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The function of the exedra in giants’ tombs  

In giants’ tombs1 the exedra is the semi-circular external ceremonial space at whose centre 

there is the entrance to the burial chamber, which is both a symbolic and sacred architec-

tural element for collective rituals in memory of the dead (fig. 1). 

 

 
Fig. 1 - Giants’ tomb of Thomes (photo by Unicity S.p.A.). 

 

“There is no doubt that this semi-circule was used as a sanctuary... the sacred nature... 

stems from all the details of the semi-circular exedra of these graves" noted French ar-

chaeologist Christian Zervos2  in his book La civilisation de la Sardaigne du dèbut de 

l´ènèolitique à la fin de la pèriode nuragique published in 1954. 

Giovanni Lilliu, the greatest Nuraghic expert, thought that the pattern of the giants’ tomb 

reproduced a bull's head, where the exedra indicated the horns, with a clear reference to 

                                                           
1 Collective megalithic tombs from the alléè-couverte Nuraghe age with a stele exedra. 
2  Zervos 1954, pages 261-264 
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Nuraghic funerary ideology. The archaeologist Editta Castaldi3, excluding all sacred theo-

ries, on the other hand, hypothesises that the exedra, including the bench-counter, had a 

practical function. 

 

 
Fig. 2 - Exedra of the Giants’ tomb of Li Lolghi-Arzachena  

(from http://www.sardegnacultura.it/immagini/7_112_20090429173616.jpg). 

 

Ancient literary tradition4 reports ritualistic and therapeutic incubation rites, which 

would have taken place on the tops of the frontal exedras of ancestors’ tombs, identified 

by some scholars precisely as the giants’ tombs5. 

                                                           
3 Castaldi 1976, p. 453. 
4 The Greek philosopher Aristotle (4th century B.C.), in Fisica, states that the Sardinians used to sleep near the 
tombs of their heroes to cure themselves of nightmares and visions that might disturb their sleep. The term used 
to identify this ritual was used for the first time by the Roman writer Tertullianus (2nd-3rd century A.D.). In fact 
in De Anima, he states that “Aristoteles heroem quondam Sardiniae notat, incubatores fani sui visionibus pri-
vantem”.  
5 Lilliu 1988, pages 563-564. 
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Fig. 3 - Exedra of the giants’ tomb of San Cosimo-Gonnosfanadiga  

(from http://www.sardegnacultura.it/immagini/7_93_20071009110906.jpg).  
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