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ARTICLE

Directionality and axiality in the Bronze Age: cross-regional
landscape perspectives on ‘fire pit lines’ and other pitted
connections
Mette Løvschal a and David Fontijnb

aDepartment of Archaeology, Aarhus University, Højbjerg, Denmark; bFaculty of Archaeology, University of Leiden, CC
Leiden, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
A fireplace represents one of the most fundamental and time-transgressive
gathering points for humans. However, when situated in pits that are orga-
nized in lines running sometimes hundreds of metres, fire pits represent a
significant challenge in terms of interpretation, and may evidence a particular
perception of space. This paper argues that in a Bronze Age context, pits
associated with fire remains marked out directionality and axiality in the
landscape as part of ceremonial events of a temporary nature. Adopting a
landscape approach and going beyond regional and chronological borders,
the authors argue that in northwestern Europe such events took place in
relation to unbounded barrow landscapes in open spaces and could often be
linked to the orchestration of funerary events. In some regions, the deposi-
tional activities evident in relation to these aligned pits have added signifi-
cance. Furthermore, the authors argue that the aligning of fire pits is
incompatible with divided or parcelled landscapes, thus challenging inter-
pretations of pitted lines as territorial and field boundaries.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Linear rows of pits filled with fire-cracked stones, usually referred to as ‘cooking pit lines’ or ‘fire pit
alignments’, are increasingly uncovered by development-led excavations across northern Europe.
The archaeological evidence indicates that they represent significant places and events in the life of
late prehistoric people, as some of these pitted lines can have lengths of more than 400 m (e.g.
Margrethehåb, Denmark – Christensen [1986]), and others appear in linear arrangements of more
than a thousand fire pits (e.g. Rønninge Søgård, Denmark – Thrane [1974]; Thörn [2005]). So far,
discussions have focused particularly on the precise functions of the pits.

Some are considered as evidence for collective cooking and feasting activities (Lerche 1969;
Henriksen 2005, 92, 97; see also Fendin 2005, 408); others are just thought of as pits in which hearth
remains were deposited later for other reasons (Martens 2005, 51). Some scholars suggest that the
fire-cracking of stones is more likely to result from steam production, as a result of spectacular
ceremonial performances or due to their use in sweat lodges (Gustafson 2005, 125; Martens 2005, 52;
see also Ó Drisceoil [1988]).

CONTACT Mette Løvschal Lovschal@cas.au.dk Department of Archaeology, Aarhus University, Moesgaard Allé 20, 8270,
Højbjerg, Denmark

WORLD ARCHAEOLOGY
2019, VOL. 51, NO. 1, 140–156
https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2018.1488609

© 2018 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3084-0524
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00438243.2018.1488609&domain=pdf


Furthermore, significant progress has been made in interpreting their situation in the landscape
with their frequent proximity to running water and wetland areas now noticed by several
researchers (e.g. Heidelk-Schacht [1989]; Henriksen [2005, 85, 89]; Kristensen [2008, 38]). In this
sense, they are comparable to the burnt mounds or ‘fulachtaí fiadh’ from Britain and Ireland that
are known from the Middle to Late Bronze Age (Hawkes 2014; Brown et al. 2016).

When it comes to their linear organization, however, very few explanations have been given
and curiously, this characteristic is rarely addressed. Some explanations of the fire pit lines draw
parallels with linear territorial markers, such as field and land boundaries. We, however, want to
explore this puzzling question and ask why prehistoric people created lines of pits of such lengths
(cf. Seeberg and Olsen [1971]; Thrane [1974]; Heidelk-Schacht [1989]; Lundin [1992]; Sjösvärd and
Sjöström [1993]; Thörn [1996]), and how are we to understand the emergence of similar pitted
lines in different parts of Europe at different times?

This paper aims to show that there is much to be gained by taking a landscape approach, and
we argue that fire pit lines represent a different form of spatial organization from the solid
boundaries and fences that are more typical for the Iron Age sedentary landscapes of Northern
Europe. Represent repetitive depositional actions that mark out connections and directionality,
and potentially signify the assembly of people in these predominantly unbounded landscapes. In
this sense, the fire pit lines are comparable to other early forms of linear landscape markers such as
stone rows, avenues and post alignments.

