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Abstract: The Bell Beaker phenomenon is the sum of several regional answers. Those are diluted into a 
reality with several shared characteristics. Nevertheless, and although being one of the most studied expressions 
of the European Recent Prehistory, more specific adaptations are still to be understood. This is the case of the 
paired fingernail imprints, or pinched motifs, that due to their scarceness are mostly unnoticed in Iberia. How-
ever, one was able to highpoint a scarceness of these standardised motifs in funerary contexts and a concentra-
tion in contexts dated from the last quarter of the iiird millennium bc, in the precise period of transition in the 
way of life of the peninsular human groups. Also, the regression in the communicative ability of the vessels, but 
at the same time clear links with other European Bell Beaker contexts seems to strengthen the hypothesis that 
this large-scale style must be understood as another agent in the ongoing identarian and social processes acting, 
as such, in the transition to the beginning of the Peninsular Bronze Age.

Key words: iiird millennium bc; Early Bronze Age; Iberian Peninsula; paired fingernail imprints; Bell Beaker 
phenomenon; s-shaped vessels.

Resumen: El fenómeno campaniforme se entiende como la suma de varias respuestas regionales. Estas se 
diluyen en una realidad con diversas características compartidas. Sin embargo, y aunque sea una de las expresio-
nes más estudiadas de la Prehistoria Reciente europea, aún no se comprenden adaptaciones más específicas. Este 
es el caso de los motivos ‘pellizcados’, que, debido a su escasez, pasan desapercibidos en la Península Ibérica. A 
pesar de ello, se puede destacar una muestra reducida de estos motivos –bastante estandarizados– en contextos 
funerarios concentrados en sitios arqueológicos que datan del último trimestre del iii milenio a. C., en un preci-
so período de transición en la forma de vida de los grupos humanos peninsulares. A esto se suma una importante 
regresión en la capacidad comunicativa de los recipientes, al mismo tiempo que aparecen vínculos claros con 
otros contextos campaniformes europeos, lo que parece reforzar la hipótesis de que este estilo de gran escala debe 
entenderse como otro agente en los procesos de conformación de una identidad social que estaba en curso en la 
transición a comienzos de la Edad de Bronce peninsular.

Palabras clave: iii milenio a. C.; Bronce Inicial; Península Ibérica; cerámica ‘pellizcada’; Campaniforme; 
vasos con perfil en ‘s’.
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1. Introduction1

The prehistoric groups left us with an uncount-
able number of undecipherable materialisations  
of their daily behaviours and routines, but also of  
their beliefs, symbols and ideological systems. 
Those, when shifting, might leave tangible altera-
tions (Hayden, 2018). That can be perceived in the 
archaeological record. For example, through some-
times-subtle changes, that might have local, region-
al or international impacts, depending on the de-
gree of mobility, contact and relation of each of the 
involved groups. This can be the case of the Chal-
colithic ceramics with pinched motifs or paired fin-
gernail imprints addressed in this work that. Due to 

1 This paper was developed in the Global Program of 
Investigation of Perdigões (inarp) directed by nia-Era Ar-
queologia.sa and in the project prdc/eph-arq/0798/2014, 
funded by Fudandação para a Ciência e Tecnologia. The 
author would like to thank E. Guerra Doce, R. Mataloto, 
J. L. Cardoso and F. Rodriguez for the information and 
contributions. To P. Sánchez de Oro for the help with the 
Spanish traslation. Also to the reviewers, whose recommen-
dations substantially improved the quality of this work.

their general scarcity, are widely unnoticed, being 
only approached in the site of Penha Verde (Car-
doso et al., 1993), but particularly in Fraga da Pena 
(Valera, 2007, 2017), where they were linked with 
the regional Bell Beaker phenomenon.

When one focuses the scale of analysis in this 
specific style and its incidence in Iberian Peninsula 
contexts, several questions can be asked, in order 
to understand the nature, expression and meaning 
of the pinched decorated motifs. First it is necessary 
to clarify the type of motifs that we are analysing 
here. However, adress, at the same time, the high 
standardization either of the s-shaped vessels in 
which these motifs are imprinted, their technological 
characteristics – that suggests a general disinvestment, 

either in the clay treatment, but likewise in the 
communicative potential behind the decorative 
motifs – and also its apparent role outside funerary 
contexts (even if new data seems to suggest that they 
might have a meaning in those contexts after all).

Still, one must test possible links with European 
networks, specifically to recognize and quantify the 

Fig. 1. Examples of the paired fingernail motifs here understudy.
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influence of the Bell Beaker elements in the pinched 
pottery, to which it is contextually and morpholog-
ically connected. This allows one to question if they 
can be seen as part of the beaker phenomenon itself 
or must be recognised as an independent reality, an 
innovation with a distinct meaning and agency or 
even a reinterpretation of an already existing phe-
nomenon (Fig. 1).

The chronology, that broadly places these deco-
rative motifs in the second half of the iiird millenni-
um bc, particularly close to the transition between 
the end of the Chalcolithic and the beginning of the 
Early Bronze Age, will also be stressed, considering 
not only the emergence of different social answers, 
trajectories and pressures, but also the reinforce-
ment of a contemporaneity with Bell Beaker ele-
ments and contexts.

Nevertheless, those connections and associa-
tions must be materialised and quantified, to bring 
one closer to the main characteristics, behaviours, 
agencies and functions of the Iberian paired finger-
nail imprints in s-shaped vessels.

2. Paired fingernail imprints or pinched motifs: 
What are they?

The archaeological assemblages of the iiird mil-
lennium bc are multiple in Iberia, being this also 
valid to the motifs, shapes and decorative techniques 
identifiable in the ceramic sets. As such, one must 
consider a high internal variability within every re-
gion and even site, recognising the impact of rein-
terpretation, reutilisation and adaptation processes 
as a canvas to local/regional morphologies, motifs, 
designs and techniques. These adaptive and trans-
formative behaviours might be the trigger to the 
appearance of the binominal decoration/shape here 
understudy.

The pinched motifs result from the act of pinch-
ing the surface of a freshly moulded vessel, meaning 
that a pair of fingernails is used to form a couple 
of opposite nail impressions, being also known as  
‘paired fingernails’ (Gibson and Gill, 2013) or 
‘pincements’ (Besse, 2003; Salanova, 2000a). In 

some cases, besides the impressions, a modification 
of the in-between clay is done. In this process an 
over-pressuring force emphasises the central com-
ponent of the impressions, being this an integrant, 
and commonly repeated, part of the decorative mo-
tif itself.

It is also noteworthy that some of the pinched 
decorated vessels are enriched by the addition of  
individual nail impressions, either in the body  
of the vessel or in the rim, always representing a mi-
nority in the decorative assemblage. This behaviour 
highlights the apparent connection between the 
pinched –or paired fingernail– and the single fin-
gernail techniques, that share the same decorative 
‘tools’ and general methods.

The use of nail/nails to create patterns is not ex-
clusive of the pinched motifs, once it can also be 
detected in simpler and chronological widespread 
decorations, such as the fingernail imprint motifs,  
usually referred to as ‘ungulations’. These deco- 
rations can be identified in Iberian archaeological 
records at least since the Early Neolithic (Diniz, 
2011), being the vessels profoundly decorated with 
individual nail impressions. Through time, this in-
dividual imprinting kept appearing, with a signifi-
cant decrease in its representation in the course of 
the Chalcolithic, not being standard, in Iberia, ves-
sels with single nail impressions as the predominant 
decoration in this later chronology.

