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The book „Similar but Different.  Bell Beakers in Europe” deals with a cultural 
phenomenon, known as the Bell Beaker culture,  that during the 3rd millennium 
B.C. was present throughout Western and Central Europe. This development 
played an important role in the formation of  the Bronze Age at the turn of  the 
3rd and the 2nd millennium BC. 

This book consists of  10 chapters - in each a specific issue is discussed 
connected with Bell Beakers. The chapters are divided into three parts 
concerning consecutively: general problems, issues of  the so-called common 
ware and the character of  the Bell Beakers in particular places in Europe. The 
reader can become acquainted with interpretations of  the whole phenomenon, 
based on inter-regional similarities - the works of  H. Case, M. Vander Linden, 
L. Salanova, and R. Furestier. The second part consist of  the chapters by Ch. 
Strahm, M. Besse and V. Leonini that focus on the matter of  the so-called 
common ware: some ceramic vessels,  which are not part of  the ‘beaker set’, 
but accompany it in many regions. That is one of  the Bell Beakers’ analytical 
problems, which is still argued about. The three last chapters show the specific 
features of  some regional centers, where Bell Beakers developed, the attention 
was focused on the Bell Beakers’ localities’. These are the works of  A Gibson 
(Britain), O. Lemercier (Mediterranean France) and L. Sarti (central Italy).

The book shows the basic features of  the Bell Beaker culture in Europe. These 
however are still a challenge for researchers,  because the phenomenon had two 
faces. On the one hand it is characterized by a set of  material culture which 
is occurring in many places Western and Central Europe. On the other hand, 
in specific areas, these features were relatively easily influenced by the local 
environment, they got some sort of  regional particularities. That is the essence 
of  the Bell Beakers, hence the title of  this book: ‘similar but different’. 

This book is a reprint, the first edition was published in 2004 by the Adam 
Mickiewicz University, Poznań.
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In memory of Humphrey Case
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Preface

Janusz Czebreszuk

The proposal from Sidestone Press to reprint the book, Similar but Different. Bell 
Beakers in Europe, came as a surprise. Contemporary scholarship, succumbing to 
the overwhelming ‘pressure of novelty’ typical of our culture, quickly forgets about 
older studies. From this point of view, the 10 years that have passed since the 
first edition was published (let me remind the readers: the book was originally 
brought out by the Adam Mickiewicz University Press in Poznań in 2004) is a long 
time. However, I still receive e-mails from various people and bookshops asking 
for Similar but Different…, which shows that it continues to be in demand. The 
study also continues to be cited as can be seen from The Oxford Handbook of the 
European Bronze Age (eds. H. Fokkens, A. Harding) published in 2013. 

It is beyond question that certain claims made in Similar but Different…, have 
become somewhat dated. Still, I believe that the crucial claims have remained 
valid. One is the setting of discussion perspectives on the phenomenon of Bell 
Beakers. On the one hand, they cover theoretically-oriented general issues (looking 
for similarities), and, on the other, clearly local (regional) ones centred on facts 
(usually bringing out differences). In this context I would like to emphasize the 
importance of Chapter 2 (Bell Beakers common ware). It discusses issues that fall 
between these two extremes (here: concretized in so-called common ware) and is a 
product of the need to combine both perspectives (general and local) into a single 
explanatory model in the form of ‘a medium-range theory’. This need has not 
been sufficiently satisfied yet. For the study of Bell Beakers thus far has yet to help 
us understand what drove their development nor has it revealed how the above 
culture as a driving force was implanted in specific regions. 

What does not vary, arguably, is the fact that the rise of Bell Beakers in no 
place radically impedes the development of earlier groups: Bell Beakers only enrich 
the spectrum of cultural states in a region. They are always connected to special 
objects, in particular those made from materials coming ‘from afar’ and having a 
prestigious value. Such issues though, as the way ‘Beaker’ traits are manifested in 
archaeological finds (more in graves than in settlements or vice versa), vary from 
region to region. The same is true for the length of time ‘Beaker’ traits manifested 
themselves in a region or their intensity of cultural interaction. All this makes the 
‘reading’ of Bell Beakers productive only when it confronts a general knowledge of 
the subject with detailed data from specific regions. All this can still be found in 
Similar but Different… 



I shared the news of a possible reprint of the book with its authors, who 
– after an initial surprise – agreed to the re-publication of their texts. Some of 
them, however, decided to add short postscripts to their chapters accompanied 
by bibliographical supplements. Among them are Marie Besse, Alex Gibson and 
Olivier Lemercier. 

It is a wish of all of us (the editor, authors and publisher) to dedicate this reprint 
to the memory of Humphrey Case, one of the authors of Similar but Different… 
who is no longer with us. His great oeuvre on which we draw to this very day, his 
extensive knowledge which he willingly shared with others and his absorbing mind 
which searched for new ideas until the very end shall remain a benchmark for us.