About lines

At the outset, there are two aspects that need to be emphasized. The first is that we are dealing
with large numbers of pits in which fires were lit or pits in which the remnants of fires were placed.
The second is that these pits were positioned in lines. There may be practical reasons for lighting a
fire in a pit, however, a new pit for every new fire was certainly not a necessity, and the spatial
organization of such pits we must assume could have taken any form relevant to necessary
function. How then should this persistent habit of organizing these pits in lengthy lines be
interpreted?

Artificial lines are structures that are deeply cognitively and culturally salient. They signal
intentionality (Tversky 2016, 240), in that lines contrast with random patterns of nature. This
makes them obvious as commonly recognized, semiotic structures. Humans can recognize repe-
titive spatial structures relatively easily (e.g. Dennett [1996, 138–9]; Hutchins [1995, 155]) and have
an automatic preference for phenomena that follow a certain pattern (Sommerhoff 1990, 100–2;
see also Lynch [1960]). Periodic repetitions or regular forms such as lines, circles or repeated
symmetrical intervals will thus have a high conceptual salience. Furthermore, spatial lines are
strong Gestalten for the eye (Tversky 2016, 240) and play a crucial role in the ways in which
humans orient themselves in space, and how well we remember things (Julian et al. 2016; Spier
2016).

Humans instinctively tend to use and perceive lines in two fundamentally different ways,
depending on the context and direction of motion: as boundaries and as axes. Whereas the first
of these ways of experiencing space has been studied and described in depth in archaeological
research of Bronze Age and Iron Age landscapes (e.g. Field [2008]; Fink [1992]; Johnston [2013]),
the second has received very little focus. In many situations in our everyday lives, however, lines
are used in ways that are different from that of boundaries and enclosures (Sheets-Johnstone
[2011]). In many hospital corridors, for example, coloured lines are used as directional markers to
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find a given section. On the New York City Subway, lines indicate the connections between
different places in the urban landscape. In semantics, diagrammatology and schematizing, lines
are used to indicate a given line of reasoning, or to indicate the ways in which one object leads to
others (see Ingold [2007, 2015]). In many cases, then, lines are used more as ‘pointers’, ‘connectors’
or ‘lines of orientation’. These ways of using and perceiving lines can essentially be compared with
Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of a line within a ‘smooth’, affective and nomadic space as
opposed to a ‘striped’, sedentary space (Deleuze and Guattari [1980] 2005, 617–52). In the former,
the line appears as a vector and a direction rather than a metric spatial device (ibid., 623). As a
consequence, the cooking pits would represent points situated on a line rather than a line drawn
between two points (ibid., 622, 626). Also, if the intention is to repeat things that had been done
before (which must be the case for some of the sites under discussion here), a line provides a
means of ordering: a line can be easily lengthened. With a line there is a clear ‘before’ and an ‘after’
without substantially changing the overall outlook, nature or order. It is these concepts of lines
that are by far the least investigated avenues of enquiry that can help, perhaps, to make sense of
many of the fire pit alignments that cannot be understood as boundaries.

Fire pit lines: a brief survey

‘Fire pits’ are frequently discovered on archaeological excavations in Northern Europe. They are
usually understood to contain large amounts of fire-cracked stones, and sometimes charcoal and
artefacts. In the Bronze Age they often appear at settlement sites, sometimes within houses, where
they are typically ascribed to everyday household activities (cf. Henriksen [2005, 97]). They also
occur in large clusters (Bradley 2007, 243–5; Kruse and Matthes 2012) as well as at Iron Age burial
sites (Henriksen 2005, 95; Lorange 2015) as well as off-site at some distance away from settlement
and burial sites (Holst and Rasmussen 2013, 109).

The phenomenon of placing such features in linear arrangements is less frequently attested,
however, and it is this phenomenon that is central to our commentary (Figure 1).

There has been a tendency to see aligned fire pits as a phenomenon tied to the Nordic realm in
the Late Bronze Age and early Pre-Roman Iron Age (Martens 2005, 43; Risbøl 2005). But a range of
related forms of pitted lines are known from several north-western European countries beyond
these regions, and some that pre-date the Late Bronze Age and others that post-date the Pre-
Roman Iron Age (Figure 2).

