basis of these and similar examples we can
conclude that spatial relations between settlements
and burial sites in the research area were complex and
diverse (see also Van Beek & Louwen in prep.). Burial
sites vary greatly in location, size, appearance, and
duration of use. According to Fokkens the average
number of burials in an urnfield is approximately 200
(1997, 363). That number, however, is clearly far too
high for our research area (Van Beek & Louwen in
prep.). Burial sites consisting of only a few burials

occur in other Pleistocene regions as well (eg, Schinkel
2005, 524). These sites are unlikely to have been fixed
reference points that structured the movement of
settlements through the landscape. One reason why
the complex eastern Netherlands patterns often do
not fit the model of Roymans and Fokkens might be
the fact that their model was based on relatively
homogeneous, large-scale landscapes. In Pleistocene
sandy landscapes dominated by large coversand
plateaus, it is perfectly possible to live and bury the
dead in the same landscape units for long periods of
time. The landscape structure of the eastern
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Fig. 12:
Early Iron Age urnfield and Middle/late Iron Age settlement features at the site Epse-Olthof Noord (after Hermsen 2006)



Netherlands, however, is fundamentally different, as
was explained earlier. Late prehistoric communities
lived in far more diverse and heterogeneous
territories. Furthermore, a general observation has to
be made on the appearance of burial sites. In general,
urnfields are perceived as large, collective burial sites
that were used for several centuries and consist of
several urn burials with surrounding ditch structures
(eg, Hessing & Kooi 2005). However, many burial
sites in the eastern Netherlands do not conform to this
‘classical’ image at all. It seems that the uniformity of
urnfields has been greatly exaggerated, and that we
have to stay alert for much more diversity.

9. CELTIC FIELDS?

In areas adjacent to the research area, such as the
province of Drenthe and the Veluwe region, numerous
Celtic field systems have been detected (Brongers
1976; Spek et al. 2003; Spek 2004, 146–50). These
usually large, highly structured complexes of
agricultural fields divided by low earthen banks are
assumed to have been used from the Late Bronze Age
to the earliest stages of the Roman period. Recently,
however, a systematic analysis of high-resolution
digital elevation maps could only confirm the presence
of three undisputed Celtic field systems in the eastern
Netherlands (Kooistra & Maas 2008). One of them is
in the Achterhoek region, while the other two
complexes are situated on the slopes of ice-pushed
ridges in the glacial landscape of the Twente region.
The difference with the adjacent regions in the density
of the Celtic field systems is striking, and raises the
question whether perhaps the effects of post-
depositional processes obscure our view.

The possibility cannot be ruled out that some Celtic
fields are still hidden underneath the so-called plaggen
soils that from the late medieval period onwards
formed on the largest coversand ridges and riverdunes
as a result of soil improvement measures (Pape 1970).
However, archaeological excavations have produced
hardly any evidence to support this hypothesis. Only
for one site, Denekamp-Klokkenberg, has the
existence of a Celtic field been postulated, on the basis
of the presence of a late prehistoric agricultural layer
(Van der Hammen 1965; Van der Hammen & Bakker
1971). No remains of earthen banks were
documented. In this context it has to be mentioned
that earthen banks are assumed to have developed

during the later stages of the use of these field systems
(Spek et al. 2003). As a rule Celtic fields can be
assumed to be fairly easily recognisable, especially
since at least some of them are associated with
settlement remains, burial mounds, and road systems.
Leaving the interpretation of the Denekamp site aside,
the information available at present must lead to the
conclusion that large Celtic field systems with earthen
banks are far rarer in our research area than they are
in adjacent regions, and were never common. 