J. Czebreszuk, 
Rokietnica 3.10.2013



M. Besse

The analysis of the common ware of the Bell Beaker culture I carried out in 2003 
at the level of the phenomenon, permitted to highlight the various influences 
stemming from the pre-Bell Beaker substratum within the process of establishment 
of the Bell Beaker culture. New questions raised and diversified approaches were 
developed. In this perspective, we have analysed the absolute chronology of the 
Bell Beaker based on critical review of the associations between radiocarbon dates 
and common ware (PIGUET / BESSE 2009). It appeared that the significance of 
the local Neolithic background had different weight according to the regions. We 
therefore aimed at understanding, for each region, the role of individuals – bearers 
of the Bell Beaker culture – their possible migrations and their various origins. 

Jocelyne Desideri obtained her PhD degree in 2007 from the University of 
Geneva. In her thesis she investigated the non-metric dental traits of individuals 
stemming from the Final Neolithic, the Bell Beaker period and the Early Bronze 
Age by improving this method using strontium isotope analyses in order to evaluate 
the significance of individual migration (DESIDERI / BESSE 2010; DESIDERI 
et al. 2010; DESIDERI 2011). The use of natural resources was advanced in order 
to interpret the migration of individuals and the diffusion of the Bell Beaker 
culture. 

In her doctoral thesis, completed in 2008 at the University of Geneva, Florence 
Cattin has analysed the copper sources, the minerals on the one hand and the 
metal artefacts dated to the Final Neolithic and the Bell Beaker culture on the 
other (CATTIN et al. 2011). Since that time, we are continuously working on a 
holistic approach to the Bell Beaker culture, weighting the relative significance of 
the different factors with the aim of explaining the technical, economic, social and 
cultural aspects of the Bell Beaker societies during the third millennium before the 
Current Era (BESSE 2012).

Bibliografia
BESSE M. 2012. Prehistory of the Upper Rhône Valley: from Neanderthals to Modern 

Humans. Archives des Sciences 65: 229-236.

CATTIN F./ GUÈNETTE-BECK B./ CURDY P./ MEISSER N./ ANSERMET S./ 
HOFMANN B./ KÜNDIG R./ HUBERT V./ WÖRLE M./ HAMETNER K./ 
GÜNTHER D./ WICHSER A./ ULRICH A./ VILLA I.M./ BESSE M. 2011. 
Provenance of Early Bronze Age metal artefacts in Western Switzerland using elemental 
and lead isotopic compositions and their possible relation with copper minerals of the 
nearby Valais. Journal of Archaeological Science, 38, 1221-1233.

DESIDERI J. 2011. When Beakers Met Bell Beakers. An analysis of dental remains. British 
Archaeological Reports, International Series 2292. Oxford: Archaeopress. 

DESIDERI J./ BESSE M. 2010. Swiss Bell Beaker population dynamics: eastern or 
southern influences? Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences, 2, 157-173.



DESIDERI J./ PRICE D./ BURTON J./ FULLAGAR P./ BESSE M. 2010. Mobility 
evidence during the Bell Beaker period in Western Switzerland through strontium 
isotope study. Annual Meeting of the American Association of Physical Anthropology 
(79; April 2010; Albuquerque, New Mexico : abstracts). American Journal of Physical 
Anthropology, 141, Suppl. 50, 93.

PIGUET M./ BESSE M. 2009. Chronology and Bell Beaker common ware, Radiocarbon, 
51, 2, 817-830.

A. Gibson

My article was published in 2004 and written earlier. It documented a theme that 
I was researching and was intended to illustrate that much of the perceived Beaker 
burial practice (crouched, accompanied inhumation below a round barrow) was 
already familiar to Neolithic populations and that many Beakers are associated 
with other burial forms (multiple, disarticulated, partial, cremated) all of which 
have their antecedents in the Neolithic. Since 2004, however, extensive radiocarbon 
dates have shown that the chronology is much longer than previously anticipated. 
The burial practices which are found in Beaker times in fact relate to the middle 
Neolithic (3600-2900 cal BC) rather than the later (3000-2400 cal BC). With this 
chronological hiatus, comes the problem of continuity. It can now be seen that in 
the middle Neolithic there is a variety of burial customs and funerary monuments. 
In the later Neolithic, burial tends to be almost exclusively by cremation. In the 
early Beaker period (2500-2200 cal BC) there is a distinctive Beaker burial package 
with continental similarities but also with local nuances. By the late Beaker period 
(2200-1800 cal BC) there is a resurgence of the variety of burial practices familiar 
from the middle Neolithic. These are also associated with ceramic and artifact 
forms and materials and with monument types that also owe their influence to 
that period. This then seems to represent a resurrection of tradition rather than a 
continuum.