In Denmark, southern Sweden (Scania/Halland) and north-west Poland, pitted lines occur fre-
quently as both single and multiple ‘fire pit lines’ (Figure 3). The fire pits are represented by oval pit
features with ample amounts of fire-cracked stones and compact layers of charcoal, suggesting that
fire was indeed, in many cases, lit in the pits themselves (Kristensen 2008). Remains from ceramics,
bones or artefacts are found only rarely. A relatively large proportion of the fire pit lines have been
14C-dated (for the most recent overview, see Kristensen [2008]). The dates tend to concentrate in the
Late Bronze Age and the very Early Pre-Roman Iron Age (Henriksen 1999, 2005); however, linear
arrangements of fire pits are also known from later times (Larsson 1982).

In northern Germany fire pit lines are discovered relatively frequently (Thörn 1996; Lütjens
1999; Schmidt and Forler 2004). Most are single pit lines containing fire-cracked stones.
Although in some cases it is clear that material was burnt in the pit (e.g. Freudenberg
[2012]), this is rarely the case. For an extensive line like one from Seddin with 162 pits, fires
were lit at ground level alongside and the remnants were placed in the pit afterwards
(Figure 4; see also May and Hauptmann [2012, 86]). Cases of multiple pit lines are known
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but rare, as are examples of accompanying rows of posts and palisades (cf. Heske, Lüth, and
Posselt [2012, 321]). The three-pit line from Hüsby is older than most in Scandinavia
(Freudenberg 2012), but generally the German examples also date to the Late Bronze Age/
Early Iron Age (Heske, Lüth, and Posselt 2012, 320–1). In Saxony the pits tend to be shaped as
elongated, almost rectangular, and do not contain fired stones (Stäuble 2002; Randsborg 2008,
247); they are therefore not classified as ‘fire pit alignments’. Hence, these latter forms of pit
lines remain secondary to our study.

In the Netherlands, only one single pit line has been discovered so far (Figure 5) (Louwen and
Fontijn 2019). It consists of rounded pits with broken, probably fire-cracked, stones and very tiny
amounts of charcoal; these are flanked by some pits containing pottery sherds. This site,
Apeldoorn, dates to the earlier Bronze Age (seventeenth–sixteenth century BC).

In Britain, late Neolithic pit alignments are known, but most examples are Late Bronze Age/Iron Age
in date (cf. Bradley [2007, 244–5]; Rylatt and Bevan [2007]). They are typically constructed as single lines

Figure 1. Fire pit line from Roskilde, Denmark, looking southwest. Photograph reproduced with the permission
of Roskilde Museum.
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of soil-filled pits. Their fills usually do not contain fire-cracked stones or charcoal and are therefore not
classified as ‘fire pit alignments’; as a result these too are secondary to the study presented here.

Overall, linear fire pit arrangements seem to be concentrated in the Nordic regions, but they are
also known from surrounding areas and there are large variations in terms of their contents and
organization. Their dating also tends to differ from region to region, with early examples known
from areas beyond the Nordic realm.

A landscape-oriented approach

A landscape-oriented approach to fire pit lines was introduced almost 30 years ago by Heidelk-Schacht
(1989) and formed a stepping-stone for later research (e.g. Thörn [1996]; Kristensen [2008]). He and
several other authors have noticed the association between fire pit alignments and particular landscape
characteristics such as ridges andwatercourses. However, as fire pit lines havebeen increasingly foundon
archaeological excavations, they are nowharder tomake sense of in this ‘typological’way. Every time apit
line meets one of Heidelk-Schacht’s criteria, there will also be exceptions. Moreover, given the paucity of
understanding regarding other types of linear landscape feature, the linear arrangement of pits and fire
pits has been interpreted as an activity comparable to that of creating territorial markers and land
divisions (Rylatt and Bevan 2007, 221; Kristensen 2008, 39; Randsborg 2008, 247, 249).

Our survey shows instead that the linear arrangement of fire pits or pits with stones cannot be
completely reduced to a single culturally or a chronologically well-defined phenomenon. With
regard to the landscape setting, current interpretations remain rather generic and unspecific. In
our survey, we propose alternative ways of looking at these features, in relation to how past
populations organized and perceived the landscape. In developing such an approach, we argue
that behind the admittedly broad variety of functions and dates, there is a central organizing

Figure 2. Distribution map of (fire) pit alignments known from northern Europe, including Britain, the
Netherlands, Germany, Denmark and Sweden. The features vary in date, from the Late Neolithic to the Early
Iron Age. Based on Heidelk-Schacht (1989), Lütjens (1999) and Kristensen (2008) with additions.
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principle: in all cases and in all countries mentioned, we are dealing with depositional activity
placed in a line. It is this process of alignment in the landscape in particular that in our view
requires more attention. Why would something that seems so ‘mundane’ as a fire pit be dug in
often lengthy lines, particularly when located outside settlements?

