Landscape at Monte da Igreja? 

Some notes by Graham Fairclough, from the 2001 excavation

(November 2001)

A. Before the project 

Before joining the project, I thought of three sets of questions concerned with the present day landscape around the site, its character or with the site’s place in the landscape. They were not concerned first and foremost with ‘landscape archaeology’ (a term which too many archaeologists use when they really only mean that their research covers big areas, is not wholly site-based, or is some sort of environmental study). I came to Monte da Igreja with my customary concern for what the present-day means in archaeological and historic terms (
).

The three sets of questions (scarcely a project design) were:

1. The broader landscape: I see landscape as being entirely cultural, its natural aspects less interesting than even the most slight of cultural overlays or modifications. It is doubly cultural in fact: its components and materiality were created in the past by cultural processes; and its meanings and shape for us today are created culturally today by perception, emotion and intellect. Landscape is imagined (perceived); until the idea of a landscape has been created by someone’s thoughts or emotions, it is best thought of as merely an environment. The imagining of landscape can be more or less informed by knowledge, understanding and familiarity, and one of the attractions of the Monte da Igreja Project for me was an opportunity to test whether methods that had been developed in familiar, ‘well-known’ landscapes in England were applicable in ‘new’ and very different landscapes. 

In England, years of familiarity with the landscape there means that much in the landscape carries embedded meanings for me, whether these are ‘correct’ or not. How would I construct landscape (specifically, a view of historic landscape character) in the absence of this familiarity, in a landscape that is new to me, whose history is unfamiliar? My accustomed assumptions, touchstones or yardsticks (eg hedge and wall-scapes, historic land-cover patterns, settlement types, building styles), that constitute my usual pathways into understanding the landscape, are not available to me. Is there any point in importing north European sensibilities and knowledge? In bureaucratic terms, will the approach that I’ve developed for English Heritage to create a resource-management oriented understanding the landscape’s historic / archaeological dimension - Historic Landscape Characterisation 
– work in Portugal, with its very different landscapes? Even for other parts of northern Europe, the HLC approach is requiring modifications, and the use of a different range of indicators. What would happen in Portugal – in other words, the Igreja project offers a methodological test-bed. 

2. The contribution of the site / place to its landscape: What is the megalith's landscape context in 2001?, or the Roman enclosure's? Do they have a landscape context in the sense of being part of anyone’s current perception of the area’s landscape? And if so, for whom? They (or at least the megalith) occur on archaeologists’ distribution maps, and those who speak in such terms will include them as part of a reconstruction of Neolithic or the Roman landscape. But do they contribute to the present day landscape? Not every archaeological monument contributes to current landscape character, and very few do so without conscious recognition. Is the megalith a signpost for anyone, either into the past or across the land? 

3. Landscape change through time: what evidence do we have or can we find for a changing environmental context through time - can we create an environmental biography to set alongside the location's life-history? Is it true that the area has ‘always’ been the same? Is the latifundia system of big landowners and large estates ‘timeless’ (that is ‘traditional’, a word often used to imply that things are older and less changed than they actually are). Is it a myth overly influenced by modern perspectives, or even a way of justifying the recent and current situation by making it seem natural and unavoidable, a process of normalisation by history? If landscape is about perception, it is therefore also (legitimately) about myths. If so, what are the relationships between the two? And can we take the next step and begin to guess at what people in the past thought about their landscape?

Part B: DURING AND AFTER THE 2001 SEASON: Preliminary statements 

Needless to say, a short stay of two weeks in Évora, mainly spent digging on site (highly enjoyable, not the best way to pursue non-site archaeology or landscape characterisation) did not produce answers to all this. The following notes however take a first step, deriving from looking at the Alentejo landscape while driving through it or while looking at it when digging at Monte da Igreja. It is a fairly partial perspective, hopefully a starting point for more ideas during 2002. 

The notes fall into three sections (which don’t match the three pre-project sets of questions):

1. First General Reactions (a few simple observations about landscape recorded in the first day or two of my participation in the excavation)

2. Beyond Site Archaeology (thoughts about the historic aspects of the Alentejo landscape, starting from Monte de Igreja; these are slightly more developed but are still nothing more than pointers to future work)

3. Views from Dolmens (ideas about the concept of the setting of monuments, something in which I have always had a professional interest but which, unexpectedly, our day-off fields visits to other dolmens illuminated afresh, in the context of life history)

1. FIRST GENERAL REACTIONS

First reactions to the Portugese landscape after arriving were simplistic and contrasting: near Lisboa, between the wonderful sunny bright light of Portugal and the wet, damp, cold, and horribly early departure from Heathrow (itself however a contrast to the previous morning in Philadelphia, so I arrived already with a strong sense of personal and literal dislocation). Also, there were very obvious differences between the traffic, lorries, motorways, congestion of SE England and the space, calm and relative emptiness of the Portugese countryside, from ‘full’, crowded landscapes to empty landscapes; urban sprawl to sparse dispersed settlement, a contrast only increasing as Lisboa became more distant and Évora closer.

