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xiForeword

A ncient sites are like people: you can love the way they 
look, but you will never understand them unless you know 
more about their background. Archaeologists refer to this 

background as context. Put simply, context is everything: the 
landscape setting, the date, and the culture of the people at the 
time. As you will discover in this book, the context of Stonehenge 
is immensely complex and almost unimaginably rich. We now 
know that Europe’s best-known prehistoric monument is far, far 
more ancient than anyone had suspected until very recently.

Like an extraordinary-looking person, Stonehenge has always 
attracted myths, legends and stories. I am sure this is because it 
is so striking, but yet so subtle. It doesn’t dominate a hilltop, like 
the cathedrals at Durham or Lincoln, and by prehistoric standards 
it isn’t particularly large: the nearby sites of Silbury Hill and 
Avebury, for example, are physically vast. But still it is unique: 
the dressed stones, the massive uprights and lintels are instantly 
recognisable. Draw two thick vertical lines and cap them with 
another, then show it to almost anyone anywhere in the world and 
they will say ‘Stonehenge’. 

In the past, attempts to explain Stonehenge and to understand 
why it was built have focused on the Stones themselves. But as 
Professor Mike Parker Pearson and his team have so triumphantly 
demonstrated, the Stones are by no means the whole story. The 
truth lies in the landscape surrounding them. In fact we will never 
understand what made our ancestors create this still magically 
haunting structure until we can place it in context. And that is 
what Mike and his team have done with such rigorous conviction. 
Thanks to them, we can now begin to answer the double question: 
‘Who built Stonehenge – and why?’

  Francis Pryor
former CBA President

Foreword
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1Understanding the monument

Understanding 
 the monument

1

To Stonehenge … Came thither and find them as prodigious as 
any tales I’ve ever heard of them and worth the journey to see. 

God knows what their use was.
 Samuel Pepys

S tonehenge is the last great stone circle of prehistoric 
Britain. It was built and rebuilt over almost a thousand 
years at the end of an era of megalith-building across 

western Europe. The earliest megaliths of western Europe are 
the standing stones and stone tombs of Brittany and Portugal, 
constructed c 4700 BC when Neolithic farming communities came 
into contact with indigenous hunter-gatherers along the coastal 
zones of Atlantic Europe. By 3500 BC, megalithic monuments for 
the dead were being built from Scandinavia to Britain and Ireland 
to southern Spain; by 2500 BC the megalith-building boom was 
over everywhere except in Britain and Ireland. Stonehenge is 
among the very last of Europe’s great megalithic monuments.

Mesolithic beginnings
Before the arrival of agriculture, the people of Britain and western 
Europe lived by hunting and gathering. This period lasted in 
Britain from the end of the Ice Age until 4000 BC and is known as 
the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age. Stone tools included flaked 
flint axe-heads mounted in wooden handles, and tiny pieces of 
flint blades known as microliths that were hafted onto bone, 

Figure 1.1 (facing 
page) Excavating 
within Stonehenge 
in 2008. From L-R: 
Chris Casswell, Mike 
Pitts, Jacqueline 
McKinley (in pit), 
Christie Willis and 
Julian Richards
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2 Understanding the monument 

wood or antler to make arrows, knives and saws. The best-known 
Mesolithic occupation site in Britain is Star Carr in Yorkshire, 
beside what was once a prehistoric lake in the Vale of Pickering. 
People gathered at Star Carr at certain times of the year during 
the Early Mesolithic period and may even have lived there for long 
periods of time, bringing the carcasses of wild animals that they 
had hunted around the lake edge.

Sites such as Star Carr are rare so it is very exciting that 
archaeologists recently found what may be a similar site beside a 
long-vanished lake or stream close to Stonehenge. About a mile 
(1.5km) to the east of Stonehenge, where the River Avon twists 
and turns in a series of meanders through the modern town of 
Amesbury, lies the site of Blick Mead. While excavations have 
been limited so far, tens of thousands of Mesolithic stone tools 
have been found here, along with wild animal bones that date 
from shortly after the time of Star Carr, c 7500 BC, through to  
c 4300 BC. 