O. Lemercier

The doctoral thesis behind this short text was published in 2004 with a first 
documentary basis about the Beaker in the south-east of France (LEMERCIER 
2004). Since then, studies have been extended to the Mediterranean France 
between the Alps and the Pyrenees with more than 580 sites. The chronological 
sequence of three sets (early Beaker phase - maritime and geometric dotted styles, 
middle Beaker phase – Rhodano-Provençal and Pyrenean groups and late Beaker 
phase - Barbed Wire ware) has been specified (LEMERCIER et al. in press) and the 
Rhodano-Provençal group has been the subject of a specific study (LEMERCIER 
/ FURESTIER 2009). The theoretical model: Phenomenon (foreign installation, 
first contacts) and Cultural (acculturation of local cultures and creation of new 
entities) remains valid regionally (LEMERCIER 2012a; 2012b). Several studies 



have been conducted on the burial data (LEMRCIER / TCHÈRÈMISSINOFF 
2011) and the late phase and Barbed Wire ceramic in the Bronze Age transition 
showing a strong local tradition and new impulses (VITAL / CONVERTINI 
& LEMERCIER 2012). Today’s documentary work is extended to the whole of 
France with more than 1,500 sites have yielded Beaker remains. A Beaker atlas is 
currently in project.

Bibliografia
LEMERCIER O. 2004. Les Campaniformes dans le sud-est de la France, Lattes : Publications 

de l’UMR 154 du CNRS / ADAL, 2004, 515 p. (Monographies d’Archéologie 
Méditerranéenne n°18).     

LEMERCIER O. 2012a. Interpreting the Beaker phenomenon in Mediterranean France: 
an Iron Age analogy, Antiquity, 86, 311, 2012, 131-143.

LEMERCIER O. 2012b. The Mediterranean France Beakers Transition, In: FOKKENS 
H./ NICOLIS F. (eds.): Background to Beakers. Inquiries into the regional cultural 
background to the Bell Beaker complex. Leiden: Sidestone Press, 81-119.

LEMERCIER O./ FURESTIER R. 2009. Après les « vrais campaniformes »: Le Rhodano-
Provençal dans le sud-est de la France, In: Collectif : De Méditerranée et d’ailleurs, 
Mélanges offerts à  Jean Guilaine, Toulouse: Archives d’Ecologie Préhistorique, 2009, 
391-402.

LEMERCIER O./ FURESTIER R./ GADBOIS-LANGEVIN R./ SCHULZ PAULSSON 
B. In press. Chronologie et périodisation des campaniformes en France méditerranéenne, 
In: Chronologie de la Préhistoire récente dans le sud de la France : Acquis 1992-2012 /
Actualité de la recherche. Actes des 10e Rencontres Méridionales de Préhistoire Récente  
(Ajaccio, 18-20 octobre 2012).

LEMERCIER O./ TCHEREMISSINOFF Y.  2011. Du Néolithique final au Bronze ancien: 
les sepultures individuelles campaniformes dans le sud de la France, In: SALANOVA 
L./ TCHEREMISSINOFF Y. (eds.): Les sepultures individuelles campaniformes en 
France, Gallia Préhistoire Supplément XLI, Paris : CNRS, 177-194. 

VITAL J./ CONVERTINI F./ LEMERCIER O. (eds.) 2012. Composantes culturelles 
et premières productions céramiques du Bronze ancien dans le sud-est de la France. 
Résultats du Projet Collectif de Recherche 1999-2009, British Archaeological Reports, 
International Series 2446, Oxford : Archaeopress.
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The book „Similar but Different.  Bell Beakers in Europe” deals with a cultural 
phenomenon, known as the Bell Beaker culture,  that during the 3rd millennium 
B.C. was present throughout Western and Central Europe. This development 
played an important role in the formation of  the Bronze Age at the turn of  the 
3rd and the 2nd millennium BC. 

This book consists of  10 chapters - in each a specific issue is discussed 
connected with Bell Beakers. The chapters are divided into three parts 
concerning consecutively: general problems, issues of  the so-called common 
ware and the character of  the Bell Beakers in particular places in Europe. The 
reader can become acquainted with interpretations of  the whole phenomenon, 
based on inter-regional similarities - the works of  H. Case, M. Vander Linden, 
L. Salanova, and R. Furestier. The second part consist of  the chapters by Ch. 
Strahm, M. Besse and V. Leonini that focus on the matter of  the so-called 
common ware: some ceramic vessels,  which are not part of  the ‘beaker set’, 
but accompany it in many regions. That is one of  the Bell Beakers’ analytical 
problems, which is still argued about. The three last chapters show the specific 
features of  some regional centers, where Bell Beakers developed, the attention 
was focused on the Bell Beakers’ localities’. These are the works of  A Gibson 
(Britain), O. Lemercier (Mediterranean France) and L. Sarti (central Italy).

The book shows the basic features of  the Bell Beaker culture in Europe. These 
however are still a challenge for researchers,  because the phenomenon had two 
faces. On the one hand it is characterized by a set of  material culture which 
is occurring in many places Western and Central Europe. On the other hand, 
in specific areas, these features were relatively easily influenced by the local 
environment, they got some sort of  regional particularities. That is the essence 
of  the Bell Beakers, hence the title of  this book: ‘similar but different’. 

This book is a reprint, the first edition was published in 2004 by the Adam 
Mickiewicz University, Poznań.
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