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FRUITS AND SEEDS FROM AN IRON AGE RITUAL OF COMMENSALITY
IN FRIJÃO (BRAGA, NW PORTUGAL)

JOÃO PEDRO TERESO (1, 2) & VÍTOR MANUEL FONTES SILVA(3)

Abstract:

Frijão is a peculiar Iron Age place in Northwest Portugal. Its peculiarity derives mostly from what appears to
be the remains of a ritual of commensality found in a pit or ditch.
Structures in Frijão were exclusively made of perishable materials. These were destroyed by an apparently
man-made and ritual fire that appears to be articulated with a riveted cauldron. In the main structure of the site
– a large pit or ditch – several ceramic vessels of different typologies, including several inner-wing pots seem
to have been disposed and sealed quickly after being used. In this same structure, fruits of different species
were found in association with frequent charcoal and ashes. The analysis that were carried out led to the
identification of Quercus acorns and three crops: naked wheat (Triticum aestivum / durum), emmer (Triticum
turgidum subsp. dicoccum) and broomcorn millet (Panicum miliaceum).
Unfortunately no sampling strategy was implemented during the field work which makes it impossible to
evaluate whether the carpological remains that were studied are representative of what was actually there. It is
clear that this context is of the utmost relevance for the understanding of social practices in the regional Iron
Age, but unsuitable field work makes its interpretation more difficult.
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Resumo:

Frutos e sementes de um ritual de comensalidade da Idade do Ferro no sítio de Frijão (Braga, NW de Portugal)
Frijão, localizado no município de Braga, é um sítio da Idade do Ferro com características peculiares. O seu
carácter único resulta principalmente dos testemunhos de rituais de comensalidade encontrados numa estrutura
negativa.
As estruturas de Frijão eram constituídas por materiais perecíveis que foram destruídos por um incêndio,
aparentemente para fins rituais, que parece estar relacionado com um caldeirão de rebites. Na principal estrutura
do sítio – uma grande estrutura negativa – vários recipientes cerâmicos de diferentes tipologias, incluindo vários
vasos de asa interior, parecem ter sido utilizados e rapidamente amortizados. Nesta mesma estrutura, frutos de
diferentes espécies foram encontrados em associação com abundantes carvões e cinzas. As análises realizadas
permitiram identificar bolotas (Quercus) e três cultivos: trigo de grão nu (Triticum aestivum/durum), trigo de
grão vestido (Triticum turgidum subsp. dicoccum) e milho-miúdo (Panicum miliaceum).
Infelizmente, não foi implementada qualquer estratégia de recolha de amostras sedimentares durante os
trabalhos de campo, tornando impossível perceber se os vestígios carpológicos estudados são representativos
do que se encontrava no contexto arqueológico. É evidente a relevância deste contexto para a compreensão das
práticas rituais e relações sociais na região durante a Idade do Ferro mas a metodologia de campo adotada não
foi adequada, o que torna a interpretação ainda mais difícil.
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1.

assumed from the beginning that interpretations
regarding the archaeobotanical assemblages would
be severely limited and it would not be possible to
fully understand the role of the carpological
remains in the commensality rituals that seem to
have taken place at Frijão. Nevertheless,
considering the relevance of the archaeological
context, it is important to make public the available
data.

INTRODUCTION

A peculiar archaeological context in an Iron
Age pit at Frijão has been interpreted as the result
of ritual commensality (SILVA 2013, 2014). Early
studies were focused mostly on specific artefacts
that were recovered in this context, namely the
riveted cauldron (SILVA 2013). Still palaeobiological
material was also recovered.
Thus, with this carpological study we
intended to identify the fruits that were recovered
in this context. Still, since no sampling strategy
was implemented during the field work, it was
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2.

Frijão was located in a small platform in the
southeast slope of the mount of Frijão (Fig. 1), at an
altitude of 140 m and in the vicinity of an open and
fertile valley. About 150m south and west of this
location, there are two streams that drain into the
Ribeira da Levegada, a subsidiary of the Este River,
within the Ave basin. Besides an industrial forest of
pines and eucalyptus, oak, cork oak, heather, bracken
and shrubby Leguminosae are also found.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE

2.1 Location
The archaeological site of Frijão was located
in the place with the same name, belonging to the
parish of Cunha, county and district of Braga, the
old province of Minho in northern Portugal.
The geographic coordinates in the WGS 84 system
are: Latitude 41º29 '33'' N; Longitude 8º31' 16'' W.

Fig. 1. Location of the archaeological site of Frijão in Carta Militar de Portugal, sheets 69-70, scale 1:25 000.
Fig. 1. Localização do sítio arqueológico de Frijão na Carta Militar de Portugal, folhas 69 e 70, escala 1:25000.