A landscape perspective: fire pit lines as axes for special activities

Directionality

First of all, the fire pit alignments show a concern with laying out a particular axis or direction in
the landscape. At Brokbakken III in Denmark (Figure 3), several strings of fire pit lines run parallel
to each other, yet connect to the same point of departure. Comparable multi-stringed examples
are known from Løvel I-II and Rønninge Søgaard (Denmark), and Ringarekullen and Stretered
(Sweden). This confirms that a specific direction was an essential feature common to every pit line.

In both Denmark (Løvschal 2013, 236ff) and Sweden (Björk 1998; Rudebeck and Ödman 2000, 215;
Björhem 2001; Nordqvist 2001), a connection between fire pit lines and potential Bronze Age roads has
been observed. Furthermore, the emphasis on specific directionality may have created a temporal, yet
possibly spectacular, effect, especially if a row of fires were ignited at one event. Even in cases where
remains were buried in pits, these may have been visible as lines of individual depressions on closer
approach.1 Fire pit lines may thus have marked directionality in very specific ways.

In an open landscape with barrows

It is therefore an interesting observation that as far as we know the fire pit lines do not occur in
environments where there are other kinds of artificially constructed linear boundaries. In those
cases where we have information on the environment, they seem to have been intentionally
created in open areas like heathland and sandy plateaus where there are often barrows and other
burial sites in the vicinity. These landscapes are generally characterized as inhabited by relatively
small communities involved in farming, herding and the grazing of livestock (Fleming 1971;
Cunliffe 2010; Doorenbosch 2013; Holst and Rasmussen 2013). In such landscapes, movement
would have been crucial on several scales, from local and regional patterns of herding and
transhumance to the long-distance exchange of knowledge and goods.

From Denmark, there are examples of fire pit lines running between or along pairs of barrows
(e.g. Kildehuse II – Runge [2012, Figure 13]; Kolsbæk, GIM 4043), or in the same direction as a
cluster of barrows (Frammerslev – Kristensen [2002, 2008]). In several cases, fire pit lines have been
constructed in close proximity to contemporary or near-contemporary linear barrow cemeteries,
such as in Nørreådalen and Ravnstrup Mølle in Denmark (Frost 2008; Løvschal 2011). At
Frammerslev, the linear courses of the barrows, the fire pit line and the post alignment appear
to follow the same direction (Kristensen 2008; Figures 3–4). At Fosie in Scania, a line of 13 fire pits
from c.1100–840 BC appear to align roughly with a burial mound of ‘Grötehög’ (Thörn 2005, 71). In
Germany and the Netherlands, there are examples where they are physically linked to one
particular barrow e.g. Hüsby, Germany (Freudenberg 2012, 627) and Apeldoorn, Netherlands
(Louwen and Fontijn 2019), or where they provide an axis running to the entrance of a special
barrow, e.g. the monumental Late Bronze Age elite barrow of Seddin in Germany (May and
Haptmann 2012). Similar observations of fire pit alignments ‘connecting’ or ‘pointing’ towards
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neighbouring burial mounds have been discovered at a vast number of sites, including Foulum
and Kolsbæk both in Denmark, at Malmö in Sweden and at Schwissel in Germany.

We therefore hypothesize that fire pit lines represent events that created or confirmed direction
and axiality in otherwise unbounded landscapes. The evidence we have so far for the different
regions of northern Europe suggests that they were often related to activities in the funerary
sphere and provided links to either one specific or groups of visible burial mounds. It is also worth
noting that many fire pit lines were constructed by relatively mobile communities and herding
groups (cf. the discussion of nomadic space by Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1980], 617ff). The
existence of less sedentary life forms has been discussed widely in connection with the linear
monuments and cemeteries for Britain (Fleming 1971; Woodward and Woodward 1996) and
recently also in a southern Scandinavian context (Holst and Rasmussen 2013). In these landscapes,
the seasonal movement of livestock as well as people was key to the socio-economic cohesion.
Therefore, it is also likely that the marking of directions, trajectories and axes in the landscape
played a radically different role than in areas that were completely parcelled out and enclosed.