Besides the motifs and techniques, the studied 
vessels share other physical characteristics, namely 
the design, the decoration distribution and the pro-
pensity to a general invisibility of the motifs (Fig. 
2). In the decoration layout, it is not possible to 
recognise a specific pattern, being mainly depicted 
a general image of chaotic and disordered elements 
with a slight tendency, in the better-preserved con-
tainers, to a line organisation. Those decorations, so 
far only detected in the exterior side of the contain-
ers, are distributed throughout the entire surface of 
the vessels, sometimes with individual nail impres-
sion in the rims. Still, the depth and dimension of 
each pair of fingernail imprints can affect the vis-
ibility of the general decorative arrangement and, 
as such, influence its communicative potential. So 
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far, one was not able to recognise the usage of white 
inlay, or any other materials, to highlight these im-
pressions, as it occurs, for example, in beakers.

Furthermore, the shapes in which these mo-
tifs are imprinted is one of the most determinant 
variables and associations considered in this work, 
mainly because it almost exclusively corresponds 
to s-shape vessels, like the ones in which Bell 
Beaker motifs are traditionally drawn. Although 
some morphological differences are noted. Firstly, 
the height of the recipients where the paired fin-
gernails are made. On the context in which they 
were identified, it always corresponds to one of the 
deeper and most prominent vessels in terms of vol-
ume, which can justify its usual interpretation as  
‘storage vessels’ (Garrido et al., 2019). Secondly, 
the presence of a smoother profile that, due to its 

stretching, creates a silkier and more harmonious 
vessel shape.

Adding to that, the technological processes and 
the type of clay used in the manufacturing of the 
paired fingernail imprinted vessels suggests decan-
tation and firing processes that result in a higher 
presence of non-plastic elements and more friable 
and darker vessels, with thicker walls.

Overall, there is a notable standardisation of 
the vessels, starting with the decorative technique 
(pinches) and the general motif distribution, usu-
ally favouring a line/chaotic organisation spread 
throughout the entire exterior wall of the con-
tainer. Adding to that, a precise adaptation of  
what one might call the ‘traditional’ Bell Beak-
er s-shape, with a transformation or reinterpre-
tation of the general morphology, generating 

Fig. 2. Iberian sites with pinched motifs: 1) Devesa do Rei; 2) La Calzadilla; 3) Fraga da Pena; 4) Tejar de Don Pedro; 5) Fá-
brica Euskalduna; 6) Arenero de Pedro Jaro ii; 7) El Ventorro; 8) El Juncal; 9) Humanejos; 10) Barranco de la Peña del 
Agua; 11) Vila nova de São Pedro; 12) Castro do Penedo; 13) Moita Ladra; 14) Penha Verde; 15) Leceia; 16) Castro da 
Rotura; 17) Outeiro Redondo; 18. Fonte Ferrenha; 19) Miguens 3; 20) Perdigões; 21) Porto Torrão; 22) El Acebuchal.
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deeper vessels with smoother silhouettes. Also, 
there is a tendency to a rougher clay treatment, 
which is materialised in the higher presence of 
non-plastic elements, but also a shared firing pro-
cess, which creates generally darker surfaces, that 
could erase, even more, an already barely visible 
decoration. This can also lead to a numerical in-
visibility of these motifs, that can be mixed with 
older –Neolithic– and earlier –Middle Bronze 
Age– decorative elements, or even with local dec-
orations, as can it occur in the Parpantique Hori-
zon in the Spanish Meseta (Delibes de Castro and 
Fernández Manzano, 2000; Fernández Moreno,  
2013). This panorama possibly generates and per-
petuates a lack of either graphic or textual men-
tions, that is materialised in the reduced expression 
of the understudied elements in Iberian contexts.

3. The archaeological contexts and its geography

According to the available data, from a total 
of 22 Iberian archaeological sites in which it was 
possible to identify paired fingernail imprints in 
s-shaped vessels, 12 are in the current Portuguese 
territory, while the remaining ten are in Spain. They 
present diversified typologies and have individual 
biographies associated with them, being only iden-
tified two cases in which it was possible to directly 
associate the pinched motifs to funerary contexts. 
In these archaeological sites, a pattern starts to ap-
pear, with the coexistence between the Bell Beaker 
phenomenon, present in all the 22 of them, and the 
paired fingernail imprints (Fig. 3).

The seven walled enclosures are all located in Es-
tremadura –Leceia, Penha Verde, Castro do Pene-
do, Moita da Ladra and Vila Nova de São Pedro, 
in the Lisbon Peninsula, and Castro da Rotura and 
Outeiro Redondo in the southern margin of Tagus 
river (Cardoso, 1998; Cardoso et al., 2013, 2010; 
Gonçalves, 1971; Paço and Jalhay, 1942; Spindler 
and Trindade, 1970)–. These sites are thought to be-
long to the same general architectonical, cultural and 
chronological environment –‘fortified’ settlements 
(Cardoso, 1998; Cardoso et al., 2013; Gonçalves, 

1971)– but at the same time present diversified tra-
jectories, related with the different sizes, structures, 
materials and occupation intensities (Valera et al., 
2019). This reality and the intense processes of inter-
nal modifications makes it unclear which contexts, 
chronologies and artefacts can be directly linked to 
the pinched motifs. In most of the mentioned sites, 
those decorations are related to widespread strati-
graphical layers; nevertheless, only in Castro da Ro-
tura, it was not possible to identify a contextual re-
lationship between the pinched pottery and beakers. 
This spatial coexistence seems to be mainly related  
either with the ‘Maritime’ beaker motifs or with  
the Geometric dotted style, however, only a total of 
17 vessels were identified, which, even though the 
reduced expression, highlights what might be a rele-
vant presence of this decorative motif in this specific 
type of sites, particularly in Penha Verde (Cardoso, 
2010), with a minimum number of nine vessels.

The same does not occur in the ditched enclo-
sures, that together merely concentrate three con-
tainers. The identified sites are in the Alentejo re-
gion –South of Portugal–, namely Perdigões and 
Porto Torrão. Both are examples of an exponential-
ly crescent architectonical and cultural phenome-
non (Valera, 2013), being two of the larger ditched 
enclosures of the region (Valera et al., 2019). How-
ever, the existing information is discrepant between 
them. While Perdigões has a continuous and vast 
history of research, that showed a long and complex 
sequence of multiple structures and uncountable 
social practices, from the mid-ivth millennium to 
the end of the iiird millennium bc (Valera, 2015; 
Valera et al., 2014), Porto Torrão suffers from an 
insufficient characterisation, still not being fully 
understood in what concerns its dimensions, social 
meanings, agencies and its relation with the exist-
ing networks (Valera, 2018a). In this specific case, 
the paired fingernail imprints seem to be absent, 
according to the sparse published bibliography. 
Nevertheless, considering the possible dimensions, 
the known archaeological contexts (Valera, 2018a), 
in which beakers and exotic materials are included, 
and the attractiveness of this type of sites to local 
collectors, it is not surprising that an unquantifiable 
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Sites Lab. Data bp Cal bc (2σ) Context Sample Reference

Perdigões

ICA-17B/0104 3700 ± 30
2199-2164 (8.7%)

2151-2017 (84.5%)
1995-1981 (2.2%)

Pit 79 [488] fauna

Valera and Basílio, 2017

ICA-16B/0913 3690 ± 30
2196-2171 (4.6%)

2146-2010 (85.6%)
2001-1977 (5.1%)

Pit 79 [500] Cervus elaphus

Penha Verde

Beta-260300 4000 ± 40

2831-2821 (0.5%)
2631-2454 (94%)
2418-2408 (0.5%)
2374-2369 (0.2%)
2361-2356 (0.2%)

