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A grave matter of ancient
kinship in Neolithic Britain
Neil Carlin

An investigation into the nature of genetic connections
between individuals interred in the same chambers of an
ancient tomb in Britain about 5,700 years ago sheds light
on kinship in an early society.

Archaeologists have long suggested that the
placement of human remains in tombs during
the Stone Age of northwestern Europe reflects
one of the ways in which kinship was created
and negotiated. Biological descent is presumed to have played a part, but relatively few
cases of close genetic relationships have previously been uncovered from these tombs. This
is partly because only a couple of studies have
investigated the genetic lineage of multiple
burials from the same site. Now, an innovative study of a chambered tomb at Hazleton
North in southwestern Britain has analysed the
genomes of 35 out of at least 41 people, including 22 adults, buried there over the course of a
century. Writing in Nature, Fowler et al.1 reveal
notable information about the social relationships between these individuals, who lived
around 5,700 years ago. The authors’ findings
provide a uniquely high-resolution, multi
generational and spatio-temporal analysis of
the connections between the people who were
interred together in the monument.
Hazleton North was constructed between
approximately 3695 and 3650 bc by an early
farming community, at least a century after
the start of the Neolithic period in Ireland and
Britain2. The Neolithic period was accompanied by numerous technological, cultural
and social changes, such as the construction
of megalithic monuments at various sites on
these islands, and the introduction of cattle
and cereals from continental Europe3. The
earliest evidence for such Neolithic practices
coincides with the arrival to these islands of
people with distinctive genetic signatures
found in continental Europe. This is where,
in the case of the Hazleton North tomb, the
ancestors of the deceased individuals predominantly came from.
Our knowledge of these kinds of broad-scale

genetic changes in a population stems from
the work of archaeogeneticists. Much of this
type of analysis focuses on using ancient
DNA from relatively few individuals to identify genetic-sequence clusters found across
vast periods of time and space4. The Hazleton
North work is, instead, part of a movement
towards more-microscale studies of ancient
DNA that analyse multiple samples from fewer
sites. Such an approach provides key information about people’s mobility, chromosomal
sex, genetic ancestors and biological relatedness, which, together, has enabled reconstructions of prehistoric kinship.
By focusing on genome analyses of most

“All those who were
descended from two
particular maternal lineages
were found in one chamber.”
of the people interred in a single tomb over a
100-year period, Fowler and colleagues’ work
considerably advances the contribution of
ancient-DNA research to our understanding of
the diversity of intimate relationships in a Neolithic community. Their integration of these
genetic profiles with the archaeological evidence, including evidence of how people were
buried, enables the reconstruction of a family
tree that spans more than five generations.
This highly detailed approach is necessary to
reveal how both biological and non-biological
relationships were understood at the Hazleton
North monument, and to develop a more complete understanding of kinship beyond the
limits of genealogy.
The Hazleton North tomb is an early Neolithic chambered monument known as a long

