Beers and Barrow, or Barrows and Beer?

A Short Reply to Anders Berntsson
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Debates are great fun, not least within the
archacological field. At first, I therefore welco-
med Anders Berntsson’s article “Me and you
and a casc of beer. How the Bronze Age barr-
rows were built?” (Berntsson 2005), and the
doubts he tries to raise over Professor Emeritus
Henrik Thrane and his analysis and interpreta-
tion of the labour invested in building the
famous Late Bronze Age barrow of Luschej
(Thrane 1984). However, after reading his
polemic paper, I had sccond thoughts. And
here is why: When dealing with other archaeo-
logists” interpretations of the past and when
serious doubts are raised against colleagues, we
should never forget to treat them with respect
and a sincere and open mind. And that also
goes for other archaeologists that have been
working with the same issues that are put
under fire.

Berntsson’s paper clearly aims to cast
doubts on Thrane’s calculation of the amount
of labour that was invested in building barr-
rows during the Bronze Age. He finds Thrane’s
numbers too high, even absurd, and claims
that the latter has suggested that it took about
129,000 working days, with 10 hours work
per day, to build Lusehg]. These are — of cout-
se — absurd numbers. But the most remarkable
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and absurd thing about these numbers is that
Berntsson has added one zero to Thrane’s cal-
culations; Thrane has suggested that it took
12,900 working days to build Lusehgj
(Thrane 1984, p. 152), nothing more and
nothing less. I suppose that this may be a brill-
liant mistake by Berntsson that he later failed
to notice. I nevertheless find this troublesome
and inauspicious. The result is that Thrane is
put forward as a yarn, and he is perceived as a
vague and dubious archacologist with a
strange sense of numbers. I, among others, do
not hold the latter to be true, and to make this
even worse, this is published in one of the
most respected archaeological journals in nor-
thern Europe.

Berntsson then goes on and suggest more
“sober” numbers for the time and labour
invested in building barrows, calculated,
among other things, from the time it took to
lay pipes in his own garden [sic]. As several
researchers before him have suggested, none of
them cited by Berntsson though, he instead
proposes that each square metre in a finished
burial monument is more or less equivalent to
a ten-hour working day for one person. In the
casc of Luschgj this would mean that it took
about 3,200 working days to build the barrow
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Fig. 1. Building barrows would have been a remar-
kable and familiar view during the Early Bronze
Age in Southern Scandinavia (after Bech 2003).

(fig. 1), instead of 12,900. In abstract num-
bers, this means that 320 people had to work
for ten days, or that ten people worked for 320
days, et cetera, et cetera. Berntsson’s conclu-
sion after this exercise is indeed remarkable,
though he proclaims that building barrows
during the Bronze Age was an casy task that
Unly tequined sULLC DtuUs anu @ luw L.
Cheers!

This may be true for Berntsson’s own digg-
ging in his backyard, laying pipes and planting
flowers, but, regrettably, this functionalistic
dream world does not hold true against the
vast archacological rescarch that has dealt with
this issue before, or after, Thrane’s work on
Luseh@j. For me personally, it enough to open
Vilhelm Boye’s Fund af Egekister fra
Brongealdeven i Danmark from 1896, or one of
the immense and indispensable volumes of
Aner and Kersten's Die funde der dlteren
Bronzezeit des nordischen kreises in Dinemark,
Schleswig-Holstein und Niedersachsen, to realize
that building barrows was a serious business
that was interwoven with extended ceremoni-
es and rituals that go far beyond the simplistic
functionalism that Berntsson seems to long
for. And if these books should not be adequa-
te readings, there are other scholars and sour-
ces to be addressed (e.g. Baudou 1968;
Lundborg 1972; Wihlborg 1978; Mandt
1983; Ringstad 1987; Bursawém 1992;
Larsson 1993; Randsborg 1993; Wason 1994;
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Bolin 1998; Jensen 1998; Widholm 1998;
Bradley 1999; Carlic 1999; Andersson 1999;
Artelius 1999, 2001; Gerdin 1999; Goldhahn
1999; Olivier 1999; Parker Pearson 1999;
Brueing-Madsen et al. 2001; Holst ez 2/. 2001;
Widholm & Regnell 2001; Bech 2003, et
cetera, et cetera). None of these titles should
be unfamiliar to Berntsson, but they ought to
be addressed and considered while he discusses
the task of building burial monuments during
the Bronze Age.

In this connection, I find it eccentric that
Berntsson does not refer to any other colleagu-
es in his arguments and his endeavour to cast
doubts on Thrane’s research. Evert Baudou
(1968) discussed the labour invested in buil-
ding burial monuments during the Bronze
Age, a discussion that has later been followed
up by Bjorn Ringstad (1987), Dagfinn Skre
(1997), Hans Bolin (1998), Lise Nordenborg
Myhre (1998), Dag Widholm (1998) and
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also been discussed by the members of the
internationally renowned Skelhoj Project
(Brueing-Madsen et al. 2001; Holst ez al.
2001, 2004), but also by Gro Kyvik (2005)
and UIf Ragnesten (2005), and this list could
be added without too much
Berntsson seems to work most of the time

trouble.

alone in his garden. He does not even seem
lonely.

Anyhow, even if this short reply to
Berntsson could be read as a criticism of the
editors of LAR and its referees (?), I wish to
take the opportunity to suggest some further
reading on the subject of “death, barrows and
burial rituals” to him: (c.g. Nilsson Strutz
2003; Svanberg 2003; Gansum 2004;
Gansum & Qestigaard 2004; Holst er al.
2004; Stenskold 2004; Thedéen 2004;
Andersson 2005; Artelius & Svanberg 2005;
Felde 2005; Fernstdl 2005; Kyvik 2005;
Lagerds & Stromberg 2005; Stromberg 2005).
[ also tempted to give him some blunt advice:
sober up and stick to the “barrows and beer

)

approach”, but skip the “beers and barrow”!



We then might learn something new and odd
about the past that we did not know before,
and 1 am confident that the more we learn
about them, the less “they” are going to look
like “us”.
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