Hut 2

Cardoso, 2017Beta-296578 3700 ± 30
2199-2164 (8.7%)

2151-2017 (84.5%)
1995-1981 (2.2%)

Hut 2

Beta-296580 3680 ± 40 2196-2170 (5%)
2147-1950 (90.4%) Hut 2

Beta-276398 3830 ± 40 2459-2196 (91.5%)
2170-2148 (3.9%) Hut 2

Beta-276400 3970 ± 40 2579-2346 (95.4%) Ditch

Miguens 3
Wk-18507 3934 ± 33

2563-2534 (6.1%)
2494-2334 (85.6%)
2324-2301 (3.8%)

[35] charcoal - Olea
Mataloto and Boaventura, 2009

Wk-18508 3902 ± 38 2480-2283 (94%)
2249-2233 (1.4%) [55] charcoal - Olea

Castro da Rotura

OxA-5538 4100 ± 50 2873-2565 (90.6%)
2525-2496 (4.8%) IIIa 2 horn

OxA-5537 4075 ± 55
2866-2804 (15.9%)
2774-2770 (0.4%)

2764-2476 (79.1%)
IIIa 1 horn Gonçalves and Sousa, 2007

Moita da Ladra
Sac-2370 3930 ± 80

2835-2818 (0.8%)
2664-2645 (0.8%)

2639-2198 (93.3%)
2165-2151 (0.5%)

Ditch 8 fauna
Cardoso et al., 2013

Sac-2335 4240 ± 45* 2542-2259 (95.4%) Ditch 8 Venerupis decussata
Sac-2336 4360 ± 50* 2736-2420 (95.4%) Ditch 8 Venerupis decussata

Fraga da Pena 

Sac-1543 3710 ± 60 2287-1944 (95.4%) S1 [3] charcoal 
ITN- Lum 41 4010 ± 200 S1 [3] sediment 
ITN- Lum 42 3999 ± 200 S1 [3] ceramic Valera, 2007
ITN- Lum 43 4007 ± 200 S1 [3] ceramic
ITN- Lum 44 3989 ± 200 S1 [3] ceramic

Outeiro 
Redondo

Sac-2365/6 4060 ± 30 2840-2813 (7.7%)
2678-2483 (87.7%) Phase 3 fauna

Cardoso et al., 2010/2011

Sac-2342 4550 ± 35** 2892-2686 (95.4%) Phase 3 Pecten maximus

Sac-2372 3800 ± 50
2457-2417 (4.4%)
2409-2130 (87%)
2086-2050 (4%)

Phase 3 fauna

Sac-2339 4450 ± 40** 2836-2558 (95.4%) Phase 3 Patella sp.
Sac-2115 3690 ± 70 2287-1895 (95.4%) Phase 3 fauna
Sac-2089 4340 ± 40** 2657-2417 (95.4%) Phase 3 Pecten maximus
Sac-2083 4220 ± 40** 2477-2227 (95.4%) Phase 3 Patella sp.

Devesa do Rei Ua-21686 3555 ± 45 2023-1761 (95.4%) plain vessel Aboal et al., 2005
La Calzadilla GrN-27817 3700 ± 80 2346-1883 (95.4%) bottom of the pit wood charcoal Liesau et al., 2014

Humanejos

GrM15291 3910 ± 25 2472-2335 (90.90%)
2324-2306 (4.5%) Ind.1 human bone

Garrido et al., 2019
CNA4023 3941 ± 33

2566-2523 (11.6%)
2498-2337 (81.9%)
2322-2308 (1.9%)

Ind. 2 human bone

El Ventorro VENT13 3881 ± 90 2581-2123 (93%)
2092-2043 (2.4%) Hut 13 charcoal Priego and Quero, 1992

* Weighted average value of ΔR is 110 ± 40 (Cardoso et al., 2013).
** Weighted average value of ΔR is 85 ± 35 (Cardoso et al., 2010/2011).
*** Weighted average value of ΔR is 320 ± 75 (Cardoso et al., 2010/2011).

Fig. 3. Detailed information about the Iberian sites with paired fingernail imprints.
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number of sherds with pinched motifs are known 
to exist, due to oral information, in the local muse-
um deposits (Fig. 4).

In Perdigões, the contextual coexistence is ma-
terialised in a feasting context – a cairn that covers a 
pit filled with faunal remains (Basílio and Cabaço, 

Fig. 4. Pinched motifs: 1-3) Fraga da Pena (from Valera, 2007); 4) Tomb 4 of Perdigões.
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2019). In this structure, a clear stratigraphic relation 
with a ‘Maritime’ Bell Beaker was noted, being this 
the minority type of beaker decoration in the en-
closure (Valera and Basílio, 2017). The second ves-
sel from Perdigões corresponds to the particularly  

exciting Tomb 4 in which one was not able to find a 
direct link between these two stylistic phenomena. 
In this tholoi type tomb with secondary depositions, 
two distinct funerary phases were identified, corre-
sponding the first one to the funerary utilisation of  

Fig. 5. Paired fingernail imprints from: 1-3 and 5-6) Penha Verde; 4 and 8) Moita da Ladra; 7) Leceia.
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the monument, with deposition of human remains, 
and the second to an architectonical reformulation 
in which a tumulus was built2 (Valera, 2018b). 
In the oldest, a sherd with pinched motifs was in-
cluded, as an integrant part of the votive elements, 
being one of the two funerary contexts, in which 
paired fingernail imprints in s-shaped vessels were 
identified.

The other funerary context corresponds to 
Tomb 5 of the Bell Beaker graves of Humanejos. 
This site, in a broader analysis, can be understood 
as a ‘pit settlement’ –‘campos de hoyos/fossas’ in 
Spanish/Portuguese bibliography– that contains 
around 2,500 archaeological structures, that span 
between the beginning of the Chalcolithic to the 
medieval period (Garrido et al., 2019). The ‘Bell 
Beaker burials’ correspond to a total of nine struc-
tures that are spatially spread, mixed with other 
non-funerary structures, which make it impossible 
to consider them as part of a structured necropo-
lis (Garrido et al., 2019). In what concerns Tomb 
5, that would correspond to a hypogeum with an 
entrance hall, it had two primary burials of older 
men –between 35 and 45 years old–, whose rela-
tionship was not fully understood –would it cor-
respond to an individual or double burial (Garrido 
et al., 2019). Nevertheless, they booth were asso-
ciated with elements from the traditionally Euro-
pean ‘Beaker package’, including ‘Maritime’ and 
Geometric dotted Bell Beakers, to which a copper 
axe and a dagger were added (Garrido et al., 2019). 
In an apparently later moment, in which the funer-
ary structure was being closed, commensality ritu-
als would have taken place, being this materialised 
in a ‘ceremonial kit’ in which a complete s-shaped 
vessel with paired fingernail imprints was included 
(Garrido et al., 2019) being, as such, contextually 
contemporaneous of Beaker motifs and practices 
(Fig. 5).

The ‘pit settlement’ of La Calzadilla presents a 
different situation when compared to Humanejos, 
having contexts dated from the Neolithic to the  

2 Valera, A. C.: Relatorio dos trabalhos de escavação nos 
recintos dos Perdigões. Unpublished report deposited in 2018 
in the Direccão Geral do Patrimonio Cultural, Lisbon.

