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THE PREHISTORIC SETTLEMENT OF LECEIA (OEIRAS)
RESULTS OF THE EXCAVATIONS OF 1983—2002
Introduction

In the course of the last four decades, investigations of the Chalcolithic or Copper Age
of the Lower Estremadura, situated roughly between the parallels of Torres Vedras
and of the Sado Estuary, have produced an extensive, albeit dispersed and anomalous
group of results concerning habitats and burial sites (Illus. 19). However, the absence
of a coherent overview, both in the treatment of such accumulated evidence and the
gathering of fresh information through continuing excavations, has prevented, until
recently, any understanding of the strong identity and cultural originality of the region
in the Copper Age.

Previous accounts should have proposed models of territorial exploitation that con-
sidered their ecological character and natural resources (preconditions of settlement
itself) and also provided a perspective of the relationships with other, contemporary
cultural groups. This would allow one to establish a regional cultural sequence, as well
as a model of the underlying social organization.

The investigations concern a clearly defined geographical region over a period that
lasted about one millennium which is one of the richest in terms of the transformation
of prehistoric society in Western Europe. In this context, discoveries at Leceia assume
a special importance. It has been well known as an archaeological site since 1878, the
year of publication of an extensive and fully detailed monograph (Ribeiro 1978 / 1991)
which remained for many years the only one dedicated to a prehistoric settlement in
Portuguese territory. No true excavations were undertaken, however, and the real
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1ILLus. 19 Location of the three most important fortified Chalcolithic settlements of the
Portuguese Estremadura: Vila Nova de S. Pedro (Azambuja); Zambujal (Torres Vedras);

and Leceia (Oeiras)
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ILLUS. 20 Leceia: aerial view of the excavated site

archaeological interest of the place, suggested by abundant surface finds remained to
be established (Cardoso 1979; 1980; 1981),

In 1083, confronted by the imminent destruction of the site by proposed urban
development, and by the digging of numerous ditches for the planting of trees, exca-
vations were begun with the support of the National Institute of Cultural Heritage
and Oeiras Municipal Council (Cardoso 1989; 1994; 2000; 2003; 2008). These
successfully uncovered a large defensive system within an area that included more than
sooom?® of the proposed 1o,000m* built-up area. The discoveries placed Lecela
among the most important sites for the understanding of the genesis and development
of Chalcolithic society in the Iberian peninsular (Illus. 20).

RESULTS OF THE EXCAVATIONS: STRATIGRAPHY AND POTTERY

There is a widespread stratigraphic sequence everywhere at Leceia which comprises
three archaeological layers, namely Layers 4, 3 and 2, which are closely related to three
cultural phases identifiable by their pottery.

The first occupation layer, Layer 4, belongs to the Late Neolithic and is separated
from Layer 3 by a period of erosion due to the abandonment, perhaps total, of the
site. Layer 3 is that of another cultural phase, the Early Chalcolithic, separated, in its
turn, from Layer 2, of the Full Chalcolithic, by another period of abandonment that
is less marked than the previous one.
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That the archaeological finds, especially the decorated pottery, are specific to the
culture represented by each occupation layer, has now been confirmed by thousands
of pottery fragments gathered over the years (Cardoso 2007). Pottery decorated with
oval impressions arranged in acacia leaf and cruciform patterns comes mainly from
Layer 2 (Full Chalcolithic) and is almost unknown in Layer 3. Such decorative motifs
occur especially on large spherical storage pots, but are also found on smaller objects
in the form of cups that succeed the cups of the Early Chalcolithic. The pottery found
in Layer 3 is characterized by tenuous channelling patterns which appear on two kinds
of vessel, cups and bowls. The basal Layer 4 of the stratigraphic sequence, Late Neo-
lithic, is, in turn, characterized by the presence of vessels with a denticulate rim and
by waisted pots, reminiscent of Early Neolithic pots, which are scarce in Layer 3.