cairn; tombs of this type are found across
much of southern Britain. Like a small proportion of other long cairns in southwest
Britain, it comprises two opposing rectangular, slab-built chambers placed back to back,
but separated by and enclosed in the same long
stone mound (Fig. 1). Each chamber is connected by a passage to its respective entrance
in the northern or southern side of the cairn.
Fowler and colleagues demonstrate that this
dual architectural layout had a key role in the
organization of relationships between the
human remains that were successively placed
in the various parts of the tomb.
These burials have not been notably disturbed, and seem to have been found in the
manner in which they were buried in the Neolithic. However, there are differences between
the treatment of those in the northern and
southern chamber areas. For example, bones
from the former showed more evidence of
exposure to scavengers before their deposition than do bones from the latter. More
importantly, the deliberate construction
of two separate chambers and the subsequent placement of burials therein seems
to have been guided by different maternal
relationships.
All those who were descended from two
particular maternal lineages were found in
one chamber, whereas most of those from
a different maternal lineage were buried in
the other chamber (Fig. 1). This suggests that
both the tomb’s architecture and the location
of particular burials in it were directly connected to kinship relations. This is a unique
finding, not least because it indicates that
maternal relationships were significant for
configuring kin in Neolithic Britain. However,
anthropologically speaking, this finding is
unsurprising, given that maternal ancestry
is often important even in communities configured around paternal ancestry (patrilineal
societies).
Fowler and colleagues’ work reveals that,
overall, more biologically male than female
individuals were present among the analysed
burials. Furthermore, 26 of the 35 people from
this tomb who were analysed genetically were
biologically related on their father’s side to a
first degree (for example, they were parents,
siblings or children) or a second degree (such
as grandparents, grandchildren, uncles, aunts,
nephews, nieces and half-siblings). The data
reveal that burial in this tomb was closely associated with descent from a specific ‘founding’
male individual from the earliest generation
analysed, who reproduced with four female
partners.
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Adult male descendants of this lineage and
their adult female reproductive partners were
identified in the tomb, as were two daughters
who were children when they were buried. By
contrast, adult daughters of this lineage were
completely absent. This suggests a pattern in
which men generally stayed where they were
born, whereas some women moved away to
form new relationships with their partner’s kin,
with whom they were subsequently buried.
This is described as a predominantly patrilocal
(or virilocal) residence pattern. However, it is
possible that some adult women might not
have moved elsewhere, but instead received a
funerary treatment that did not result in their
inclusion in this tomb.
Although patrilineality has been demonstrated elsewhere in the European Neolithic5,
this is the first direct, in-depth evidence for
it from Ireland or Britain. It is consistent with
the indirect evidence provided by two previous studies of Neolithic megalithic tombs in
Britain and Ireland6,7. For example, the men
buried in two neighbouring tombs in the
west of Ireland had different Y-chromosomal
genetic signatures (haplogroups) — which
are passed down from father to son — that
remained distinct from each other over time,
although no close relatives were found in
either monument7.
The results from Hazleton North reveal that
men and women had children with multiple
partners, indicating that they were not mono
gamous. Three of the burials that were not part
of the main lineage (that of the founding male
individual) were of adult sons and a grandson
of three women who had also reproduced with
lineage-associated men. This suggests that
some of the men might have adopted their
partner’s children from other reproductive
unions. If so, this would confirm that kinship
was not fixed by biology, but that it instead
emerged from a range of social practices.
Although burial in the tomb was mainly
structured around concepts of biological
relatedness, 8 of the 35 sampled individuals
are not close biological relatives or reproductive partners of anyone in the main lineage.
Even so, they were found in close spatial proximity to all the others in the chambers. This
suggests that these eight people were also
considered to be important kin for reasons
that go beyond sexual reproduction or parentage. In many societies, genetics, blood or
biology are neither a determining nor a necessary factor of relatedness: people make their
kin through cultural practices conducted as
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Figure 1 | Multigenerational burials in an ancient
tomb. Fowler et al.1 report the DNA analysis of
more than 30 individuals, over 5 generations, who
were buried at Hazleton North in southwestern
Britain around 5,700 years ago. The authors find
that one man (called the ‘founder’ male individual
in this diagram) had children with four different
women. The remains of one of these women were
not found (for the lineage coloured blue). Most
individuals were part of one of these four maternal
lineages (each coloured differently; lighter shades
of colour denote more-recent generations). Burials
occurred in the northern and southern tomb
compartments. Fowler and colleagues found that
individuals belonging solely to two of the maternal
lineages (coloured green and blue) were buried
only in the southern compartment, suggesting that
maternal ancestry was an important aspect of the
individuals’ kinship. Some individuals (non-lineage)
who were not part of the four maternal lineages
were also buried at this monument, raising the
possibility that they formed kinship ties not based
on shared ancestry.

part of the particular context of their society,
such as living, working or burying their dead
together8. Indeed, a considerable strength of
Fowler and colleagues’ report is the nuanced
way in which they consider these very issues
and thereby avoid many of the problems highlighted in critiques of kinship reconstructions
through ancient DNA9. Notably, the authors
recognize that social and kinship organization
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are not always the same, and that the use of
patrilineal descent to frame burial practices
is not evidence of a male-dominated society10.
A limitation of this and many other archaeological studies is that, although the authors
recognize that chromosomal sex is only one
aspect of how sex and gender are biologically
or culturally defined, they still use the presence of an X and a Y chromosome to indicate
male/man and two X chromosomes to indicate female/woman. Using these present-day
binary categories of sex and gender as if they
were neutral, stable or biologically determined
automatically shapes the study’s results and
affects their conclusions10,11. There is great
scope for future exploration to better understand how identities, including gender, were
constructed in this community by avoiding
such categorizations (for example, not to presume whether any of the burials were male or
female, but rather to look at how difference
emerges from the treatment of each burial).
Nonetheless, Fowler and colleagues have
provided invaluable insights into the social
practices and values of a Neolithic community, including their evidence of a combined
role for patrilineal and maternal descent in
creating kin relations. The big question now
is whether similar results can be reproduced
in future studies using the same innovative
methods to further our understanding of the
kinship practices associated with Neolithic
tombs across northwest Europe.
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