Roman period (Liesau et al., 2014). The chalco-
lithic pit, where the pinched sherd was recovered, 
corresponds to the material evidence of a ritual  
ceremony in which several decorated Bell Beakers 
from the Ciempozuelos style and a beaker with 
symbolic motifs –representations of deer– were as-
sociated to a deposition of faunal remains (Liesau 
et al., 2014). This pit emphasises the non-funerary 
character of the pinched motifs again, although 
presenting a unique connection with the Ciem-
pozuelos style. Other ‘pit settlements’, such as 
Fábrica de Euskalduna or Tejar de Don Pedro that, 
due to their spatial proximity might correspond to a 
single site (Garrido, 2000), present similar contexts 
to the ones of La Calzadilla. In the excavated Pit 1 
of Fábrica de Euskalduna, it was once again noted 
the contextual relationship between Ciempozue-
los sherds and one fragment with paired fingernail 
imprints (Garrido, 2000). The same happened in 
survey works carried out in the ‘pit settlement’ 
of Arenero de Pedro Jaro ii, with the recovery of 
Ciempozuelos elements, but as well of ‘Maritime’ 
and Geometric dotted beakers alongside another 
pinched decorated sherd (Garrido, 2000).

Also, the excavation of a pit from the ‘pit set-
tlement’ of El Juncal provided another copy of the 
understudy vessels. This context, however, raises 
some questions concerning its typology, since it  
contains several elements of the already mentioned 
‘Bell Beaker package’, being those carefully deposit-
ed, alongside the paired fingernail imprinted vessel, 
in the western half of the pit, without the presence 
of any human remains (Martínez et al., 2015). 
Nonetheless, it has been interpreted as a funerary 
context because it aggregates all the traditional-
ly European Bell Beaker funerary paraphernalia, 
including ‘Maritime’ decorations (Garrido et al., 
2019; Martínez et al., 2015), which is not the case 
of the present work since one considers that it can 
also reflect other types of social practices (Fig. 6).

El Ventorro, on the other hand, has been inter-
preted as a habitat, counting with seven archaeolo- 
gical campaigns between 1963 and 1981 (Garri-
do, 2000; Priego and Quero, 1992). In the most 
recent ones, in which two phases were defined  
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–a Pre-Bell Beaker and a Beaker one– 3 ‘huts’ and 
23 pits were excavated (Garrido, 2000; Priego  
and Quero, 1992). This originated a total of 205 

records of Ciempozuelos Beakers, a large num-
ber of metallurgical evidence, mainly in hut 13, 
and 19 sherds with paired fingernail imprints  

Fig. 6. Vessel recovered in Tomb 5 of Humanejos with paired fingernail imprints and single nail imprints in the rim (from 
Garrido et al., 2019).
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–minimum number of nine vessels– that share 
the same contextual origins as the beakers (Priego 
and Quero, 1992). These fragments, due to the di-
mension of the assemblage, served as a decorative  

reference to many of the sherds recovered in sur-
vey works in the Southern Spanish Meseta area, 
being interpreted as ‘non-Beaker decorations’ 
(Garrido, 2000).

Fig. 7. Pinched motifs: 1-6) El Ventorro (from Priego and Quero, 1992); 8) Perdigões (from Basílio, op. cit. n. 2); 9) Devesa 
do Rei (from Aboal et al., 2005).
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Other types of sites that congregate multiple 
contexts and social practices, correspond to ‘ceremo-
nial sites’, where Devesa do Rei and Fraga da Pena 
are included. In Devesa do Rei, the northernmost  
Iberian site whit pinched motifs where the activ-
ities would not be strictly domestic, two pinched 
decorated vessels were recovered in contextual co-
existence with the ‘traditional’ beaker vessels and 
motifs, corresponding to the biggest and deeper 
containers of the ceramic set (Aboal et al., 2005). 
This also happens in the granitic tor where Fraga da 
Pena is implanted. In this ceremonial site –a walled 
enclosure formed by two walled spaces with a short 
occupation span (Valera, 2007)– almost orchestrat-
ed ceramic depositions were detected, including 
‘Maritime’/Geometric dotted Bell Beaker sherds 
and 11 pinched vessels, corresponding to the bigger 
assemblage identified (Valera, 2007).

Adding to these, the compound of Miguens 3, 
where beakers and a single pinched vessel coexist. 
This is a particularly notable site because it seems 
to correspond to an ex novo ‘Maritime’ Bell Beaker 
context (Calado, 2002; Valera et al., 2019), being 
formed by dry stone circular structures, with radial 
linear small walls, also identified in other regional 
sites like Perdigões (Valera et al., 2019; Valera and 
Basílio, 2017).

However, if in 19 of the sites it was possible to 
identify its general contextual typology, in the case 
of Fonte Ferranha, El Acebuchal and Barranco de 
la Peña de Agua, the provenance of the three exem-
plars of pinched pottery is unclear. This mainly oc-
curs because while the available surface information 
for Fonte Ferranha seems to point to some type of 
settlement/enclosure (Calado and Mataloto, 2001), 
in the case of Barranco de la Peña de Agua, there 
is no mention to a possible site typology (Garrido, 
2000). The problem in El Acebuchal is that the 
mention to tombs (Lazarich González et al., 1995; 
Harrison and Hibbs 1976) makes it impossible to 
clearly distinguish if the single vessel identified is as-
sociated with funerary contexts and beakers, or not.

In sum, there is a total of 51 vessels with paired 
fingernail imprints distributed by 22 archaeologi-
cal contexts in the Iberian Peninsula. This spatiality 

does not seem to be intimately linked with the ty-
pology of the sites, being the more significant con-
centrations of vessels dispersed between the ‘cere-
monial site’ of Fraga da Pena, the walled enclosure 
of Penha Verde and the habitat of El Ventorro that 
individually, present more or less the same amount 
of vessels –between 11 and 9. It is also noteworthy 
that there is a reduced expression of this decoration 
in funerary contexts, being the only two exceptions 
Tomb 4 of Perdigões and Tomb 5 of Humanejos–. 
However, there is a common characteristic that 
connects all these 22 Chalcolithic sites, being relat-
able between themselves due to the presence of Bell 
Beaker decorations, mainly ‘Maritime’ or Geome- 
tric dotted (Fig. 7).

4. Time matters: the chronological panorama

As part of the contextualisation of the paired 
fingernail imprints, the chronological information’s 
must be considered, being one of the most critical 
variables, once it allows creating empirical links and 
relations. This topic is thugs structural in the study 
of the pinched motifs and the clarification of its re-
lationship with the Bell Beaker and other possibly 
contemporaneous complexes.

Of the 22 sites in which pinched motifs were 
recovered, 13 have available chronological informa-
tion –five walled enclosures: Moita da Ladra, Ou-
teiro Redondo, Castro do Rotura, Leceia, Penha 
Verde; the compound of Miguens 3, the ceremonial 
sites of Fraga da Pena and Devesa do Rei, the ‘pit 
settlement’ of La Calzadilla, the habitat of El Vento- 
rro, the funerary context of Humanejos and the two 
ditched enclosures: Perdigões and Porto Torrão–.

Nevertheless, some of these chronological infor-
mation’s have different levels of reliability, being 
influenced by taphonomic disturbances inherent to 
extended and dynamic stratigraphy’s, but also by the 
old excavation and record methodologies. Adding 
to that, radiocarbon measurements from the ’90s, 
originate standard deviations that are too large to be 
considered nowadays –equal or higher than 100–, 
or that present unclear stratigraphic associations.  
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As such, one must only use reliable chronological 
data, preferentially data sets with samples well con-
textualised with reduced standard deviations (Fig. 8).

In a broad view, if one considers all the available 
chronological information, the pinched decorations 
seem to have a quite extensive presence throughout 
time, reaching a time span that starts from around 
2800 bc until the first years of the second millenni-
um bc, in the Iberian Chalcolithic, as already noted 
(Cardoso et al., 1993).