Figure 1.2 
Excavations in 
progress at Star Carr 
in 2013. The shore 
of the lake can be 
seen at top left, with 
waterlogged wood 
preserved in the 
shallow waters of the 
lake edge  
(© POSTGLACIAL)
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3Understanding the monument 

Blick Mead is likely to have been a seasonal gathering place 
or a home base, where groups of hunters lived on the edge of a 
lake and shared their prey – the wild pigs, deer and wild cattle 
attracted to the lake edge. Whereas Star Carr’s lake had turned 
to swamp by c 6500 BC, the waterside at Blick Mead continued to 
attract people and animals for a further 2000 years, making it the 
longest-lived place for Mesolithic gatherings in Britain.

Four huge pits dating to the Early Mesolithic period were 
found at Stonehenge itself, under the former visitor centre and its 
car park. Three of these had once held very large posts. Hunter-
gatherers are not generally known for building spectacular 
monuments, so these are something of a mystery. The postholes 
were uncovered just 400m north-west of Stonehenge in 1967, 
during the construction of the car park. The three pits were 
aligned east–west and each once held a large post of pine up to a 
metre in diameter. Carbonised wood from the scorched sides of 
two of the posts was later radiocarbon-dated and found to date to 
c 8000 BC, though it seems that not all three posts were standing 
at the same time. 

The Stonehenge Mesolithic posts are pretty well unique. In 
southern Scandinavia there are a couple of examples of pits that 
once held monumental posts but otherwise nothing that matches 
the Stonehenge array. Despite 50 years of large-scale excavations 
across western Europe, the Stonehenge posts are unrivalled as 
Mesolithic monuments. They date to the earliest stages of Blick 

Figure 1.3 Recent 
finds from the 
excavations at Blick 
Mead (© Barry 
Bishop)
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4 Understanding the monument 

Mead so it is likely that people gathering there were responsible 
for erecting them. 

The earliest Neolithic farmers of western Europe, by contrast, 
built monuments in profusion. Where stone was freely available, 
these took the form of megaliths; elsewhere they were composite 
earthen and wooden structures, such as long barrows. The vast 
majority of monuments contained the remains of the dead. These 
were not just Neolithic tombs but monuments for the ancestors, 
built to mark territorial claims. They were also community-building 
exercises by dispersed groups of farmers learning how to mobilise 
sufficient labour to plough and harvest successfully. In such kin-
based societies, people traced their connections back in time to a 
shared ancestor or predecessor, in the way that cousins share the 
same grandparents and second cousins the same great-grandparents.

The initial process of domestication in the Near East c 9500 BC 
involved not just animals and crops but also social and cultural 
transformations in the way that people lived. Large, densely 
populated settlements were formed of substantial houses in 
which the dead were often buried under the floors. This symbolic 
and physical elaboration of the house was one way in which 
people ‘domesticated’ society along with the crops and animals. 
As agriculture spread into Europe c 5500 BC so the farmers’ 
houses became large and monumental. By the time that farming 
reached the dispersed populations of western Europe, the tomb 
of the dead rather than the house of the living had become the 
monumental dimension of daily life. Houses along the western 
fringes of Europe were small, wooden and temporary; the tombs 
were large, megalithic and permanent. These ‘houses of the dead’ 
magnified certain features of domestic architecture taken from 
the two styles of house used by different groups of early farmers: 
round houses and rectangular houses.

Figure 1.4 3D 
reconstruction of 
how the Mesolithic 
pine posts 
discovered below the 
car park at the old 
Stonehenge Visitor 
Centre might have 
looked (© Henry 
Rothwell)
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5Understanding the monument 

The arrival of farming – the Early Neolithic
Just how farming arrived in Britain is not fully understood. 
Domestic sheep, cattle and pigs and domesticated cereals of wheat 
and barley were certainly brought across the English Channel 
in boats, but archaeologists do not know whether Continental 
farmers arrived en masse, whether indigenous hunter-gatherers 
themselves adopted agriculture, or whether there was a long 
prelude of cross-Channel interaction between both sides. Nor 
do we know how farming 
was adopted once it reached 
Britain. Some archaeologists 
argue for its arrival first in 
Kent, just 22 miles (35km) 
from the coast of France, 
but others propose its 
earliest arrival in Ireland 
and western Britain, prior 
to arrivals in the south and 
south-east of England. For 
some reason, it took 700 
years before domesticated 
crops and animals crossed to 
Britain from the Continent, 
having been adopted along 
the European coast by 4700 
BC. This suggests that 
the English Channel was 
a significant barrier, both 
cultural and physical. 