RESULTS OF THE EXCAVATIONS: CONSTRUCTIONAL PHASES

It was possible to relate the stratigraphic sequence to successive constructional phases
(Hlus. 21). The results may be summarized as follows: Layer 2, the third cultural phase
or Full Chalcolithic of the Estremadura, belongs to the fifth constructional phase, but
1s undifferentiated from the Early Chalcolithic; Layer 3, the second cultural phase or
Early Chalcolithic, belongs to the second to fourth constructional phases, dateable to
between the middle of the third millennium and the fourth quarter of the third
millennium Bc; Layer 4, the first cultural phase or Late Neolithic, belongs to the first
constructional phase, dateable to between the second half of the fourth millennium
and the first quarter of the third millennium sc.

The first period of occupation (i.e. the first phase of construction) is represented by
the building of structures of a purely domestic nature. The following phases show the
organized planning of the space, with the erection in the second phase of complex
fortifications with three defensive lines of walls. The coherence of repairs and altera-
tions undertaken during the next two constructional phases, still within the Early
Chalcolithic, confirms the evidence of occupation of a proto-urban nature. Paths,
some paved and others not, with steps in one of them leading up the southern slope
of the settlement, serve as main lines of communication, both within and outside the
fortified space. Within the walls there is a large, open space paved with stone slabs,
perhaps designed to protect people and goods in times of conflict.

An oval structure, belonging to the Full Chalcolithic, is remarkable for having been
used for the accumulation of debris and domestic waste, unknown previously in
Portuguese Chalcolithic contexts. The location of this structure, outside the second
line of defence, next to a nearby passage, shows a preoccupation with sanitation and
reinforces the belief that the site was planned.

The third phase of construction is characterized by failing building techniques,
accentuated in the Full Chalcolithic, revealed by the smaller size of the defensive
structures, and poorer and weaker masonry. The buildings are almost exclusively
dwellings; these are often built against the fortification walls which have already been
abandoned and, in some places, ruined.

The final prehistoric evidence inside the walls, the presence of Beaker ware, has no
significance in either the buildings or the stratigraphy.
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irus. 21 Leceia: general plan of the excavated area (1983—2002) showing the five
constructional phases identified

COPPERWORKING

Copper, revealed by the appearance of small droplets of metal, becomes common for
the first time in the Full Chalcolithic, just when Leceia’s defences had already col-
lapsed. The artefacts themselves, punches, awls and needles, were generally of small
size, and mostly designed to perform the same tasks as those, less well done, by their
stone or bone counterparts.
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LECEIA IN THE CHALCOLITHIC CONTEXT OF THE LOWER ESTREMADURA

When the holocenic transgression reached its peak around 5000 BP (Dias 1985), the
level of the sea was about the same as it is now. The mouths of the tributaries on the
northern side of the Tagus estuary were then larger, with little silting, permitting
better access inland. Small river craft could have moved people and their goods along
the Barcarena brook, thus accounting for the occupation of the shore line, as shown
by the abundance of mollusc shells.

On the other hand, the climate was different. The post-glacial optimum, which
occurred during the first and at the beginning of the second cultural phases and ended
¢. 4800 BP, provided temperate conditions that were both more humid and warmer
by about 2—3° Celsius than now (Théobald 1972; Renault-Miskowsky 1986) and gen-
erally favoured the development of woodland. Significantly, this contained abundant
resources of timber and firewood; it also sheltered deer, wild pigs, and bears, while
aurochs and horses could graze on intervening grassland.

This was the natural environment, established on the spur of land at Leceia over-
looking the valley of the Barcarena, where the first Neolithic communities lived. The
site had the additional advantage of natural defences, being surrounded on all sides by
a chalky escarpment 8 m to rom high with excellent visibility as far as Cape Espichel.
The defensive needs of this community at Leceia differentiate it from its predecessors,
a general characteristic of Late Neolithic settlements uncovered by archacology else-
where in Estremadura.

Improved agricultural production, associated with the use of bovine power, gave
rise to the accumulation of surpluses which needed to be stored and protected.
Indeed, at Leceia, the abundance of domestic bovids in the Final Neolithic is well
attested (Cardoso and Detry 2001—02) and it is likely that they were used more for
farming than food. The positive evidence for this is the abundance of manual grind-
stones and the flint blades of sickles, the negative the slow rate of increase in the
numbers of cattle, as opposed to the numbers of sheep and goats at Leceia.