However, several problems and inconsistencies 
can be detected in some of the available dates. This 
reality hampers the establishment of a direct link 
between the dating elements, the stratigraphic units 
and the under-study decorated sherds, being this 
particularly true in the Estremadura’s walled en-
closures. In Layer 2 of Leceia (Cardoso, 1998), the 
existing chronological data set present a variation of 
1000 years, being this justified by the contamina-
tion of both older and newer datable archaeological 

N.º Name Location Type Excavation N.º 
vessels Beaker styles References

1 Devesa do Rei Vedra, Spain ceremonial site ● 2 ‘Maritime’ 
Geometric dotted Aboal et al., 2005

2 La Calzadilla Valladolid, Spain pit settlement ● 1 Ciempozuelos Liesau et al., 2014

3 Fraga da Pena Fornos de Algodres, 
Portugal ceremonial site ● 11 ‘Maritime’ 

Geometric dotted Valera, 2007

4 Tejar de Don Pedro Madrid, Spain pit settlement ○ 1 Ciempozuelos
Geometric dotted Garrido-Pena, 1999

5 Fábrica de Euskalduna Madrid, Spain pit settlement ● 1 Ciempozuelos Garrido-Pena, 1999

6 Arenero de Pedro Jaro ii Madrid, Spain pit settlement ○ 1 ‘Maritime’
Ciempozuelos Garrido-Pena, 1999

7 El Ventorro Madrid, Spain habitat ● 9 Ciempozuelos Priego and Quero, 1992

8 El Juncal Getafe, Spain pit settlement ● 1 ‘Maritime’ Geometric 
dotted Ciempozuelos Martínez et al., 2015

9 Humanejos Parla, Spain burial-hypogeum ● 1 ‘Maritime 
Geometric dotted Garrido-Pena et al., 2019

10 Barranco de la Peña 
de Agua Chinchón, Spain undetermined ○ 1 Ciempozuelos Garrido-Pena, 1999

11 Vila Nova de São Pedro Azambuja, Portugal walled enclosure ● 1 undetermined Paço and Jalhay, 1942
12 Castro do Penedo Torres Vedras, Portugal walled enclosure ● 1 undetermined Spindler and Trindade, 1970

13 Moita da Ladra Vila Franca de Xira, 
Portugal walled enclosure ● 3 ‘Maritime’ 

Geometric dotted Cardoso et al., 2013

14 Penha Verde Sintra, Portugal walled enclosure ● 9 ‘Maritime’ 
Geometric dotted Cardoso, 2010

15 Leceia Oeiras, Portugal walled enclosure ● 1 ‘Maritime’ 
Geometric dotted Cardoso, 1998

16 Castro da Rotura Setúbal, Portugal walled enclosure ● 1 ‘Maritime’ Gonçalves, 1971

17 Outeiro Redondo Sesimbra, Portugal walled enclosure ● 1 ‘Maritime’ 
Geometric dotted Cardoso and Martins, 2018

18 Fonte Ferrenha Borba/Redondo, Portugal undetermined ○ 1 Ciempozuelos Calado and Mataloto, 2001
19 Miguens 3 Alandroal, Portugal compound ● 1 ‘Maritime’ Calado, 2002

20 Perdigões Reguengos de Monsaraz, 
Portugal ditched enclosure ● 2 ‘Maritime’ Valera et al., 2014

21 Porto Torrão Ferreira do Alentejo,  
Portugal ditched enclosure ● 1 ‘Maritime’ 

Geometric dotted Valera, 2010, 2018a

22 El Acebuchal Carmona, Portugal undetermined ● 1 ‘Maritime’ 
Geometric dotted Lazarich et al., 1995

Fig. 8. Detailed information of the Radiocarbon dates from sites with pinched motifs.
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elements. As such, this type of data is inapplicable 
and to avoid randomly include/exclude C14 dates, 
the information of Leceia was not considered in 
the general radiometric analysis. Also, several dates 
with a standard variation equal and/or bigger than 
100 were present in Leceia’s, Penha Verde and El 
Ventorro sets and were excluded.

A brief note can be added concerning the excava-
tion of Penha Verde and the type of disturbance that 
this site might have due to the presence of densely 
forested areas (Gonçalves and Sousa, 2006). Nev-
ertheless, the recovered information has a general 
statistical correspondence and, as such, will be con-
sidered as valid to the analysis, although not 100% 
reliable. Also, the date from Devesa do Rei does not 
come from an archaeological layer, but instead from 
the residues inside an undecorated vessel that was 
later, due to a micro-spatial analysis, associated with 
the context in which Beakers and pinched contain-
ers appear (Aboal Fernández et al., 2005).

This filtration process creates a more cohesive 
chronological span, resorting to 31 dates, that are 
now concentrated in the second half of the iiird mil-
lennium bc, with some intervals starting around 
2600 bc. Nevertheless, there is a higher amount 
of dates around the last 200 years of that same 
millennium, being this scenario mainly drawn by 
Fraga da Pena, Devesa do Rei, Miguens 3, some 
dates of Outeiro Redondo and Penha Verde, being 
the first three sites the most reliable in the dataset. 
Adding to those, the closed contexts of Perdigões 
also emphasise this later chronology –the Cairn 
structure (Valera and Basílio, 2017; Basílio and 
Cabaço, 2019) and Tomb 4 of the same enclosure 
that, although not yet published, presents a com-
patible data set (Valera, 2018b)–. This tendency is 
slightly interrupted by the Beaker burials of Tomb 
5 of Humanejos, which place the paired fingernail  
‘phenomenon’ a little bit earlier, in the 3rd quarter 
of the iiird millennium (Garrido et al., 2019).

The only exception is the chronological data of 
Castro da Rotura, that points to a presence of the 
pinched motifs right at the beginning of the Chal-
colithic –1st half of the iiird millennium bc–, in layer 
iiia, with two statistically compatible dates. Those 

have been interpreted as representing the beginning 
of the settlement and other similar sites (Gonçalves 
and Sousa, 2006). However, this spatially concen-
trated and reduced layer was profoundly affected by a 
quarry, which might have shifted the original archae-
ological context, being noteworthy that in Castro da 
Rotura several decorated beakers, including ‘Mari- 
time’ beakers, were recovered in nearby contexts 
(Gonçalves, 1971).

As such, the pinched motifs production and 
presence are mainly concentrated in contexts dated 
from the second half of the iiird millennium bc, with 
what might be interpreted as an intensification, in 
specific cases, at the end of the same millennium. 
This occurs in the ceremonial sites of Devesa do 
Rei and Fraga da Pena and also in the compound 
of Miguens 3, the three of them with short occu-
pations. It is also noteworthy that Fraga da Pena 
presents the most significant assemblage of pinched 
decorated vessels in Iberia with an advanced chro-
nology in the iiird millennium bc. This tendency 
can be noted as well in the most recent contexts 
identified so far in Perdigões, but, at the same time, 
placing this pinched pottery right in the moment of 
collapse of the Iberian chalcolithic trajectory –the 
transition from the iiird millennium bc to the Early 
Bronze Age (Valera, 2015)–.

