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Fig. 1a. Speckhau Tumulus 18 Grave 4 (Drawing: S. A. Schneider).

Fig. 1b. Speckhau Tumulus 18 Grave 13 (Drawing: S. A. Schneider).
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My goal here is not to interpret the placement of unmodifi ed or slightly modifi ed stones in the 
Heuneburg burials, since the list of possibilities has previously been outlined by PAULI (1975, 154–180), 
who stresses the impossibility of identifying the specifi c meaning of individual amulets in the absence 
of written texts or living informants (ibid.:162). Rather, I wish to call for a renewed sensitivity to the 
possible signifi cance of such objects in excavations of Iron Age graves and to stress that this sensitivity 
should go beyond merely noting the presence of such objects. As I have attempted to show here using 
the example of the burials in the vicinity of the Heuneburg, and particularly the Speckhau mounds near 
the Hohmichele, the number, shape, size, type and position of these stones within the burial all appear to 
have potential relevance to their interpretation. Laurent Olivier’s study of the Hochdorf grave goods was 
one of the fi rst attempts to distinguish between grave good categories on the basis of their proximity to 
and association with the body of the deceased (OLIVIER 1999). The unmodifi ed stone pebbles and cobbles 
can be categorized as objects both bound to the body (in cases when they are perforated, suspended in 
some way as amulets or placed in the mouth) and not bound to it, especially in cases where the stones 
are found at the head or the feet or some distance from the body itself. The fact that such inclusions 
cut across major social categories (gender, age, status, role), even if women and children appear to be 
disproportionately represented, is potentially signifi cant, as is the fact that the practice is so widespread 
in the Iron Age of central Europe (Table 2). 

Even a relatively superfi cial review of the cross-cultural literature reveals that the practice of placing 
unmodifi ed or slightly modifi ed pebbles or cobbles in burials has a surprisingly extensive geographic 
and temporal distribution, appearing in areas as disparate as the American Southwest and Mississippian 
cultures before European contact and the African burial ground in New York City. Moreover, in some 

Fig. 2. Speckhau Tumulus 18 Grave 17 (Drawing: S. A. Schneider).
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areas of Europe the practice extends well into historic periods. In 1923 on the Isle of Man, Canon 
Grensted reported the following: “This custom then, of interring white stones with the dead was used in 
the Island in the last days of the Neolithic or the beginning of the Bronze Age, when their custom was 
to cremate the dead. But the custom lasted on into Christian times” (1923, 43). Numerous examples 
are known from Ireland (BRANNON 1980, 62; MARSHALL – WALSH 1998, 106; Ó DONNCHADHA 
2007, 9–10). The unworked quartz shards recorded in a thirteenth century AD churchyard excavated 
in Donegal in 2003 are a good illustration of how important it is to recognize the potential signifi cance 
of such inclusions. Not only were quartz fragments found in two-thirds of the graves recovered from 
this cemetery, they had been deliberately placed in one hand of the deceased and the excavators found a 
deposit of seventeen quartz shards in what they describe as a “box shrine” in the center of the cemetery. 
Ó Donnchadha concludes “This clearly implies that the placing of quartz in the hands of the deceased 
was not a surreptitious local custom but rather an integral part of the funeral ritual, carried out with 
the willing cooperation of the clergy” (2007). A thorough review of excavation reports, both published 
and unpublished, of Iron Age burials in central Europe would certainly yield an even greater sample 
today than that available to Ludwig Pauli in 1975. I suggest the time has come for a comprehensive 
re-examination of this relatively neglected group of objects.
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