The first megaliths to be 
built in Britain are likely to be the tombs of the Medway valley 
in Kent; one of these at Coldrum contained human bones dating 
to c 3900–3800 BC. Early Neolithic tombs of earth, chalk and 
timber were built in the Stonehenge area but none has been dated 
earlier than 3700 BC. However, we know that people were living 
in the valleys around Stonehenge, and gathering in large numbers 
there, by 3800–3700 BC because of a remarkable discovery on 
the high ridge between Stonehenge and Amesbury. This is a site 
called Coneybury, where Julian Richards excavated a large pit 
containing quantities of broken pots and animal bones. The bones 
included ten cattle and seven roe deer, along with other animals, 
and had been freshly butchered when thrown into the pit. Such 

Figure 1.5 Kit’s 
Coty House, near 
Aylesford, Kent, is a 
megalithic dolmen 
dating from the Early 
Neolithic. It is close 
to Coldrum, one of 
the first megaliths to 
be built in Britain
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6 Understanding the monument 

Figure 1.6 
Reconstruction 
drawing of 
Whitehawk Camp 
causewayed 
enclosure, near 
Brighton. The Camp, 
which dates from   
c 3600 BC, consists 
of four circuits of 
interrupted ditch and 
bank, the largest 
measuring c 300m x 
200m and enclosing 
an area of c 6ha  
(© Ian Dennis) 

a meat feast could have fed a hundred people or more. Just why 
the remains of this feast were dumped in a specially dug pit is 
unexplained but it reveals that the Stonehenge locality was still 
a special place for gatherings hundreds of years after Blick Mead 
was abandoned, and many hundreds before Stonehenge itself was 
erected.

As well as building tombs, Britain’s early farmers also 
constructed gathering places that we call ‘causewayed enclosures’ 
because their surrounding ditches have multiple causeways 
between them. It is likely that these causeways dividing the 
ditches into segments marked the different groups taking part 
in the gatherings, with each responsible for a particular segment 
of ditch and together forming the collective encircling enclosure. 
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7Understanding the monument 

Most of these causewayed enclosures were built c 3650 BC but the 
one nearest Stonehenge, Robin Hood’s Ball, some 4 miles (6.5km) 
to the north-west, was not constructed until a century or so later. 
The number of people who dug out the ditches and feasted on the 
animals whose bones were dumped in them need not have been 
more than 200 or so, but this still shows that the Stonehenge area 
was a place of gathering, whether sporadic or more regularly.

Figure 1.7 Map 
of causewayed 
enclosures and long 
barrows in central 
southern England  
(© Irene de Luis)
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8 Understanding the monument 

Monument types: long barrows, causewayed enclosures and  
cursus monuments

What people choose to monumentalise tells us much about their society. The Neolithic 
people of Britain and western Europe monumentalised places associated with their dead 
and their ancestors. Their houses were small, simple wooden buildings but their tombs and 
other places associated with the dead were huge and imposing structures. In Britain these 
monumental structures took the form of tombs (long barrows, long cairns, round barrows, 
dolmens, passage graves and chamber tombs), enclosures (causewayed enclosures, formative 
henges, classic henges), stone circles and cursus monuments.

Long barrows (c 3800–3600 BC for the main period of construction) are mounds of soil and 
chalk heaped high on top of fairly small wooden or stone structures or ‘chambers’, most 
of which contained the collective remains of the dead. A single tomb might contain the 
remains of tens of individuals, sometimes as separate skeletons or in other cases heaps of 
disarticulated bones. Around 3500 BC there was a move to individual burial and some long 
mounds of this date, such as Winterbourne Stoke barrow near Stonehenge, were erected 
over just one individual. Most long barrows have parallel ditches from which the earth that 
forms the mound was extracted. Long barrows are thought to be monumentalised versions of 
rectangular houses.