More importantly is that the chronological 
range defined for the occurrence of pinched mo-
tifs in Iberia presents an almost total compatibility 
with the Bell Beaker phenomenon (Mataloto et al., 
2013; Valera et al., 2019), even in what has been 
related to its early appearance in Iberia, connect-
ed to the ancient dates in walled enclosures in Lis-
bon peninsula (Cardoso, 2017; Kunst, 2017), but 
also in the North of Portugal and Galicia (Sanches 
and Barbosa, 2018a, 2018b). This relation could 
explain the impression of an antique chronology 
in Estremadura and its connection with the ‘Ma- 
ritime’ motifs, that are usually seen as the oldest 
beaker expressions (Salanova, 2000b; Garrido et 
al., 2019). Nevertheless, the pointed problems to 
these ancient dates work as well in what concerns 
the beaker contexts (Valera et al., 2019). Still, this 
temporal synchronicity serves as an indicator that 
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strengthens the already noted similarities not only 
in terms of morphology and decorative organisa-
tions, but also in the contextual and chronological 
coexistence that reaches the last years of the iiird 
millennium bc, in what one might consider the end 
of a way of life in which the beaker phenomenon 
was an included agent.

Nevertheless, the pinched pottery does not only 
present relationships with the Iberian Beakers. It 
might allow understanding different social process-
es that can be related to diffusion and reinterpreta-
tion of ideas and/or vessels that can be connected to 
other central European environments –Early Beak-
er ‘packages’ or even with prior decorative tenden-
cies (Fig. 9)–.

5. Identities, relationships and mobility

The question to be or not to be a beaker is one 
of the most crucial interrogations concerning the 
Iberian paired fingernail imprints of the second half 
of the iiird millennium bc, being noteworthy that 
the variables needed to be considered a beaker are 
constantly shifting due to the growing focus on re-
gional studies (Salanova, 2000b; Sanches and Bar-
bosa, 2018a, 2018b; Valera et al., 2019; Valera and 
Basílio, 2017). This change of scale allowed to real-
ise that the Beaker phenomenon is essentially mul-
tiple, with equally multiple rhythms. Therefore, it 
does not correspond to a culture or to ‘folks’, but in-
stead it reflects much more complex ideological ex-
pressions whose dispersion, dependent on a certain 
degree of human mobility, and acceptance can be 
related to the a multifunctional social role and col-
lective character of this phenomenon (Olalde et al., 
2018; Linden, 2004; Valera and Rebuge, 2011)3. As 
such, and considering that the Beaker phenomenon 
has several material expressions, can one integrate 
the s-shaped pottery with pinched motifs in the 
same phenomenon? Which are the pros and cons?

3 Basílio, A. C. (2018): Dinâmicas ocupacionais na se-
gunda metade do 3o milénio a. C. nos Perdigões: Continuida-
des e descontinuidade. Master’s Thesis presented in 2018 in 
the University of Algarve.

There are several common characteristics that 
link both motifs. In one hand, both phenomena 
present generally the same vessel morphology that 
corresponds to the ‘classical’ European Bell Beak-
er shape –deeper s-shaped vessels with a smoother 
curvature–. This feature is usually assumed, by the 
researchers who study the origins of the Bell Beaker 
expressions, as the result of the adaptation of pre-
vious morphological traditions, such as the Early 
European Beakers and the All Over Ornamented 
(Fokkens, 2012) whose sherds are scarcely present 
in Iberia (Jorge, 2002). As such, this characteristic 
is, at the same time, contradicting what occurs in 
the Peninsular beaker contexts, where this type of 
elongated beakers is uncommon, detaching the un-
derstudy phenomenon from the Bell Beakers.

Also, the distribution of the decorative motifs 
throughout the complete exterior surface of the vessel  
also resembles the beaker behaviour. On the contrary, 
and functioning as a con, the same does not occur in 
the motifs organisation, that in the pinched vessels 
tend to be chaotically or vertically displayed, forming 
lines, opposing the general band trend of the Bell 
Beakers. Furthermore, the technique used and the 
mastery needed to produce the decorations are very 
divergent amongst both decorative grammars, being 
the impression of paired fingernails simpler than the  
application of combs/shells/awls used to create  
the elaborate beaker motifs (Salanova, 2002).

Another shared behaviour between the two sty-
listic expressions regards their low representative-
ness in the ceramic assemblages and the decorated 
sets. However, in a specific analysis that focused in 
256 Portuguese Chalcolithic Archaeological sites 
with decorated beakers, a minimum number of 
1892 vessels was identified (Valera et al., 2019). On 
its turn, the 33 Portuguese containers with paired 
fingernail imprints are only present in 5,9% of the 
total of Beaker sites, which makes them an even 
small expression when compared with the already 
rare Bell Beaker motifs.

Besides this, the exclusive and monothematic use, 
and repetition, of the same fingernail impressions 
generate a smaller number of possible combinations, 
which clearly affect the communicative potential and 
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the agency of the pinched decorative motifs, reducing,  
or increasing, the symbolic complexity of the trans-
mitted message and used language, when compared 
with the more flexible Bell Beaker patterns.

It could also affect the possible role that the 
pinched motifs would play in the existing net-
works of the second half of the iiird millennium bc, 
mainly in what concerns the scale of the network 
involved in the distribution of these motifs and if 
there would be specific material associations –to 
Bell Beakers and/or other expressions–.

Firstly, the clear dispersion and almost isolation 
of the 22 Iberian archaeological sites with paired 
fingernail motifs, that only present three slight con-
centrations –Portuguese Estremadura, the Middle 
Guadiana area and the Southern Spanish Meseta–. 
This geographical panorama suggests different rela-
tionships and dispersion routes mainly connected 
to rivers with greater flow, as it occurs in all the 
mentioned clusters with connections to the Tagus 
Basin, the Guadiana area, which has already been 
pointed to the distribution of other exotic artefacts 
(Valera et al., 2015), and the Manzanares.

Nevertheless, the isolated presence of these 
type of motifs can also be related to pre-existing 
or in development ‘cultural tendencies’ and to its 
acceptance or resistance towards the combination 
between the pinched designs, vessels shape and 
possibly associated meanings (Rogers, 1983). This 
is materialised in the absence of pinched s-shaped 
vessels not only in several inland Iberian regions but 
also in what is known as the ‘Parpantique Horizon’ 
(Delibes de Castro and Fernández Manzano, 2000; 
Harrison et al., 1994).

These decorative motifs are mainly present in 
the Spanish Meseta, with a concentration in the 
northern Submeseta, surrounding the Douro River. 
This group is primarily constituted by plain vessels 
with plastic applications –cords and nipples– that 
sometimes can have digitations, ungulations and 
pinches spread throughout the vessel (Harrison et 
al., 1994) – equal to the ones here under study–. 
However, there is a clear difference between Par-
pantique groups and the pinched pottery, since  
Parpantique designs are not used in the decoration 

of s-shaped containers. This absence is not related 
with unfamiliarity with the beaker shape, or even 
with the decorated Bell Beaker motifs themselves, 
that in most of the identified cases present a contex-
tual coexistence with the Parpantique decoration, 
either in caves, settlements or funerary contexts 
(Delibes and Fernández Manzano, 2000; Harrison 
et al., 1994). Also, it is not correlated with different 
chronologies, once there is an overlap and coex-
istence period between either the Bell Beaker ex-
emplars, the pinched pottery and the Parpantique 
motifs, especially in the last quarter of the iiird mil-
lennium bc (Valera, 2007).

