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Chapter 1

Introduction

David Fontijn & Arjan Louwen

1.1 New discoveries in barrow landscapes
Barrows are the most common prehistoric monuments that can still be found in the 
European landscape today. Once erected as burial markers during prehistory, burial 
mounds have since served as important anchors in the landscape. Burial mounds built in 
the 3rd millennium BC were sometimes used to bury the dead until the 1st millennium BC 
(Bourgeois 2013; Theunissen 1999). Occasionally, these monuments were also used in 
Roman times and the Middle Ages, and were sometimes shrouded in superstition and 
folklore until the 19th century AD (see for example Meurkens 2010). In prehistory, the 
erection of burial mounds must have been an important act: their visibility almost 
guaranteed a long history. Strangely enough, however, little is known regarding why 
the graves of certain decedents were marked with a monument, while those of others 
were not (cf. Theunissen 1999). Even less is known about the – in our view – remarkably 
‘loose’ spatial planning of burial mounds. Walking through the Veluwe, the present-day 
visitor sees burial mounds almost everywhere, without seeing tight clusters like we 
imagine a real graveyard to be.

One of the important discoveries that have been made in the last ten years is that 
there were many more burial mounds than we thought possible. In the Netherlands 
there were already thousands known and registered as monuments, but with the rise 
of high quality LIDAR images, large numbers of ‘new’ mounds have been found. The 
open accessibility of high resolution elevation models (Actueel Hoogtebestand Nederland 
in Dutch; AHN), available for the entirety of the Netherlands (www.ahn.nl), has led to 
many new discoveries, especially in forested areas that are difficult to access and where 
visibility of elevations is hindered by trees and brush.

This book presents research into such a discovery: a group of three mounds, two of 
which are so insignificant in height that they hardly stood out and could only be interpreted 
as ‘possible’ burial mounds with great uncertainty. Excavations of some of these mounds, 
however, showed that we are not only dealing with Bronze Age barrows, but above all that 
there can be surprisingly many graves in apparently insignificant mounds. Research into 
the surroundings showed that even in a soil archive that has been strongly disturbed by 
forestry activities, there are still important archaeological traces that offer us remarkable 
insights into the organisation of a Bronze Age funerary landscape.
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Within the more comprehensive research into the 
nature and significance of barrow landscapes from later 
prehistory, the burial mounds along the Wieselseweg offer 
interesting research opportunities.

1.2 The Apeldoorn-Wieselseweg sites
In the summer of 2008 and 2009, the Faculty of 
Archaeology, Leiden University carried out an 
archaeological field study of two burial mound groups 
by the Wieselseweg in Apeldoorn in two four-week 
campaigns (Fig. 1.1). Both locations are situated in the 
woods of the Royal Domain ‘Het Loo’ and are under 
the direct supervision of the Koninklijke Houtvesterij. 
The research took place within the framework of the 
Ancestral Mounds project (see Section 1.3) of Leiden 
University funded by the Netherlands Organisation 
for Scientific Research (Nederlandse Organisatie voor 
Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek in Dutch; NWO), and was 
made possible in part by the municipality of Apeldoorn. 
During the investigation, we worked together with the 
Cultural Heritage Agency (Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel 

Erfgoed in Dutch; RCE1). The municipality of Apeldoorn 
acted as the competent authority.

The fieldwork came about through a scientific interest 
of the Ancestral Mounds project regarding the creation 
of barrow landscapes and the original layout of these 
landscapes, as well as through questions from public 
heritage institutions, provinces and municipalities about 
the importance of these burial mounds. In particular, 
there proved to be a lot of questions in the field of policy 
making and the management of burial mound landscapes 
in the Netherlands in general and in the barrow-rich 
municipality of Apeldoorn in particular (Fontijn et al. 
2011). Sealed with a covenant concluded in 2007, Leiden 
University, the municipality of Apeldoorn and the RCE 
therefore worked together.

The Wieselseweg burial mounds proved to be highly 
suitable for further study in several respects. On the one 
hand, fortunately, many burial mounds had already been 

1	 At the time of the fieldwork the RCE was still called Rijksdienst 
voor Archeologie, Cultuurlandschap en Monumenten (RACM).

§

Fig. 1.1: Location of research area (red box) (© OpenStreetMap contributors and the GIS community).
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recognized and protected by law. On the other hand, none 
of these mounds had ever been investigated, which left 
the most basic questions unanswered – how old are these 
mounds? How special and valuable are they?