Figure 3. Fire pit line at Brokbakken III, Denmark (Kristensen 2008, Figure 13).
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With repeated fires and depositions

Thirdly, pit lines show a strong concern with depositional activity as a means of creating axes in
the landscape. In all regions, they are the end result of a widely shared practice of what might be
called an ‘elemental’ ritual. Particular places in the landscape were temporarily, but repeatedly,
marked with fire, smoke or steam. These landscape lines had centripetal rather than centrifugal
affordances: the lines acted as focal lines or axes for repeated events, rather than physical
obstructions. It was considered relevant to include the burnt remains in the earth – so the act
of deposition was crucial. This is true both for sites where just remnants of fires were deposited (cf.
May [2017]) and those which show evidence of fires being set in the pits, as pit-digging, after all, is
not essential for making fires.

Particularly in Denmark (Kristensen 2008), but also in northern Germany (cf. overview by Heske,
Lüth, and Posselt [2012, 318–22]), there are many examples of burnt soils and layers of charcoal,
indicating that fires had been burning in the fire pits (Kristensen’s type 1 pits). However, less
attention has been paid to the large numbers of pits that contain fire-cracked stones without
indication that these pits were places where fires were lit (ibid., type 2). This is the case for the
extensive Seddin pit line (Heisig 2017; May 2017, 49) and for all pits at Apeldoorn. The fire pit line
of Frammerslev contains both types with many pits that are not properly speaking ‘fire pits’
(Kristensen 2008; Figures 4–5). Kristensen (2008, 16–17) tends to resolve this by seeing type 2 pits
as ‘intended’ fire pits, but this is not an entirely satisfactory explanation. The German and Dutch
examples mentioned may serve to indicate instead that the burial of stones in pits was a practice in its
own right. The observation that some of the buried stones seem to be fire-cracked implies that the
buriedmaterial could have been used for similar activities to that evident in the ‘true’ fire pits. A related
observation has been put forward by Martens (2005, 50–1), who argues that the lack of red burnt clay
on the edges of the pits at Glumslöv Bakker, Sweden, is the result of the lighting of fire or cooking
taking place in other features (see also Kristensen [2008, 16–17]).

Figure 4. Pit line at Seddin, Germany (Brunke et al. 2016, Figure 12). Scale in metres.
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Regardless of whether the burning did or did not take place in the pit, one thing that
apparently mattered to people was that material related to this activity was located in a particular
place in the landscape, buried in a specific spatial relation to where comparable activities had
taken place before in an aligned arrangement. This suggests that the pits placed in these
alignments must reflect related depositional acts of a particular and selective kind.

In some cases, there is evidence that artefacts were deposited. This is particularly true for the
German and the Dutch cases. At Hüsby, Germany, fragments of grinding stone/slabs were placed
in one of the pits (Freudenberg 2012, 627), whereas in Apeldoorn the fragment of a rare amber
spacer was placed in the largest known pit of the line (Louwen and Fontijn 2019). At Hünenburg,
Germany, two Late Bronze Age metalwork hoards were deposited in a marshy area. At the
transition from this wetland to the dry land where people lived, there were multiple series of

Figure 5. Fire pit line from Apeldoorn, the Netherlands (Louwen and Fontijn 2019).
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parallel pit lines. Although they are different from the single lines discussed here, we seem to be
dealing with a similar kind of connecting element, in this case depositions demarcating landscape
and settlement (Heske, Lüth, and Posselt 2012). From Gwithian, Cornwall, a pit alignment is known
with four pits, each containing the burnt remains of a human adult and animal bones
(Nowakowski 2009, 121). In Denmark, it is relatively rare for other materials to be deposited in
the fire pits. Examples include ceramic sherds, burnt animal remains, grinding stones (Henriksen
2005, 95–6) and a bronze tweezer (Thrane 1974). There thus seems to be a difference between
Scandinavian and other cases: in Scandinavia pit alignments were foci of burning performance but
elsewhere they tended to be locations for the deposition of remnants of such events. The fact that
other artefacts were sometimes included as well suggests that the depositional activities in their
own right may have mattered most.

The digging of pits and the lighting of fires or the deposition of related material in them were
actions that were repeated several times, resulting in lengthy pit lines. In many cases it is clear that
many people must have been participating in pit-digging and fire lighting activities: the fire pit
lines represent the remains of communal events, involving the coming together of people for
special activities. When carrying out such acts, it was apparently also important to relate one’s
contribution to those of predecessors. Importantly, these links with previous actions were visually
expressed by placing pits in a linear arrangement aligned with existing cultural markers and
topographical points of orientation in the landscape.