Four test pits (121m2) were excavated (RALHA
2004). Test pits 1, 3 and 4 were located on three
contiguous areas on the northern part of the platform
(Sector 1, according to SILVA 2014). Test pit 2 was
located in the southern part of the platform (Sector 2,
according to SILVA 2014). The carpological material
that we analysed was recovered in Sector 1.

2.2. The excavation
Frijão was discovered in 2003 by Rui Barbosa
of Palimpsesto–Estudo e Preservação do Património
Cultural, Lda. during clay extraction activities of the
project «Remodelação da Linha do Minho: Troço
Nine-Braga e Estação de Braga». The amount of
archaeological findings led to an archaeological
excavation in 2004 under the coordination of Sandra
Salazar Ralha working for Archeoestudos, Investigação Arqueológica, Lda. After the excavation, the site
was destroyed.
The results of the excavation were never published, hence all contextual information derives from
the archaeological report (RALHA 2004). Many archaeological artefacts from Frijão are part of the
permanent exhibition of the Regional Museum of
Archaeology D. Diogo de Sousa (MDDS) and the
site has been inventoried (AZEVEDO & BARBOSA
2004-2005; FERREIRA 2012) or briefly mentioned
(BETTENCOURT 2005). Only recently the study of
the archaeological artefacts was carried out (SILVA
2013, 2014).

2.2.1 Sector 1
In Sector 1, two large feature interfaces (Structure 1
and 2) were identified, cutting the bedrock, locally consisting on porphyroid granite (MEDEIROS & TEIXEIRA 1969).
Structure 1 was located in the test pits 1 to 4.
The shape of this feature interface remains unknown
because it was partially destroyed during recent clay
extraction activities. Still, the part that was preserved
suggests it had a rounded contour in plan view and it
is clear that it exceeded 5m in size. Its depth would be
approximately 1.90m (Fig. 2) (SILVA 2014).
Structure 2 was a ditch identified in test pit 3
(SILVA 2014). Both structures were connected (RALHA
2004; SILVA 2014).
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Martins (1990) and between the 4th and 2nd centuries
BC by A.M. S. Bettencourt (1999, 2005).
Frijão is not interpreted as a settlement but
rather as a place sporadically used by communities
from one or several settlements in the region for rituals of commensality (SILVA 2014). This interpretation
is based on the dimension of the site, together with the
typology of its structures and the artefacts that they
contained. Such assumption derives also from comparisons with similar sites in central Europe, namely
in France and Germany (vide infra).

Since no radiocarbon date was obtained, the
chronology of Frijão was based on the forms and the
technical characteristics of the ceramic vessels,
namely forms 1a, 1b and 1c, 2, 3b and 4 of M. Martins (1990). Form 4 vessels (inner-wing pots) from
Frijão have rounded lips and wings of tubular section,
which in the Cávado valley are typical from the Early
Iron Age (MARTINS 1990). Such chronology is also
suggested by the numerous metal fragments from a
riveted cauldron (SILVA 2013). The chronological
boundaries of the regional Early Iron Age are positioned between the 6th and 5th centuries BC by M.

Fig. 2. Section of Structure 1 of the Sector 1, test pit 1. (SILVA 2014).
Fig. 2. Secção da Estrutura 1 do Sector 1, sondagem 1 (SILVA 2014).

3.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

other hand, the grains of T. dicoccum (Triticum turgidum L. subsp. dicoccum (Schrank) Thell.) are slender in plan view, with the upper end and sometimes
the lower end pointed. Ventral surface is concave or
flattish-concave in side view.
The identification of Panicum miliaceum grains
followed the morphological criteria of Buxó (1997)
and S. Jacomet (2006): grains are ellipsoidal to roundish in shape, with a roundish hilum. The scutellum is
broad, usually oval and barely reaching half of the
grains’ length.

The archaeological excavation was carried out
without any soil sampling strategy for future archaeobotanical studies. Plant remains were handpicked during the excavation of two consecutive layers from Structure 1, namely layers [107=402] and
[111] (Fig. 2). Both layers presented clear signs of
extensive fire which, as mentioned above, seem to be
the result of deliberate human actions in order to destroy and seal the context.
Out of any preconceived strategy, two soil samples were recovered in a peculiar context. According
to the archaeological records, these two soil samples
came from the interior of a vessel (mug) within layer
[109] (Fig. 3).
The identification of the carpological remains
was done by comparing them with the reference collection of the Porto Herbarium (PO) in the University
of Porto, as well as with anatomical atlases.
The identification of the wheat grains followed
the criteria of Hillman et al. (1996), Buxó (1997) and
S. Jacomet (2006): Triticum aestivum/durum grains
are oval or oval-roundish, with maximum width in the
center or near the scutellum and blunt ends; it has a
swollen aspect and is plain-convex in the ventral surface, in side-view. Following R. Buxó (1997) this
type includes T. aestivum subsp. vulgare (Vill)
Mackey, T. turgidum subsp. durum (Desf.) Mackey,
and T. turgidum subsp. turgidum (L.) Mackey. On the

Fig. 3. Vessel (mug) from where two soil samples were
collected (Photo: Manuel Santos, MDDS).
Fig. 3. Púcaro onde se recolheram duas amostras de sedimentos
(Foto: Manuel Santos, MDDS).
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4.