In particular, it was unclear whether archaeological 
traces were still present around these protected burial 
mounds. It was possible to explore the area in the 
immediate vicinity of a row of four barrows in more detail 
(AMK2-monument 145; Fig. 1.2). Interestingly, by studying 
the AHN a second burial mound group was discovered 
close by, which until then had been completely unknown. 
At this second location, some 500 metres west of the first 
one (Fig. 1.2), a round elevation in the landscape was 
discovered. It was suspected that this round elevation 
represented an unknown burial mound (Mound 1 in this 
publication). During a field inspection in the company of the 

2	 Archaeological Monuments Map; Archeologische Monumenten 
Kaart in Dutch).

then Royal Houtvester Dr. Ir. J.H. Kuper, two other possible 
burial mounds were recognized within a stone’s throw 
(Mounds  2 and 3). These were, however, relatively low 
mounds, of which Mound 3 in particular had an irregular 
shape. Corings in Mounds 1 and 2 yielded charcoal – which 
made identification as an anthropogenic mound probable. 
In the case of Mound 3, the results of the coring study were 
less clear: apart from a tiny amount of charcoal, no clear 
indications were found that this was an anthropogenic 
mound. The corings by the Leiden University team were 
later repeated by colleagues of the RCE (pers. comm. J.W. 
de Kort), with exactly the same results and conclusions.

If insignificant and irregular mounds like Mound 3 can 
turn out to be the remains of prehistoric barrows, how many 
possible burial mounds have escaped attention so far? 
Also in this second barrow group there was the possibility 
to explore the surroundings. All in all, this location proved 
to be an opportunity to evaluate three possible burial 
mounds with new field techniques and to place them in a 

Fig. 1.2: Detail of the research area (black border). The red frame shows the boundaries of AMK-monument 145 with 
the four protected barrows. The three recently discovered burial mounds (3 circles) are located in the western part of 
the research area (© www.ahn.nl and Land Registry).

§

Metres
0 500
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broader landscape and archaeological context by means 
of an inventory field study (inventariserend veldonderzoek 
in Dutch). With the permission and generous cooperation 
of the Royal Domain ‘Het Loo’, it was therefore decided 
in the spring of 2008, in consultation with all the parties 
mentioned above, to proceed with an archaeological 
excavation at the Wieselseweg.

1.3 The Ancestral Mounds project
The Ancestral Mounds project was initiated in 2007 by the 
first author of this chapter (Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden 
University) and has been funded by the NWO since 2008. 
The project has now been officially completed (2013). The 
main goal of the project was to achieve an understanding 
of the genesis of burial mound landscapes and the design 
of these landscapes. While burial mounds are among the 
best known and most common prehistoric monuments in 
Northwest Europe, active systematic and scientific research 
into these monuments has stagnated in many countries 
over the past decades. In addition, most of the research in 
the past focused on the barrows themselves rather than 
on the environment in which these burial monuments 
were situated. Therefore, our knowledge of the immediate 
surroundings of burial mounds is very limited.

For example, recent research in Oss-Zevenbergen 
(Fokkens et al. 2009; Fontijn et al. 2013b) demonstrated 
that burial mounds were by no means isolated, but 
part of an organised funerary landscape. On the other 
hand, burial mounds in other areas also appear to have 
been built on settlement sites (Fontijn 2010). The lack of 
knowledge about the environment of burial mounds also 
makes it very difficult to make well-founded statements 
with a view to heritage management for the zones directly 
outside the burial mounds. The need for such knowledge 
became apparent when the Archaeological Monument 
Database was updated in 2006 and decisions had to be 
made about reducing the size of protected areas around 
burial mounds. At that time, the zone to be protected 
around barrows was often set at 10 metres around the 
mound, without any substantiation being provided to 
support this size. However, with the excavation results of 
Oss-Zevenbergen in mind, serious consideration must be 
given to the fact that there could be substantial structures 
outside the mounds, such as long post rows, which were 
part of a prehistoric funeral landscape that as such is 
virtually unknown in the Netherlands. In the first burial 
mound excavation of the Ancestral Mounds project in 
Apeldoorn, at the Echoput site in 2007 (Fontijn et al. 2011), 
large numbers of archaeological traces were even found 
that until now had not been suspected of having been 
preserved at all in the forests (Valentijn/Fontijn 2011).

It is also questionable whether our established ideas 
about the burial mounds themselves are still valid when 
tested against newly developed research methods. Pollen 

charts have now been successfully compiled in Oss-
Zevenbergen and Apeldoorn-Echoput that provide insight 
into the history of the site before the burial mounds were 
erected (Doorenbosch 2011; 2013ab). Another method 
of excavation, in which, among other things, all the sods 
with which mounds were built are carefully examined, 
as well as detailed analysis of mound material and 
pyre remains, also appear to provide new insights into 
burial mounds (Bourgeois/Fontijn 2010; Van der Linde/
Fontijn 2011; Fontijn et al. 2013b). For example, recent 
fieldwork at Apeldoorn-Echoput (two kilometres west of 
the Wieselseweg mounds) revealed that a sods structure 
can indeed be observed in the so-called ‘yellow’ burial 
mounds located on the stuwwallen (Van der Linde/
Fontijn 2011, 47–9). The use of new dating methods such 
as OSL (Optically Stimulated Luminescence) also offers 
opportunities for the dating of burial mounds (Van Mourik 
2010, 71–3). For all these studies, however, it is necessary 
that the burial mounds themselves are also re-examined 
in the field. In addition to these pragmatic innovations, 
it is also important that our established ideas about the 
burial ritual and social and religious significance of burial 
mounds within the prehistoric cultural landscape are 
evaluated, as these are also mainly based on old research. 
A study of this, based on the reinterpretation of many old 
finds, has also yielded many surprising insights (Wentink 
et al. 2011; Wentink in prep.).