More specifically, there were landscape types that were more or less new to me: most specifically of course the ‘characteristic’ cork oak areas, and wood pasture. It was quickly apparent that these simple classifications invite further thought. Cork oaks are not a single landscape type. There are distinctions, whether geographical or historic, that reflect cultural agency. For example, there appeared to be at least two types (or ends of a continuum) - apparently random planting, superficially and distantly reminiscent of English parkland (which came first? any connection, or is it all simply ultimately wood pasture) and planting in straight ordered and sometimes land-drained rows. This gave a first intimation of chronological and other types of diversity to set against the view of the Portugese landscape as being timeless and traditional.

At Monte da Igreja itself, the obvious interest of the megalith and the Roman building (already partly cleared when I arrived) was only part of the place’s attractions. I was struck of course by the openness of the views from the site: long vistas, distant farms and few (by English standards) land subdivisions or changes.

2. 
beyond site archaeology - landscape at Monte da Igreja.
I started (in the absence of any personal knowledge) with two congruent (published) perceptions of the Alentejo landscape:

First, Cornelius’ Michelin guide (always a good introduction to what everybody knows to be the true facts about the landscape of an area and its history) told me that: 

Traditionally, the region has been one of huge estates centred around a monte or large remote whitewashed farmhouse, built on a rise. The other local inhabitants live in villages in low houses with big chimneys.

This certainly fits the view from Monte da Igreja, but how long has this been the case. What does traditionally mean? It also fits geographers’ views of much of southern Portugal and Spain: a land of large estates and large-scale extensive grazing, as if determined to be such by nature.
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The marketing blurbs on modern wine labels written for export confirm that this has always been the character of the area. As do the results of Roman archaeology: 

‘The classic villa economy was that of the latifundia, a form of large estate so characteristic of the Roman empire …… Alentejo provides the typical setting for the latifundia. (J de Alarcão) 

Here the explanatory context has shifted from local Nature (latifundia exist because they are natural systems for the regions) to Roman habits and culture (latifundia exist because they are part of the Roman way of doing things). All this supports, indeed encourages, some sort of equation between Roman villas and more recent ‘herdades’, large estates of extensive farming using mixed arable and pasture. What of the impact on the landscape of the intervening centuries? 

This is the context that makes it a little problematical to interpret the Roman building excavated in 2001: to characterise it as an insignificant, mundane shelter supporting latifundia land-use might fit the model; to ascribe a more autonomous function to it might fit it less well.

Related to these questions is a need perhaps to think about what constitutes historic landscape character in the present Alentejo landscape. There are general assumptions about low levels of change since the Roman period, and about current homogeneity (the simplification (?) that it is ‘a land of wood pasture’). Are these borne out by an HLC-based approach to the landscape? HLC (historic landscape characterisation) needs a large canvas (large areas); it feeds off patterns, similarities and differences at almost regional scale, so the answer to these questions cannot be sought only at Monte da Igreja. The excavation field trips helped to broaden the view, and hopefully more can be done in 2002. 

Close to Monte da Igreja itself the landscape’s character is dominated by wood pasture and grazing herds of cattle, made very distinctive to English eyes by the evergreen oaks and elsewhere in the region by cork oaks in random patterns (ie not the more recent (?) regular cork plantations).
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But there is also some ploughed land (at the site as well as further afield), dispersed in isolated patches that come and go with the years. Around the site is some evidence for earlier episodes of such localised ploughing (earthwork plough steps, differential vegetation types, clearance mounds and lines, variety of ground texture); some (the more recent) are visible on air photographs. HLC in England is normally able to work with hard, material evidence of landscape character, for example large areas of long-established field walls and hedges, fixed for centuries in the landscape to mark agricultural practice, which can therefore be used as a primary indicator of landscape character and long-term trends. Other parts of Northern Europe do not have the same range of features – there are few substantial existing field boundaries in parts of SW Sweden for example, apparently mainly because of different cultural habits of land ownership and the marking of private property. In the Alentejo, the absence of fixed boundaries seems to be more a matter of time, seasonality and duration: land-use is fluid, moving around the landscape from year to year, and even within years. All landscape character is dynamic, but the agricultural aspects of Alentejo wood pasture seem to be intrinsically even more dynamic. 