Causewayed enclosures (c 3800–3400 BC) are among the earliest forms of enclosures 
seen in Europe (first constructed on the Continent c 5500 BC) and were created by digging 
lengths of ditches, with gaps or causeways being left in place between each section. This 

Figure 1.8 Belas Knap, situated on Cleeve Hill, Gloucestershire, is an excellent example of a 
Neolithic chambered long barrow. Some 54m in length and 18m wide, it contains four separate 
burial chambers. The imposing entrance façade at the north end was purely for show – access to 
the chambers was via side passages. The stone wall around it is of recent date
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9Understanding the monument 

Figure 1.9 The interior of West Kennet long barrow, near Avebury, Wiltshire

arrangement of multiple entrances means these sites were of little use for defence from 
attacks, so they must have had some other purpose. The ditch segments are thought to have 
been dug by different work-gangs, emphasising a co-operative effort by separate groups. 
At many causewayed enclosures, such as Robin Hood’s Ball near Stonehenge, the ditches 
filled up with the debris from feasting. Human remains in various degrees of disarticulation 
were also deposited, along with stone axes, pottery and other artefacts that had sometimes 
originated far from the locality. Causewayed enclosures were gathering sites where alliances 
could be formed and disputes resolved. Around 3400 BC, two causewayed enclosures 
at Hambledon Hill and Crickley Hill were turned into defensive sites and definitely suffered 
attacks, possibly as part of a wider conflict that gripped south-west England at that time.

Cursus monuments (c 3600–3200 BC) are long, narrow, rectangular enclosures surrounded 
by a ditch and a bank. They appear to be monumental versions of the rectangular mortuary 
enclosures of timber or stone found under long barrows. Their earliest appearance is 
in eastern Scotland c 3700 BC, where their edges are marked by timber posts. Cursus 
monuments can be over 6 miles (9.5km) long but most are no longer than a mile or so. They 
are some of the largest of a series of earthen and timber monuments that includes long 
mortuary enclosures and an elongated type of barrow known as a bank barrow. As with long 
barrows, their architectural form is that of a monumentalised rectangular house.
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Figure 1.10 (facing 
page) Julian Thomas 
excavating one of 
the ditches of the 
Greater Cursus, near 
Stonehenge. Dug 
into white chalk, the 
monument must have 
been a prominent 
feature in the 
landscape when first 
constructed

The Middle Neolithic
Sometime around 3500 BC people gathered in the Stonehenge 
locality to dig the ditches for a pair of long, narrow enclosures, the 
largest of which is 1¾ miles (2.8km) long and up to 150m wide. The 
antiquary William Stukeley discovered this larger example in the 
18th century and thought it might be a Roman chariot-racing track, 
so he named it ‘the Cursus’. The name, however inappropriate, has 
stuck; it is definitely not Roman, and it had nothing to do with 
chariot-racing, but it is still known as the Greater Stonehenge 
Cursus, to distinguish it from the Lesser Cursus. 

Figure 1.11 Map 
showing cursus 
monuments, major 
henges and stone 
circles in central 
southern England 
(© Irene de Luis)
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Over 100 of these so-called ‘cursus’ monuments have been 
found across Britain. All would have required considerable 
communal effort. In the case of the Greater Cursus, it has 
been calculated that if the ditches were dug in one operation, 
it would have required up to 1000 people. The east end of the 
Greater Cursus terminates at a long barrow, so it is likely that 
the monument had some association with the dead; indeed it 
is thought that cursus monuments may be enlarged versions 
of long mortuary enclosures. The tomb at the east end of the 
Greater Cursus was built around the same time. It was initially 
dug into in the mid-19th century by John Thurnam who found 
no human remains under the mound, only an ox skull, but 