As such, although sharing the same chronology 
and technique, according to the available informa-
tion, the pinched s-shaped vessels do not appear as-
sociated with elements from the Parpantique Hori-
zon, with what might correspond to an intentional 
exclusion between both decorative expressions. The 
ritual pit of La Calzadilla, in Valladolid, is an ex-
ception, since it is located right in the ‘Parpantique 
area’. Nevertheless, although it was categorised as an 
s-shaped vessel with pinched decoration since it was 
not possible to identify any plastic element, it can 
also correspond to a ‘Parpantique’ exemplar. Adding 
to that, the absence of dotted beaker styles and the 
exclusive association to the Ciempozuelos Beaker 
motifs, a behaviour also perceptible in Parpantique 
contexts, can also strengthen the integration of  
Calzadilla’s sherd in the ‘Parpantique’ cultural envi-
ronment. The same questions could be aimed at both 
the sites of El Ventorro and Fábrica de Euskaldu-
na. However, and considering that they are outside 
the traditionally ‘Parpantique area’ and coexist with  
close by contexts with dotted Bell Beaker motifs, 
one must not exclude them from the analysis of the 
paired fingernail imprints phenomenon (Fig. 10).

But if in the Parpantique Horizon there is a 
coexistence with the later Ciempozuelos Beaker 
motifs, in the pinched pottery this correlation, as 
already highlighted, seems to be intimately linked 
with the ‘Maritime’ and Geometric dotted styles.

This connection to European trends is also vis-
ible in the existence of the same pinched motifs 
drawn in s-shaped vessels outside Iberian borders. 
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Fig. 9. Calibrated radiocarbon dates from sites with paired fingernail imprints.
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Those vessels, whose decoration is categorised as or-
ganised/disorganised paired fingernails, are usually 
integrated into the more general pre-Bell Beaker 
‘Fingernail imprints’, being considered as a variant 
of the technique and motifs (Besse, 2003). Never-
theless, it presents several communal characteristics 
with the Iberian counterparts, not only the same 
morphological shape of the vessels but also the mo-
tifs themselves, the distribution and the organisa-
tion of those same motifs throughout the exterior 
surface of the containers.

It was thus possible to compile at least 23 sites 
that do not form substantial clusters, being indi-
vidualised in contexts from Czech Republic, Italy, 
the Netherlands, England, France and Germa-
ny (Besse, 2003). Of those only five are funerary, 
which maintains the Iberian tendency to a more 
relevant presence of pinched vessels in non-funer-
ary contexts. Still, and regardless the scarcity of 
sites, it was possible to verify once again that the 
vessels from Central Europe are also in association  
with decorated Bell Beakers, either ‘Maritime’,  
Geometric dotted and local stylistic variants, that 
can even be chronologically previous to the Beaker 
motifs (Besse, 2003).

However, and although this type of decoration 
was recently briefly studied (Besse, 2003), there is 
a generalised absence of contextual provenances 
and chronological information for the paired fin-
gernails motifs, pointing the available dates mainly 
to the second half and the last quarter of the iiird 
millennium bc (Besse, 2003; Piguet and Besse, 
2009). Though, its contextual relationship with the 
fingernail imprints in several of the sites where the 
pinched vessels appear, and the association of this 
motif with the pre-Beaker European cultural en-
vironments, can suggest a northern origin to both 
the disordered/ordered fingernail imprints (Besse, 
2003; Piguet and Besse, 2009) and possibly to the 
beginning of the pinched motifs. Those would have 
a starting point around 3100-2600 bc in the Corded 
Ware/Funnel Beaker expressions, both with shapes 
like the posterior beaker s-shaped vessels (Piguet 
and Besse, 2009), being associated with the Beaker 
phenomenon around 2400 bc/2350 bc (Piguet and 

Besse, 2009). Nevertheless, this contextual and pos-
sibly chronological coexistence can only be attested 
in s-shaped vessels outside Iberian borders, once in 
Iberian Chalcolithic contexts from the second half 
of the millennium, the single fingernail impressions 
are scarcer, if not absent, than the pinched variants, 
which justify the individualisation of both realities 
in the present study.

Even so, the presented chronology could make 
sense if one assumes that the distribution, and even 
the origin, of the pinched motifs, could be relat-
ed to influences external to Iberia, having this style 
different acceptance rates through the Peninsula, as 
previously noted in the All-Over decorated Beakers 
(Jorge, 2002). The intrinsic mobility and contacts 
associated with the possible spread of this type of 
motifs, from North to South, could be the justifica-
tion behind the concentration of the pinched pot-
tery in contexts dated from the last quarter of the 
iiird millennium bc in the Iberian Peninsula and the 
of presence of this motifs, in the beginning of the 
second half of the same millennium in Humanejos 
(Garrido et al., 2019). Although, one must not for-
get the slightly ancient chronology suggested by the 
available information for the Estremadura’s walled 
enclosures that, even though with reliability prob-
lems, could shift the presented panorama, inverting 
the ‘contact/dispersion network’, relating the ori-
gin of the paired fingernail imprints with the early  
Iberian beakers.

Apart from this hypothesis and the struggle to 
empirically comprehend hypothetical networks and 
relationships between distant regions and different 
cultural environments, quite classical in the His-
toric culturalist Bell Beaker studies, is important to 
high spot that the connection between the several 
pinched elements is not only just formal and deco-
rative, but it also presents the same general tenden-
cy to have a lower expression in funerary contexts. 
This allows one to emphasize a possible collective 
meaning and even suggest the existence of a deco-
rative ‘language’, but also a shared social function, 
that would imply normative behaviours, whose ge-
ographical extension would not be dependent of 
direct contacts. Moreover, the combination of this 



© Universidad de Salamanca Zephyrus, LXXXIV, julio-diciembre 2019, 15-39

 Ana Catarina Basílio / Bell Beaker or not Bell Beaker: an perspective on Chalcolithic at the Iberian Peninsula... 33

Fig. 10. Europe maps: a) paired fingernail imprints and the relationship with some Parpantique sites; b) 
hypothetical influences of the paired fingernail imprints (adapted from Piguet and Besse, 2009).
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motifs and new decorative organisations with the 
maintenance of a widely spread and familiar Bell 
Beaker shape, can, on one hand, highlight what 
seems to be a dependence between a transformation 
and reinterpretation process that creates an entirely 
new style –the paired fingernail motifs– and an al-
ready existing message/interpretation related to the 
vessel morphology (Sanches, 1997; Valera, 2007).

On the other hand, can reflect changes that 
could be not only associated with shifts in the scales 
of the group’s identities, due to the participation 
in networks of extended exchanges (Valera, 2007), 
but at the same time adaptations to new social dy-
namics. These can be connected to the intensifica-
tion of social inequalities and the emerging idea of 
rank in the second half of the iiird millennium bc, 
that would be more receptive to the establishment 
of broader relationships and to the circulation of ex-
otic objects (Valera, 2015). Those goods tended to 
be more homogeneous, standardised and normative 
(Sanches, 1997), being these characteristics applica-
ble to the Beaker phenomenon and, as seen above, 
even to the paired fingernail motifs/vessels.

The increasingly higher demand would create 
stress in the prehistoric groups that, when con-
nected to several other shifting variables (Valera, 
2018b) and possible population increase due to 
migrations (Olalde et al., 2018, 2019), might have 
changed their identification strategies. This would 
allow a metamorphosis of the transregional signs 
and messages, in order to deal with the increased 
consumption without completely losing the be-
longing and participation feelings, in a moment 
where their identity would be in mutation (Sanch-
es, 1997; Valera, 2007).

In this sense, the ‘simplification’ seen in the pin- 
ched motifs and its slightly invisibility in the 
vessels, can reflect a process of disinvestment in 
communication through the decorative codes, 
which would spare time in the production of those 
same vessels and instigate different relationships 
with the pottery. Or, in opposition, could 
materialise a complexification of the signs, that 
would combine almost ‘encrypted’ supra-regional 
messages that implied the establishment of highly 

normative combinations between the vessel shape, 
motifs, organisation of those same elements and 
even in what concerns the production phase of 
the imprinted containers (Sanches, 1997; Valera, 
2007). This would, all together, build the symbolic 
meaning of the pinched style.