The landscape close to the megalith at Monte da Igreja does include a number of indicators of landscape, however. These could support a chronology of landscape evolution and, if placed in a wider context, a perception of historic landscape character. They might constitute a first step towards an inventory of landscape components.

· The road through the estate (and its formal gates on the main road)

· The main road itself, in its present form from the 20th century

· Wood pasture as the dominant land-use 

· Areas of past ploughing, shown by clearance mounds, clearance lines, plough steps, vegetation; this includes the edge of a ploughed area cutting across the Roman building, which shows up on the 2000 site survey, and excavation of which in 2002 could interestingly connect Roman-period life to 20th century ploughmen to 21st century archaeologists, a further stage in the site’s life history

· The Herdade (estate) itself, and the ancillary house close to the site (undated; unclear current function)

· The estate’s boundary fence, which runs very close but not across the megalith (was the megalith once a boundary marker, later attracting the estate’s fence?). This is of a type - stone pillars supporting wire – that is apparently typical of the region, normally marking the edges of estates (ie not field divisions but property boundaries, which local archaeologist consider 20th century in date).
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· the fence-line has time-depth, its own life-history: it shows evidence of more than one phase and of repairs
; it also contains along its line boundary stones, of more than one style, some inscribed, that may be contemporary or later than the fence’s original construction but some of which are possibly earlier 

· A new telephone (?) line was being installed while we were excavating, using the line of the estate boundary fence: for the 2001 season this will be part of the landscape 

· the fence-line has a further dimension in space, as it runs away into the landscape, connecting the site to a wider context. It also runs along the main road, being attached to the (therefore later?) formal gate by up to date ring-bolts not fully in keeping with the style of the fence itself.

· The course of a recent pipeline runs across the land near the megalith, revealed mainly by vegetation differences.

On the question of fences, other types do exist in the wider region, of wood and wire. Further afield there are some drystone walls (eg close to the ‘Gateway’ dismembered dolmen; further north, eg viewed from Marvão, and in various other places; they are not common though)

On the question of temporary, informal ploughing, it seems ubiquitous, as would be expected in wood pasture areas. It takes place in restricted areas, but, usually with no apparent markers for the edge unless provided by roads or streams. It was said to us (by Armando Guerreiro) that in the late 1940s and 50s there was a propaganda-led drive to maximise arable land and ‘almost everywhere’ was ploughed at least once. There are also of course traces of extensive areas of recent arable cultivation (presumably CAP-facilitated since Portugese accession to the EU in 1978), indicated in the landscape for example by the massive silos at Montemor and a smaller one at Évora, and by the prevalence of mobile irrigation spraying machines.

Irrigation (between April-October) is and has for long been a theme in the Alentejo landscape. Apart from modern spraying gantries and artificial lakes, there is frequent evidence and earthwork remains of earlier phases of irrigation, which begin to create another layer of landscape time depth - dams, water leats, abandoned rice terraces and areas marked on maps as arriozas to the west of Monte da Igreja.

Some possible elements of a historic landscape type classification might therefore be starting to emerge.

3. 
Views frOm dolmens: The setting of archaeological sites
The project team visited a number of other dolmens, to observe the various ways in which they have been used and re-used, and are currently used. During these visits, I realised that my own gaze and thoughts were mainly being drawn outwards from the antas towards the surrounding areas, whilst the others, with Cornelius, were mainly looking inwards, at the dolmen itself, whether it was now a ruin, a chapel or a house.

I was looking at the landscape that has grown up around the dolmen. There are strong and obvious connections between the two, often because the changing of the landscape around a dolmen since its first construction has been a major determining factor in its re-use. This is a meeting of two life-histories, that of the dolmen and that of the landscape that sits around it, and it provides a useful unlooked-for insight into what ‘setting’ means. ‘Setting’ is a much used, perhaps mainly misused term, interlinked with monument protection and conservation, and the antas of the Alentejo provide a case study. 

Most often, heritage practitioners and archaeologists use the term to describe a notional idea of what constitutes the ‘proper’ visual surroundings for a monument of archaeological site. There is indeed an unarticulated assumption that the ‘best’, the most appropriate and the most suitable setting for an archaeological site is usually close to the original setting of the site itself, even though that is often wholly or partly unknown or speculative, and certainly lost. This is a variation on the perennial debate about the place of new design alongside historic buildings, for example. 