Fire pit lines as a time-transgressive concept of landscape

Fourth, and finally, the time-transgressive nature of this pit-line phenomenon seems difficult to
understand. However, if the idea is correct that there is a relationship between such lines and the
creation of barrows and monuments, then it makes sense that these pit lines might be created at
different points in time because barrow building was equally varied, with different monuments in
a landscape built at different times. The date for the Apeldoorn pit line is early if compared Danish
examples (seventeenth/sixteenth century BC cal), but corresponds well with the dates of the
barrows to which the pit row is linked (2019). It is also perhaps no surprise that the majority of
dates for fire pit lines in Scandinavia succeed an unprecedented phase of barrow building
(fiteenth–thirteenth century BC cal; Holst 2013).

It has been suggested that the fire pit lines disappear fromnorthern Europe during the Iron Age or are
turned into very different arrangements, such as fire pit clusters and ‘specialised fire pit concentrations’
(e.g. Hvass [1985]; Henriksen [1999]). Examples are known from settlement sites on Funenwhere they are
used as fence-like features (Henriksen 2005, 93ff). One is Fraugde Radby in Denmark, where the pits
make a rectilinear enclosure of a farmstead, comparable to later forms of fencing (Henriksen 2005,
Figure 19). Another Danish example is Kellebyvej Syd, where a line of fire pits aligns with a presumably
contemporary house construction (Henriksen 2005, Figure 18). If this is consistently true, then this
confirms our general hypothesis that the linear fire pit arrangements predominantly predate later
forms of artificially enclosed and bounded landscapes in northern Europe, and represent a different
form of spatial organization. So far observations suggest a mutually exclusive relationship existed
between these ‘lines in the landscape’ and later forms of linear boundary demarcations. Although fire
pit lines sometimes occur within Celtic fields in Denmark (here dating to c.800 BC–AD 200), none to date
have been shown to be part of an alignment that corresponds with these field systems. In regions where
pitted lines are endemic, there also seems to be a general change in their use: for example in Late Bronze

WORLD ARCHAEOLOGY 149



Age/Later Iron Age Saxony and Britain pit lines do appear to be compatible with coinciding forms of
landscape division (Figure 6).

Discussion: lines as directionality and orientation

So why arrange pits in lines? Earlier in this paper, we introduced the notion of two fundamentally
different categories for lines in the landscape: lines as boundaries and lines as connections and
directions. This fundamental difference in organization can be identified in the archaeological
record. The first function is represented by fire pit alignments that seem to mirror other forms of
landscape compartment such as enclosing fences and field systems. They divide the landscape
into large blocks of land and occur alongside other forms of tenurial boundaries (cf. lines in a
‘sedentary space’). These lines are used as a way of solving a communication and tenure issues, for
negotiating and allocating land, but are not perhaps a means of ritually assembling people. This
landscape organization is typical for the Saxonian and British Iron Age pit alignments (e.g. Stäuble
[2002]; Rylatt and Bevan [2007]; Knight [2007, 210]; Randsborg [2008]). In these areas and in
southern Scandinavia, they tend to succeed earlier axial forms of landscape lines.

Lines acting as connections and directions are represented by the fire pit alignments that
apparently have no explicit delimiting function in the landscape (cf. lines in a ‘smooth space’).
These do act as focal gathering points and are lines that often ‘point towards’ or connect with
watercourses or older barrows. This landscape organization is typical for southern Scandinavia and
the North Sea coast and features in Neolithic Britain, and these types of alignment tend to precede
later forms of linear, artificial boundaries.

Figure 6. Pit alignment discovered in Zwenkau, Germany, looking north (Landesamt für Archäologie Sachsen).
Each pit is on average c.5 metres long.
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To identify all fire pit lines as ‘boundaries’ or ‘territorial demarcations’ would thus be to
oversimplify the issue. Fire pit lines were not boundaries that operated like fences or earthen or
stone walls (cf. Løvschal 2014, 73). Nor are they comparable to ditches that might present a
physical obstruction. Instead we are dealing with features that testify to events that were affective
and engaging and may have involved group/community activity and assembly in an open,
unbounded environment marked by burial monuments. They offered an axial structure for acts
of repetition engagement with particular places. By using these linear structures to link with,
connect and ‘point towards’ significant places in the landscape (e.g. barrows, ridges and water-
courses), a visual relationship between past and present landscapes may well have been empha-
sized by such events.