Well-preserved late prehistoric landscapes with
groups of burial monuments (section 5), Celtic fields,
settlement remains, and road systems, such as we
know them in the province of Drenthe and the Veluwe
area, are only found in our research area in the ice-
pushed ridge landscapes of Twente. In several respects
these ice-pushed ridge landscapes seem to have more
in common with parts of the province of Drenthe than
they do with the adjacent coversand regions of Salland
and the Achterhoek. The striking scarcity of Celtic
fields might point to a different form of landscape
organisation than existed in regions where such field
systems are common. On the basis of the results of a
small number of excavations in Celtic fields it is
assumed that these played an important part in the
location, structure, orientation, and movements of
farmsteads and settlements (Gerritsen 2003, 170–80;
Harsema 2005). In some cases the location and
orientation of road systems and burial monuments
seems also to have been determined by the structure of
field systems, or perhaps the other way round
(Gerritsen 2003, 170–80). In large parts of the
research area there are no indications for this specific
form of landscape organisation. The reasons why are
difficult to explain. It is perhaps relevant here that
extensive areas of potential arable land are relatively
rare in the heterogeneous landscape of the eastern
Netherlands. The high degree of fragmentation, in
combination with an abundance of natural
boundaries, may have made formal boundary markers
redundant (Jager & Verlinde 2001, 63). 

10. DIVERSITY AS THE NORM

Most known Middle and Late Iron Age settlement
sites are situated on the large coversand ridges and
riverdunes that (presumably) functioned as
microregional settlement cores. As was mentioned
above, at least some of these locations remained
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inhabited until the Roman and early medieval periods.
It has also been argued that, although the largest and
most fertile sandy ridges with their high density of
archaeological remains were the most stable elements
of the late prehistoric settlement system, an exclusive
research focus on these landscape units alone would
be unwise (section 7). This clearly applies to the Late
Iron Age and Early Roman period. 

During the last two decades a number of
settlements have been discovered in supposedly less
favourable landscape zones, some of which had
previously even been regarded as wholly unsuitable
for settlement. An interesting example is the site of
Borne-Zuid Esch, which is located in one of the
coversand landscapes of Twente (Scholte Lubberink
2007). The excavated settlement consists of a single
farmstead from the final stage of the Late Iron Age
and the first part of the Early Roman period, that had
been rebuilt only once (Fig. 13). The most striking
characteristic of this site is its remarkably low position
in the landscape, near a stream valley. Some of the
outbuildings are even situated on the floodplain.
More settlements have been found that were situated
in relatively low coversand areas and on the lower
slopes of large coversand ridges. The excavated
number of farmhouses and outbuildings, the general
density of features and finds as well as the site
locations, all suggest that they tended to be inhabited
for no more than a few generations. In the province of
Drenthe the same shift towards the lower parts of the
landscape has been documented (Spek 2004, 150–3).
Palaeo-ecological studies of raised bogs in this region
led to the conclusion that the Late Iron Age and the
Early Roman period were characterised by relatively
‘dry’ climatic conditions (Spek 2004, 152). These
climatic changes allowed parts of the landscape to be
settled that had previously been too wet. This
hypothesis seems plausible for the eastern
Netherlands as well. 

Another question is how the Middle and Late Iron
Age and Early Roman period settlements related to
burial sites. Only 21 burial sites can be dated
convincingly to the later phases of the Iron Age and
the Early Roman period (Van Beek 2006; 2009,
432–40). This is a remarkable contrast with the 140
burial sites dated to the Urnfield period. The same
contrast is observable in other parts of the
Netherlands (Gerritsen 2003, 131–5; Hessing & Kooi
2005), where it has been argued that the decreased
‘archaeological visibility’ of burial sites negatively

influenced their chances of discovery. Burial sites
become smaller, most burials no longer have
surrounding ditches, and urns were less frequently
used. The same characteristics mark the burial sites in
our research area. The youngest urnfields seem to
have been abandoned during the initial stages of the
Middle Iron Age. We have to be careful with this
assumption though, as only few radicarbon dates are
available and completely excavated urnfields are rare.
Incidental reuse of older urnfields cannot be excluded.