Figure 1.12 The 
spectacular 
megalithic tomb of 
Newgrange, near the 
Bend in the Boyne, 
Ireland. Constructed 
c 3200 BC, the 
mound is 80m in 
diameter and covers 
an area of almost 
half a hectare. It is 
surrounded by 97 
kerbstones
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excavations in 2008 recovered a human humerus dating to  
c 3200 BC. The arm bone had been washed into the ditch and 
there was no sign of the rest of the body in this badly disturbed 
mound. It is possible that this long barrow was built for only 
one person. Long barrows built during the period 3800–3500 
BC tend to contain the collective remains of many people but 
long barrows built after 3500 BC were often built for just one 
or two people’s remains. This trend towards single burial is 
well documented across Britain at that time. Sometimes the 
deceased was provided with lots of grave goods, implying that 
the individual and their family were of high social status. Such 
burials beneath large mounds are also known from the Thames 
valley, Yorkshire and the Peak District.

The act of building a mound for a single person is also a clear 
indication of the emergence of inequality, replacing the ethos of 
Early Neolithic collective burial with a new, individualised notion 
of social hierarchy. There is one such single burial from under 
a large long barrow 1½ miles (2.5km) to the west of Stonehenge 
at Winterbourne Stoke Crossroads, dated to c 3500 BC. The 
man buried here was about 30 years old and had grown up in 
western Britain, and while his only grave good was a 20cm-long 
flint implement, the collective effort of building the long mound 
is a measure of his (and his family’s) social standing in the 
community.

More dramatic tombs were being built in Ireland at this time. 
The enormous megalithic tombs of Newgrange and Knowth, 
situated at the Bend in the Boyne, were built c 3200 BC. They 
embody several important elements that we see a few centuries 
later at Stonehenge. Firstly, they were composed of stones of 
different types brought from many different locations miles 
away from the River Boyne. Secondly, Newgrange was built with 
a special stone ‘light box’ that allowed the midwinter solstice 
sun to shine along the tomb’s entrance passage into the end 
chamber. Thirdly, these tombs contained the cremated remains 
of the dead, not their bodies, a fashion in mortuary practices 
that would take hold across Britain between 3000 and 2400 BC. 

The period between 3500 and 3000 BC was clearly a time when 
certain of the dead were more important than others. Large tombs 
were being built in Britain to commemorate particular individuals, 
not groups of people. Earlier mortuary rituals, that focused on 
groups of ancestral remains, were replaced by burials of individual 
ancestors.
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Stone circles and henges

Stonehenge is both a stone circle and a henge. Stone circles are found throughout Britain and 
Ireland, although they are absent in parts of lowland eastern Britain where there are no stone 
outcrops. Stone circles date from c 3200 BC to 1500 BC. The large stone circles mostly 
date to the 3rd millennium BC. In Orkney, the Stones of Stenness date to c 2900 BC and the 
much larger Ring of Brodgar probably to c 2500 BC, while Calanais [Callanish] in the Outer 
Hebrides was built c 2800 BC. Most of the stone circles built after 2000 BC are relatively 
small and have orthostats (standing stones) less than a metre high.

Henges are banked and ditched circular enclosures that are found only in Britain and Ireland, 
and not in Europe. Although the term derives from Stonehenge, it does not refer to standing 
stone or timber structures. Stonehenge is an early type known as a ‘formative’ henge; these 
have an outer ditch and an inner bank. Stonehenge has, in addition, a slight outer bank 
or counterscarp. Formative henges (c 3200–2800 BC) were generally places of burial and 
sometimes incorporated stone circles and other standing stone settings. Classic henges are 
enclosures where the bank has been placed outside the ditch. They date from c 2900 BC 
to 1800 BC. Classic henges appear to have been commemorative, built on a spot to mark 
a particular event or the place where a special structure once stood. For example, Britain’s 
largest henge, Durrington Walls, situated 1¾ miles (2.8km) north-east of Stonehenge, was built 
on top of a large village that was probably where the builders of Stonehenge lived.

Circles of timber were also built at this time: good examples are the Northern and Southern 
Circles at Durrington Walls. Occasionally timber circles were enclosed within henges, as is the 
case with Woodhenge, situated next to Durrington Walls. Such timber circles might also be 
replaced by stone monuments, as is also thought to have happened at Woodhenge (although 
these standing stones were later removed).