The  Évora region antas offer a quite different view of what setting is, one that self-evidently grows seamlessly from a monument’s life history, linked to landscape change through time. It is a forward-looking concept, in the sense that it seeks to understand what survives (and why) not to bemoan (and fruitlessly strive to replace) what has gone. 

So (mainly in no particular order, and not comprehensive as I did not visit all the antas seen by the project team)
1. São Brissos: now an isolated chapel, at a junction between a road and the access to a farm. Its siting is empty rural land, perhaps the closest any of the antas visited have to easy concepts of ‘original setting’. It can suggest an unchanged landscape, despite the changes to the anta itself. This feeling of being unchanged is of course misplaced. When we visited, a farmer was ploughing an unfenced area of wood pasture (see comments elsewhere on season and duration: time in the landscape). This is possible partly due to a nearby modern dam and irrigation lake (visible from the anta) that is a recent addition to the landscape. Still earlier, now-disused irrigation schemes nearby have left both their own remains, and the earthwork remains of abandoned rice-terraces. All this, not to mention the new eucalyptus plantations approaching ever-closer to the site, gives the lie to any suggestion that the area is unchanged, any more that the anta has not changed. 

2. Anta Grande da Comenda da Igreja, near São Geraldo. (The one on the photograph on the People page of the web-site, with ‘animal-archaeology’ - rabbits and wasps living in the dolmen chambers, the wasps in side wasp-built domed structures hanging from the capping stone, its upside down domed shape oddly reflecting the chamber’s form). Another rural setting, as befits a ruined, currently unused anta, yet even here the adjacent ‘traditional’ large farm has its evidence for landscape change – managed wood pasture, as yet ungrazed grass suggesting the imminent appearance of cattle or silage-makers, a large mobile field irrigation / crop-spraying gantry: that is, even if the landscape looks as it might have done in the past, the methods and processes used to farm it have changed, and probably therefore if we could recognise it, so has the landscape. More significantly for the anta, it is no longer really part of this landscape anyway. One of the most noticeable things on the site is the enclosing fence – a discreet heritage fence – that is designed to mark the old from the new, to introduce a specialist management regime, to make the anta a monument not just a site or a place. The anta’s setting is thus at one level agricultural, if modern; at another its setting is simply itself, but as a 21st century object because of the way it has been treated.

3. Estanque, São Geraldo: an anta built into a house, currently used as outdoor storage, within a busy village, surrounded by houses and gardens. At a slightly further remove, the village’s new large community centre brings an almost urban dimension, although it is at some distance on the main road along the edge of the village and the anta sits in a much more secluded part of the village. Such a setting would perhaps not normally be seen as ideal for a monument such as a dolmen. Given the anta’s later life-history, however, and its current use, which of course are dictated by the setting and the village’s history, it can be argued that it is an appropriate setting for the dolmen in its modern guise. In other words, the current setting seems a perfect match for the current use and character of the anta, at the current end of its life history. Visiting the anta also changes the character of visit into a social engagement, meeting residents of the anta and their neighbours, changing the role of ourselves as archaeologists. 

6. Pavia, another anta like São Brissos that has been turned into a medieval chapel. This one is in the market square of a small late medieval (or earlier?) town. The view is very urban in historic terms (even though most people today probably see it as large village), but again this urban setting feels right for this dolmen because of its later history converted to a chapel. Perhaps it has been a chapel since before the town grew up (otherwise it would have been demolished for stone?), and at some past date its setting as a chapel was probably rural. So there may also be a historical comparison with São Brissos. There is also an obvious comparison with the house-anta at Estanque, but in an odd way this is a weak comparison, partly because of the more urban aspect of Pavia, and particularly because of the town’s tourist functions (the ability to buy tee-shirts showing the anta in the local museum makes this site in some ways reminiscent of the rural yet fenced-off and separate Comenda da Igreja near São Geraldo). This is very public anta in a very public place, truly an urban anta. (A personal aspect of landscape in Pavia, for myself, was being asked to take over driving the van out of the town’s small streets – still a little jet-lagged, unfamiliar with Portugese roads, unaccustomed for some years to driving site vans, especially with left hand drive: but that’s cognitive landscape not setting!). 

4. Comenda Grande, between São Geraldo and Sabugeiro: an anta under a tree at the edge of a field, entirely within wood pasture. The setting seems to have no connection with the anta; the anta is difficult to see except after clambering up the cutting of the modern straight road, which itself only just misses the anta: all this creates an ‘oblivious’ setting, one which turns its back on the dolmen. But given that the anta is largely forgotten, not signposted and not re-used (not even excavated perhaps?), again this can be taken as an appropriate and organically created setting: the right setting for an anta at the edge of a road, at the edge of public knowledge?