The growth in food production also implies a demographic explosion and the
resulting appearance of separate competitive communities. Were this so, the construc-
tion of strong Chalcolithic fortifications would be the response to ever more competi-
tion, produced by the population increase, which would itself cause a growth of the
settlements themselves.

At the very beginning of the Early Chalcolithic in Leceia, complex and extensive
defences were created over an area of more than one hectare. It was evidently possible
to mobilize a great amount of labour for a long period of time, thus indicating the
existence of surpluses which would allow the labourers to be kept away from food
production. The orderly and planned manner in which this was achieved, with a
closest parallel at Zambujal (Sangmeister and Schubart 1981; Kunst, 1996), shows,
furthermore, that a specific group existed within the community which was respons-
ible for its conception. Indeed, one ghmpses, in the construction of the fortifications,
the presence of a large community that was able to profit from a great part of its
productive capacity for many years, and that was already socially stratified, with a
definable elite coordinating the work.
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The large fortified settlement of Leceia thus emerges as the result of the internal
evolution of society during the transition from the Final Neolithic to the Early Chal-
colithic, at a time when the admittedly poor evidence of material culture, at least,
suggests that the use of copper was almost unknown. The differentiation within the
Early Chalcolithic community at Leceia is suggested, furthermore, by the differences
observed in the quality and position of its various houses. The most significant of these
is a circular building, 7m in diameter, which is situated in the most defensible place;
the evidence of artefacts found there and in a similar building at Alcalar indicate that
it was used for funeral rites (Moran and Parreira 2004).

The greater part of the population would have lived in less privileged zones
without social differentiation, both inside and outside the protecting walls, as shown
not only by the archaeological record, but also by the clear disproportion between
the grandeur and the area covered by the defences, and the tiny platform which
these protected. The process of concentration and continuous occupation of popula-
tions around large Chalcolithic proto-urban centres such as Leceia, which requires
an increasing dependency upon local resources, leads to their over exploitation
(Cardoso 1998a). Indeed, the deforestation caused by the procurement of timber and
firewood, and the creation of fields for farming, is suggested by the numerous axes and
hoes of polished stone uncovered there, as well as by the results of pollen analysis
obtained by ]. Pais. By the end of the Early Chalcolithic the landscape comprised
many open zones with few trees in them (Pinus sp. and Quercus sp.), and extensive,
open and fertile undulating fields, planted with cereals, or grazed by animals just as
now. Hunting, although important in times of crisis or social instability, together with
the gathering of molluscs and fishing on the shore, played a lesser role in the provision
of food.

Leceia represents, therefore, a large centre of population controlling a vast territory
on which the survival of the community depended. This caused social tension
between communities and a struggle for the possession of resources. This is amply
demonstrated by the construction of the defences. One specific conflict may be
attested at Leceia by the greatly dispersed and incomplete human remains, mixed with
abundant waste materials, excavated in 1988, inside two structures of the Full Chal-
colithic period (Cardoso et al. 1991). The remains, belonging to at least three adult
males, were not buried with full funeral rites, and were probably attackers who, after
they had been killed, did not deserve a proper burial like that of the inhabitants of the
settlement.

Leceia’s role in populating the surrounding region is only comparable in the Lower
Estremadura to that of Zambujal (Torres Vedras, District of Lisbon) and Vila Nova de
Sio Pedro (Azambuja, District of Lisbon), both of which are situated many kilometres
away ([llus. 19). Although there are clear similarities, the three do not follow the same
evolutionary pattern in either their defensive arrangements or their chronological
sequences, and they reached different solutions for the strategic organization and
occupation of their inhabited spaces. There are differences, too, in their elementary
structures; 1n Leceia, for example, no circular towers were buile, unlike in Zambujal,
and, when its fortifications began to decline, they continued in use at Zambujal for
several more centuries (Sangmeister and Schubart 1981; Kunst 1996).
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Leceia’s concentration of wealth in the form of agricultural surpluses allowed a
network of trading routes to be established with other regions, sometimes on a large
scale. Hence even such molluscs as clams are found at inland settlements like Monte
da Tumba (Baixo Alentejo) and Santa Justa (Algarve hinterland) (Silva 1993, 222). The
supply, on a large scale, of strategic raw materials that were not locally available or
found in the region was another feature of widespread trade. An outstanding example
is hard stone, such as amphibolites, used to produce most of the polished stone imple-
ments that were indispensable for daily life; this presupposes stable and lasting routes
of supply from the interior of the Alentejo, more than 120km away (Cardoso 2004).
Even flint, which exists in profusion in the geological substratum of the settlement,
was sometimes imported from other regions (Rio Maior), more than rookm away,
perhaps on account of its beautifully coloured varieties such as the jasper-like flint of
the Alentejo.