RESULTS

with several levels of fragmentation. These are the
only remains found in layer [111] being better preserved here than in layer [107], where many acorn
fragments were retrieved.

Four different taxa were identified in the
samples that were studied (Table 1). Among these,
there is a clear predominance of Quercus acorns

Table 1. Fruits recovered in Frijão
Tabela 1. Frutos recolhidos em Frijão

Regarding the cereals that were recovered in
layer [107], there is a predominance of broomcorn
millet (Panicum miliaceum) grains. These appear
mostly as small sets of aggregate grains (Fig. 4).
Together with millet, we find two grains of naked
wheat (Triticum aestivum/durum) (Fig. 5) and a
single grain identifiable only at genus level.
The samples recovered inside the vessel provided few plant remains. The two grains of emmer
(Triticum dicoccum) were found there, together
with few fragments of acorns. No millet grains
were recovered.

5.

INTERPRETATION

Unfortunately, it is impossible to know
whether the plant remains retrieved in Frijão are
representative of what was actually there, since
there was no systematic sampling during the excavation and most remains were handpicked. This
can lead to an overrepresentation of larger remains,
such as Quercus acorns and the underrepresentation of smaller ones, such as millet grains. We
stress that millet grains were recovered in Frijão
mostly in the form of aggregate assemblages, more
visible to the naked eye during the field work. It
must be assumed that the lack of a proper sampling
strategy probably led to a great loss of data. Such
data would be of the utmost importance for the
interpretation of the peculiar archaeological context registered in Frijão and for the interpretation
of its carpological assemblage. This is even more
striking considering that although the wild and
cultivated species retrieved in Frijão are common
in Iron Age contexts from NW Iberia (TERESO
2012), they are not usually found in contexts so
openly related to their consumption.
The acorns and cereals of Frijão appear together with a particular set of artefacts and faunal
remains in a context that has been interpreted as
the result of commensality, most likely connected
with any kind of ritual (SILVA 2013, 2014). Within
the set of artefacts, we stress a riveted cauldron
(SILVA 2013). These artefacts are usually related to
intensive consumption of food and drinks, as part
of highly symbolic ceremonies well beyond everyday meals (ARNOLD 1993; GONZÁLEZ RUIBAL
2006; ARMADA PITA 2005, 2008).
Thus, the fruits recovered in Frijão are likely
connected with such practices, probably as part of
one or more meals. The presence of cereals in such

Fig. 4. Aggregated grains of Panicum miliaceum
Fig. 4. Grãos agregados de Panicum miliaceum

Fig. 5. Grain of Triticum aestivum/durum
Fig. 5. Grão de Triticum aestivum/durum
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occasions, together with domestic animals, are well
recorded in ancient Greece and they assume a determinant role in social dynamics as well as in the
relation between humans and their deities (PANTEL
2008). The presence of acorns in connection with
rites of commensality tallies other archaeobotanical
data for the region. In fact, although the subsistence strategy of Iron Age communities in NW
Iberia is based on domestic plants and animals,
acorns seem to have been an important complement (TERESO 2012).
In other European areas, several Late Iron
Age ritual structures related with feasting and religious purposes have been found. In some pits in
France, remains of kitchen ware and other artefacts
seem to be buried in some kind of communal feasting (SIMÓN 2009). In Bliesbruck (Germany), 170
big pits were found with faunal remains and drinking vessels (SIMÓN 2009), while in a pit in Lyon
(France), from 120-60 BC a significant amount of
Italian amphorae were deposited after the consumption of their contents during the feastings
(POUX 2009).
Still, in the Portuguese territory, commensality rites are not commonly found. Such interpretation was suggested for Bronze Age funerary contexts in SW Iberia (PORFÍRIO & SERRA 2010). It is,
thus, an undervalued issue in archaeological investigation. In this way, the example of Frijão could
be of great relevance if a proper field strategy
would have been implemented. The study of other
palaeobiological remains and artefacts from Frijão
is still ongoing and they will allow a better incorporation of this site in the regional social and
chronological context. It is clear, however, that
sites as Frijão can open new lines of investigation
regarding foodways and the social dynamics of
Iron Age communities.
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