5.
‘Gateway’ partly consisting of stones from an anta, between Sabugeiro and Gafanhoeira: the megaliths of a dismembered dolmen re-erected to create a facade for a private estate and its house alongside a main road. A privatised as well as a destroyed anta: our visiting and photographing of it seemed to puzzle the homecoming owners, as for them it is perhaps only a sort of garden wall. Is it still a dolmen in any sense? In terms of monument life history, what does this site tell us: that monuments can survive dislocation from their original place?, that artefacts in museums are therefore also still monuments (museums are displaced places?)?, that place (where a monument is) can be in more than one place at once? How important is place, therefore?

7. Candeeira, near Aldeia Serra: the dolmen with a porthole, in a rural grassland and tree setting, with some nearby houses, appears lost, but when we, visitors, more or less got lost, local residents were able to show us where it was. Its setting is perhaps simply where it is: perhaps with Sabugeiro, the most ‘natural’ setting of the group

8. North of Monforte, the dolmen with cut-down walls, millstone manufacture, in wood pasture / parkland, but very close to major granite quarries: very hard to draw any connections between the anta (and its life history) and its current setting, perhaps because access is along the quarry road which clearly (and consciously) makes no recognition of the anta’s existence. 

9. Anta Grande do Zambujeiro. Well, what to say about setting, here? It’s a twofold setting, and both aspects reinforce recent rather excessive interventions: its setting is a) that of recent quarrying and disturbance and b) that of a conserved, rescued monument, via a fairly recent intervention that has left it half disengaged from the ground, almost a destroyed anta. There is a feeling of being unfinished (an interrupted surgical operation – will the patient die, will the surgeon return?). This feels like a transitional setting – unfinished business – but also a setting that divorces the anta from both its original and its present day context. It exists separate to the world, despite its little visitors’ car-park and the signposting from the main road, which locates it in a tourist world. (This is the only anta I had visited in my brief visit to the area in 2000 as well: and both visits left this feeling, despite very different contexts).

Part C:
In Conclusion

Too early for conclusions. But the notes above would give a starting point for visits and thoughts in 2002.

� A first version of Part A was originally written before the 2001 season of work, after a fleeting visit to the area west of Évora (but not to Monte da Igreja); this version has been updated in November 2001 in the light of the 2001 season
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� These notes were first written during the excavation, but have since been substantially re-worked and amplified.





� Further more detailed notes on the fence around the estate to the W and N of site. Date? 


Made of dressed rectangular section, chest-high granite slabs at c4.5m intervals (five paces), 


supporting 4 strings of barbed wire (single thread barbed, woven around single plain wire) held to outside of uprights by plain wire behind slabs (the holding wire was attached to barbed strand by 4-turn spirals of the same sort as used for the barb ‘knots’) . (At Vale de Rodrigo the similar fence has had its wire replaced by square mesh pattern fencing.)


how was wire tensioned?


The fence includes two boundary stones (c60cm and 30cm high, square section, the larger inscribed facing out (five pointed star with ‘J’ in square shield below) , stand next to the outside of the fence ; 


at two points, two stone uprights similar to the fence posts stand outside the fence, surmounted (one complete, one not) by a low pyramid of concrete holding iron upright holding metal, painted sign (not readable – white circle – perhaps similar �to the newer ones standing along the adjacent public road). Ownership boundary markers, presumably later than the fence itself?


At three points, every 50 or so posts, an upright is supported by two diagonal stone braces, wired to the upright. Secondary repair or intermittent original support? At least one similar one exists along main public road.


Currently a row of timber posts for power or phone lines is being erected following the fence north then east to road, which will inscribe the fence more deeply into the landscape





The same type of fence exists along the public road, and east of the road along S side of the nearby stream to the north; there is also one internal subdivision broadly parallel to stream. Thus might suggest that this type of fence is not only used as the edge of estate, though it is said to be a boundary to the west of site, where it includes boundary markers.








� eg


1 wood pasture with evergreen oak


Cork oak 			a) in wood pasture contexts


b) in plantations


Open pasture 


Hay or silage grassland


some ploughed areas: 	a) temporary


b) permanent


c) past


irrigated cultivated land (various types, some abandoned)


settlements, eg 		a) isolated small farms 


b)large farmyard groups


c) villages


d) towns


industrial activity


Eucalyptus plantations