In order to satisfy these different perspectives of 
renewed burial mound research, three PhD students 
worked on three different sub-studies of the Ancestral 
Mounds project. One of these studies is still being completed 
and focuses on all aspects of the burial ritual found in 
barrows (Wentink in prep.). A second study focused 
on the design and creation of the prehistoric funerary 
landscape (Bourgeois 2013) and a third on the vegetation 
development and the influence of man on this vegetation 
of these funerary landscapes (Doorenbosch 2013ab). It 
goes without saying that the fieldwork carried out on the 
Wieselseweg is closely linked to these sub-projects.

The central question for the research then focuses on 
the role of burial mounds in the prehistoric landscape. 
In concrete terms, the research focuses on the question 
whether there were activities taking place around the burial 
mounds that provide more insight into their importance, 
and can possibly also explain why the mounds were 
erected exactly here. Did people live around the mounds, 
for example, as was established in Elst-Rhenen (cf. Fontijn 
2010)? Or was there a structured ‘funerary’ landscape with 
constructions such as rows of posts and small buildings 
such as those at Oss-Zevenbergen (Fokkens et al. 2009)? 
It is also possible that the surroundings of these mounds 
were so disturbed by later forestry activities that there are 
no longer any archaeological traces. Again, no information 
was available at the outset of the investigation.
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By paying attention for the first time to the mounds 
along the Wieselseweg itself, it was now also possible to 
determine how old (and possibly also how special) this 
burial mound landscape actually was. Mounds 1, 2 and 3 
along the Wieselseweg are clearly related to mounds 
in other parts of the barrow landscape (see Chapter 2). 
Mound 1, for example, seems to be in line with the 
mounds of the row east of it (AMK-monument 145) and 
with burial mounds near the Koningseik to the west (see 
Figs. 3.2 and 4.2). Last but not least: are ‘insignificant’ 
mounds like Mounds 2 and 3 really barrows? It has 
already been noted that the outcome of the prospective 
coring investigation did not provide any clarification in 
this respect. If this is the case, it not only has consequences 
for the effectiveness of coring research, but it could also 
mean that there may be many more modest prehistoric 
monuments hidden in the Veluwe forests that we simply 
do not recognize today.

1.4 Research area
The Wieselseweg runs from the twin village of Wenum-
Wiesel (municipality of Apeldoorn, province of 
Gelderland) from the Zwolseweg in a westerly direction 
into the heart of the Royal Domain ‘Het Loo’. Of course, 
the research area does not include the whole Wieselseweg 
route as it is about 8 kilometres long. The site under 
investigation roughly consists of a strip 100 metres wide 
directly south of the Wieselseweg, from the forest plot on 
which AMK-monument 145 is located to some 600 metres 
west of it (Fig. 1.2). Within this strip only the forest plot 
of AMK-monument 145 and the immediate vicinity of the 
three newly discovered burial mounds were intensively 
explored. In addition, some attention was paid to the 
site directly north of the Wieselseweg at the height of the 
monument.

Although only the area described above has been 
investigated by means of archaeological fieldwork, the 
possibility has to be taken into account that the burial 
mounds of the Wieselseweg are part of a prehistoric 
landscape that transcends the micro-regional level.

1.5 Study design and reading guide
Before the results of the field study at the Wieselseweg 
are presented, the following chapters successively discuss 
the research plan and methodology (Chapter 2), physical 
geography and site formation processes (Chapter 3) and 

the archaeological and historical context (Chapter 4). In 
order to discuss the research results, it was decided to 
discuss the landscape (Chapter 5), the environmental 
research (Chapters 6 and 10) and the individual burial 
mounds (Chapters 7, 8 and 9) in separate chapters. The 
knowledge resulting from these chapters is synthesized 
and placed in the broader context of Bronze Age barrow 
landscapes in Chapter 11. Unless otherwise indicated, all 
photographs were taken and figures made by members of 
the field team.

Finally, it should be noted that the work in front of 
you is the most recent field study report in the English-
language series of field studies previously carried out 
for the Ancestral Mounds project (Fontijn 2010; Fontijn 
et al. 2011; Fontijn et al. 2013a). Previous publications of 
data from this fieldwork can be found in Bourgeois 2013, 
Bourgeois/Fontijn 2015 and Louwen et al. 2014.
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