This way of conceptually linking pit-digging with linear structures seems older than instances of
aligned pits that operated as boundary-like features. Ideas of direction and connection may have been
most relevant to the linear orientation of these features (e.g. Løvschal [2014, 730]) and in this sense, they
seem to mirror the position of stone rows (Bender, Hamilton, and Tilley 2007, 90–100; Owoc 2005), fire
ditches, aligned funerary structures and post alignments. The latter are types of monuments and
activities that have also been associated with gatherings and assemblies and have been connected
as well with watercourses and barrows. In particular, the placement near and along rivers might be
argued as a strong indication that such features and activities were connected to movement and
directionality relevant to travel on foot or by water. This aspect can also be seen reflected in the
repeated depositional practices taking place in particular zones of rivers and valleys (Frost 2013). Such
concerns are typical for the Scandinavian landscape and relevant to northern Germany, and Neolithic
and Early Bronze Age pit alignments in Britain (Pollard et al. 1996; Wigley 2007, 120).

Thus in summary, fire pit lines seem to represent lines that point towards particular places or
areas of the landscape and are also linear features that show a concern with existing monuments
and other features ‘linking’ or ‘connecting’ with them. Moreover, they functioned as axes in the
landscape, guiding repeated activity and communal ritual engagement. This was different from
linear boundaries that represented a division of space into enclosed units or areas; instead we
suggest they were centripetal, a product of gatherings and features that guided movement and
connected landscape markers and features.

Why a particular direction was chosen is not always clear. At Apeldoorn, the line is physically
linked to one of three barrows. This happens to be a special example, as it is the only one built
upon a much older (late Neolithic) monument (Louwen and Fontijn 2019). The Seddin pit line also
led to a special barrow, the so-called King’s grave which is the largest and most lavish barrow in
the area (May and Haptmann 2012). More frequently the directionality, as at Brokbakken III,
remains enigmatic (Figure 3), but the repeated endorsement of a single particular direction
shows that people clung to these axial and linear arrangements and used new acts to confirm
them. In numerous cases (cf. Hünenburg, Germany – Heske, Lüth, and Posselt [2012]), fire pit lines
were aligned towards or constructed along a watercourse or wetland area, emphasizing flow and
movement rather than operating as any kind of solid impediment.

Concluding remarks

In this paper we have taken a step away from searching for essentialist explanations for these
landscape features. Instead we have re-framed them as a reflection of a particular spatial logic or
perception of the landscape based on the communal act of creating and assembling along lines in
the landscape, in places partly detached from the domestic sphere.
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By organizing fire pits in lines towards or along a watercourse or wetland area, people were
underlying their association with an equivocal character as a transcendental limit ‘towards’ rather
than a solid impediment ‘across’. This logic seems comparable to the thinking and processes
argued as affective stimuli for other Neolithic/Early Bronze Age linear features, such as stone rows
and linear barrow cemeteries (Fleming 1971) or post alignments.

We have suggested as a point for future debate that the fire pit lines brought people together,
not only to dig them, and light fires and deposit burnt material, but for the purpose of creating
visual spectacles and participating in activities aimed at marking time and linking existing monu-
ments and landscape features perhaps to reinforce lines of movement in the landscape. The
scarcity of systematic dating for these fire pits and their contents means that the chronological
development of each feature still remains open to question. Were multiple pits created as part of
the same event, or did people repeatedly come back to these locations to add on or more new
pits? In addition, the surroundings of pitted lines seem relevant – simply following them with
archaeological trenches seems unhelpful for improving our understanding of their role. Indeed
exploring to what degree these apparently invisible structures were something that structured
subsequent long-term patterns of human activity and movement2 may well lead to a fuller
understanding of these prehistoric phenomena.

Notes

1. In regards to Late Iron Age pit alignments in England, it is argued that such depressions may have been
visible too, standing in contrast to the surrounding environment (Rylatt and Bevan 2007, 220).

2. As suggested by sites such as Fosie, where the rows of fire pits coincided with phases of Iron Age and
Viking Age activity (Thörn 2005, 71–2).
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