Copper, produced in Leceia since the Early Chalcolithic (Miiller and Cardoso
2008), was used in the manufacture of prestigious ornaments, as were sumptuous raw
materials, for example green minerals for beads and pendants, and North African ivory
for pins and idols (Schuhmacher, Cardoso and Banerjee 2009). The existence of these
exotic materials demonstrates the outward-looking character of Leceia’s community
in the Early and Full Chalcolithic, resulting in new cultural stimuli based on equal
exchanges with other areas, notably southern Portugal, Andalusia and the wider
Mediterranean.

The differing sequences of chronological change in the settlements noted in their
construction suggests that they were untouched by each other’s building traditions. In
this respect Leceia seems to have a closer affinity with the Mediterranean region than
the others. Furthermore, in its cult objects, the Chalcolithic female divinity, which is
a constant presence in the cultures of the Mediterranean, is also represented at Leceia
in numerous forms: phalange-idols, clay pots and cylinder-idols, one of which bears
the symbol of a sexual attribute.

Marble is so common in Estremadura that its choice as the raw material used for
these symbolic objects, rather than some rare, noble stone, would seem perverse were
it not for its valued affinities with the Mediterranean. However, a clay idol with a
flattened top belonging to the Final Neolithic (Cardoso 1989) is a precursor of those
carved in ivory or marble in the Early Chalcolithic, demonstrating a diffusion of tech-
niques and ideas by land within the Iberian Peninsular, despite the cultural connec-
tions established at the same time with the Mediterranean basin.

Commercial contacts proved their worth in the genesis of copper metallurgy in the
western part of the Peninsula (Cardoso 1998b). Copper was first smelted along the
valley of the Guadiana, where the water and the soils also favoured farming, thus
giving rise to the Chalcolithic period (Soares 1992, figs 1 and 3; Silva 1993). Indeed,
copper had already been smelted in the Algarve and Alentejo before it appeared in
Estremadura (Soares and Cabral 1993). At Leceia it only appears in the Full
Chalcolithic (in Layer 2) when the defensive works had already fallen out of use and
become partly ruinous — metallurgy and fortification were clearly independent of
each other. At the same time, the occupied area declined, as in other settlements in
Estremadura and the south-west (Jorge 1990, 188), together with a decline in the



50 PORTUGAL

quality of construction which was then limited to insubstantial dwellings. These two
developments would represent an overall decline were it not for the abundance of
artefacts suggesting the persistence of a strong, progressive and rich community, with
an increase in economic interaction outside the region. Other evidence points in the
same direction, namely the preoccupation with sanitation and therefore the mainten-
ance of proper standards of management of the occupied space inherited from the
Early Chalcolithic.

More evidence comes from the first presence in the Full Chalcolithic of perforated
clay receptacles for cheese production, thus demonstrating an increasing and opti-
mized exploitation of resources by the adoption of new techniques, generally known
as the ‘Revolution of Secondary Products’.

Would the last inhabitants of Leceia simply have ceased to feel, to such a compel-
ling extent, the defensive needs of their predecessors and would they have transformed
Leceia progressively into an open settlement? This is in fact the conclusion to be
drawn from the archaeological record. Such an evolution at Leceia is a foretaste of
what 1s generally verifiable at the end of the Chalcolithic in Estremadura, when open
and dispersed Beaker communities multiplied, an occurrence which suggests a break
with the system of concentrated occupation which had previously prevailed (Cardoso
2001).
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