Yet, it is necessary to recognise that, according 
to modern preconceptions, the simpler decora-
tions/motifs tend to be secondary in the analysis of 
contexts where beakers, with elaborated styles, are 
present, not being possible to access the true mean-
ings behind either of these specific motifs.

Besides the changes in the motifs and in the com-
municative function of the pinched vessels, one can 
also mention a technological modification, for there 
is evidence to generalised shift in the manufacturing 
process of the pottery that, when analysed, high-
point the local character of the pinched pottery –as 
noticed in Fraga da Pena (Dias et al., 2000). This is 
particularly visible in the sloppier treatment of the 
clay, which can reflect a quicker production process 
or a change in the original functionality, that was 
also identified in the undecorated vessels of the last 
quarter of the iiird millennium bc in the ditched en-
closure of Perdigões. In this site, near the end of the 
Chalcolithic, there is an evident disinvestment in 
the production of the vessels, that start to include a 
large amount of bigger non-plastic elements4. Still, 
and considering that this is a tendency so far only 
attested in the south of Portugal, it is still necessary 
to confirm if this disinvestment is a general Iberian 
trend or if is just a sw Iberian answer and adapta-
tion in the end of the iiird millennium bc (Valera, 
2015; Valera and Basílio, 2017)5.

In this particular period of Iberian and Euro-
pean Prehistory, numerous shifts can be noted, 
possibly related to several climatic events, usually 
grouped under the name ‘4.2 ka climatic event’ 
(Blanco-González et al., 2018). This can be linked 
to other disruptions in the ongoing social systems 
(Valera, 2018b), such as the several demographic in-
puts suggested by recent adna studies (Olalde et al., 
2018, 2019) that, even presenting some unresolved  

4 Basílio, op. cit. n. 2.
5 Also Basílio, op. cit. n. 2.
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friction and problems (Linden, 2019), might be re-
lated do the dispersion of not only these pinched 
motifs but also responsible to some social instability.

A generalised Iberian modification seems to  
occur (Valera, 2015, 2018b)6, originating different 
social answers, that justify the general invisibility 
of architectures and settlements in the sw region 
(Valera, 2015; Valera and Basílio, 2017; Basílio and 
Cabaço, 2019)7 but, at the same time, an over-all 
stability, with an enlargement of contacts in the 
North of Portugal (Bettencourt, 2018; Sanches and 
Barbosa, 2018a, 2018b) and the appearance of the 
highly stratified system of El Argar in the se Spain 
(Lull et al., 2011). This rupture moment allows to 
clearly distinguish a shift in what was an ideology 
more linked to a notion of community during the 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic, that, in the beginning 
of the Bronze Age, changed its focus to a general-
ised valorisation of the individual, of the integri-
ty of the body and the involved identities (Valera, 
2015; 2018b).

Alongside this recognition, one can also perceive 
the disappearance of all ideotechnique representa-
tions (Valera, 2015; 2018b), but at the same time, 
some apparent maintenances in the final moments 
of the iiird millennium bc, mainly in the material 
sphere, such as the presence of the same general-
ised ceramic morphologies and also of some of the 
decorative elements, such as the Bell Beakers. This 
apparent artefactual continuity –mainly morpho-
logical– in the exact moment of the transition to 
the iird millennium bc, can be noted primarily on 
sw Iberian sites with longer biographies that allow 
to clearly distinguish a social trajectory and a repe-
tition of practices, as perceived, for example, in the 
latest context of Perdigões (Valera, 2015; Valera 
and Basílio, 2017; Basílio and Cabaço, 2019)8.

As such, the pinched motifs and techniques 
might reflect or visually accentuate the acceleration 
process felt in other components of the iiird millen-
nium bc social systems, with a disinvestment not 
only in the production but also in what concerns 

6 Also Valera, op. cit. n. 2.
7 Also Basílio, op. cit. n. 3.
8 Also Valera, op. cit. n. 2.

the agencies and meanings associated with these 
vessels. It is also noteworthy that these motifs are 
the ones that probably bring us closer to the indi-
vidual(s) involved in the drawing/impression of the 
decoration, once it results from the direct contact 
between potter and vessel, which could be some-
how related with a foreboding of the individualism 
of the Early Bronze Age or as an identarian expres-
sion, or even a resistance mechanism, since the 
majority of the peninsular vessels are connected to 
‘meeting/reunion places’.

6. Final remarks

The identification of paired fingernail imprints 
in s-shaped vessels allowed to draw attention to a 
way of expression from the third and fourth quarter 
of the iiird millennium bc that, due to its scarcity, 
was only sparsely approached, apart from Fraga da 
Pena (Valera, 2007, 2017) and Penha Verde (Car-
doso et al., 1993), originating an unclearness con-
cerning the chronology, cultural relationships and 
distribution of these decorated elements.

In the end, it was then possible to identify 22 
Iberian archaeological sites in which the highly 
standardized paired fingernail impressions were 
present. This panorama confirmed that these deco-
rations are scarce in Iberia but also all over Europe, 
where the standardisation is also visible. Adding to 
that, several radiocarbon dates defined that the pe-
riod of this style corresponds to the second half of 
the iiird millennium bc, with a relevant probabil-
ity in the last quarter of the same millennium, in 
a transition phase, being also depicted what might 
correspond to a slight antiquity in the Portuguese 
Estremadura. This could be somehow related to one 
of the theoretical origins of the Bell Beaker, whose 
presence in Iberian contexts matches the mentioned 
chronological span (Cardoso, 2017; Kunst, 2017).

The noted contextual coexistence of Bell Beakers 
and the pinched pottery in one of the most essential 
characteristics of the pinched style, being not only 
noted in the Peninsula, but also through the Euro-
pean contexts. This association seems to be mainly 
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related to specific decorated beaker motifs, ‘Mari-
time’ and Geometrical dotted, particularly outside 
funerary contexts –being the exception Tomb 4 of 
Perdigões and Tomb 5 of Humanejos–.

The connection and coexistence between these 
two phenomena allowed to depict that these motifs, 
in Iberia, would not correspond to an innovation or 
reutilisation of the beaker shape in local decorative 
expressions. Instead, it should be comprehended as 
a specific style or way of expression that it does not 
occur independently of the Beaker phenomenon –a 
trend in which there is a broader sharing process 
that simultaneously recognises and accepts the di-
versity amongst the different regions–9. At the same 
time permitted the identification of exclusion and 
resistance processes, as in the Spanish Meseta, in 
which motifs that share the same techniques, inten-
tionally reject the beaker shape –Parpantique Hori-
zon (Harrison et al., 1994)–.

Summarising, the pinched motifs correspond to 
a part of a whole, representing the ‘whole’ –the Bell 
Beaker phenomenon– in a specific and standardised 
manner. Nevertheless, its presence in contexts dat-
ed from the transition from the iiird to the iind mil-
lennia bc highlighted a disinvestment in the com-
municative potential of the decoration, being this a 
social and identarian answer to an unstable atmos-
phere. As such, this large-scale style, although nu-
merically scarce, is another agent to be considered 
in the comprehension of the de-structuring of the 
old Neolithic/Chalcolithic networks (Valera, 2015, 
2018b) and the adaptation processes to identarian  
pressures and newly emerging social orders. It is 
also an active element that mirrors the changing 
processes that lead to the end of a way of life.
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