The burial sites that ‘replace’ the urnfields display
much variation. The number of cremation burials
varies from only one to c. 40, which suggests a certain
degree of variation in the time they were used and
possibly in the size of the local communities using the
burial site. Most burial sites however were used for
short periods of time. They generally seem to be
situated closer to settlements than they were during
the Urnfield period, such as documented at Borne
(Fig. 13). In parts of the Meuse-Demer-Scheldt area
large, ‘collective’ burial sites reappear in the 1st
century BC and later (Gerritsen 2003, 135–8), but
similar sites are lacking in the eastern Netherlands.
This might be a result of the difference in size of the
local communities, as in the former region there are
far stronger indications for settlement nucleation
during the final stages of the Iron Age (Gerritsen
2003, 181–9) than in our research area. 

11. DISCUSSION

This paper began with the observation that scientific
debate on the late prehistoric habitation history of the
Pleistocene coversand landscapes of the Netherlands
has so far been dominated by research results
obtained in two intensively investigated regions,
whereas other areas have hardly entered into the
archaeological debate. In general we might state that
habitation models based on well-researched regions
tend to be applied to other, less intensively studied
areas, usually implicitly. However, whether these
models lend themselves to do that is hardly ever
tested. In this paper it was attempted to do so by
building a new interpretative framework for the
eastern Netherlands late prehistoric patterns in site
location, settlement development, and landscape
organisation, and by analysing to what degree these
characteristics agree with influential models and
hypotheses for other regions. 
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Some general models seem to be valid for large
parts of the Low Countries and clearly fit eastern
Netherlands archaeological reality as well, such as the
appearance of so-called ‘familiar landscapes’ after
c. 1500 cal. BC (Arnoldussen & Fontijn 2006). In many
other respects however the patterns clearly deviate
from those observed in other regions. Especially the
great regional and local diversity in physical
geography as well as archaeology is a particularly
striking characteristic. Even archaeological models
developed especially for the eastern Netherlands are
only valid for a limited area, implying that it is quite
hard to create models that can be applied to the
research area as a whole. The ‘mosaic’ character of
both landscape and habitation development shows
that, in fact, several ‘landscape biographies’ should be

written and combined before a balanced picture of the
late prehistoric habitation history can be obtained. 

What does this case teach us with regard to late
prehistoric archaeology in general? Clearly the
research results are not only interesting for a national
archaeological debate. They prove that, when
carrying out regional studies, leaning too heavily on
research results from other regions always brings the
risk that specific characteristics of a region will be
overlooked or that regional diversity will be ignored
in order to make the data fit the expected pattern. One
size does not fit all. The only way to prevent this is to
build new, solid interpretative frameworks for regions
that so far have received little attention, and to create
an awareness that existing models should not be
applied uncritically. We constantly have to ask
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Fig. 13:
late Iron Age/ Early Roman settlement site at Borne-Zuid Esch (after Scholte lubberink 2007, 114)



ourselves how widely the models and hypotheses that
are used time and again in late prehistoric archaeology
actually can be applied. 

Obviously it will not be argued here that modelling
late prehistoric habitation history is useless. It is
probably important to first pinpoint the
archaeological patterns that might result from, for
instance, regional geological characteristics or
climatological circumstances. The fragmented
landscape structure of the eastern Netherlands for
instance might be key to the appearance of late
prehistoric settlement units that are smaller than
‘average’ in the Low Countries. The striking scarcity
of Celtic field systems is a possible result of the
abundance of natural boundaries, which may have
made formal boundary markers redundant (Jager &
Verlinde 2001, 63). Also the relatively ‘dry’ climatic
conditions that seem to characterise the Late Iron Age
(Spek 2004, 152) might especially have triggered site
location changes in low-lying regions with a
heterogeneous landscape structure and have had far
less consequences elsewhere. 

Contrary to such regional characteristics we can
distinguish important changes that are recognised
almost simultaneously across large parts of
northwestern Europe. Among the most striking
examples are the genesis and disappearance of
urnfields. Urnfields in general display a remarkable
uniformity over vast areas (Harding 2000, 111–14).
Such large-scale changes are more likely to reflect
radical ideological changes (eg, Fokkens 1997).
Models explaining these phenomena therefore are
more likely to be applicable to far larger regions. 

Even so, as has been demonstrated, the appearance
of these burial sites still varies greatly on a regional
and even local scale, and the same applies to the exact
way in which they were used by local communities. 
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