Figure 1.13 The Ring of Brodgar, Orkney, lies close to the recently excavated settlement at the Ness 
of Brodgar (see Fig 4.5)
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The Late Neolithic: Stonehenge stage 1,  
c 2900 BC
Around the same time as Newgrange and Knowth were built, 
a new style of circular monument appeared in Britain, possibly 
originating in Wales. This was a circular ditch with an internal 
bank and one or more entrances into the interior of the encircled 
area. One of these was recorded at Llandygai, near Bangor in 
north Wales, before it was destroyed by development in the 1960s. 
Another now lies partly under a new road layout at Flagstones in 
Dorchester, Dorset. Further examples are known from Dorchester-
on-Thames in Oxfordshire and in the Colne valley in west London. 
These circular enclosures, or ‘formative henges’, are associated 
with the cremated remains of the dead. At some of them there is 
evidence that standing stones were originally set up inside them 
or just beyond their entrances. Stonehenge itself, built c 2900 BC, 
is the latest known example of these ‘formative henges’.

This first stage of Stonehenge was a circular ditched enclosure 
with its main entrance to the north-east and a smaller one to the 
south. The enclosure also had a slight outer bank, known as a 
counterscarp. Just inside the circuit of the inner bank there was a 
circle of 56 pits which archaeologists call the Aubrey Holes, named 
after the 17th-century antiquary John Aubrey. Holes for stones 
in the north-east entrance show that there may have been a line 
of three standing stones running north-east out of the entrance, 
associated with rows of wooden posts running perpendicular to 
this line of stones. 

There were other arrangements of posts inside the Stonehenge 
circle, forming a pathway from the south entrance to the centre 
and also a series of small rectangular enclosures, one of which 
appears to have had a large standing stone within it. No one 
knows what these wooden structures were for but some may have 
been aligned, albeit imprecisely, on the major southern moonrise 
towards the south-east. The closest comparisons to these 
structures are the mortuary enclosures found normally under long 
barrows. The wooden post rows in the north-east entrance also 
have an approximate lunar orientation, facing out of the entrance 
towards the rising moon’s northerly limit. While some authors 
have reckoned that these entrance posts were used by astronomer-
priests for calendrical purposes, astronomer-archaeologist Clive 
Ruggles has pointed out that the 2° imprecision in the alignment 
is an indication that its purpose was symbolic rather than 
operational. 
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Do these post rows and other aspects of Stonehenge’s layout 
mean that Stonehenge was built as an astronomical observatory? 
New research suggests something rather different. From its 
beginning, Stonehenge was a cemetery. We know that it held the 
cremated remains of probably well over 100 people. The remains 
of 63 cremation burials have been excavated at Stonehenge, many 
from the Aubrey Holes and the ditch, and these are likely to be 
fewer than half of those originally buried here. This is the largest 
single burial ground known from this period anywhere in Britain.

There is evidence that some standing stones were put up at 
Stonehenge in this earliest stage, and although they have been 
removed, the holes in which they stood have survived. The large 
sizes of the three in a line beyond the north-east entrance indicate 
that these were most likely of the local sarsen stone. Sarsen is a 
type of sandstone or ‘silcrete’ formed 55 million years ago from 
conglomerated sand and is common today in parts of southern 
England, especially the Marlborough Downs 20 miles (32km) 
north of Stonehenge. Sarsens are also found in the Stonehenge 

Figure 1.14 
Stonehenge stage 
1, c 2900 BC; the 
circular enclosure 
contains a single 
ring of bluestones 
in the Aubrey Holes 
and arrangements of 
timber posts in the 
interior  
(© Irene de Luis)
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landscape, for example the Cuckoo Stone near Woodhenge, but 
seem to have been far less numerous here than further north. 
Sarsen is difficult to split even with steel tools; prehistoric stone-
masons used heavy mauls and hammerstones to chip off large 
flakes and to pound the surface to the required shape. One sarsen 
stone that has not been shaped or dressed is the Heel Stone, 
which lies beyond the north-east entrance to Stonehenge. This 
lack of tooling may be evidence that it was set up in this position, 
or close to it, from the earliest stage of Stonehenge, long before 
the other stones were shaped. Famously, the sun rises just to the 
left of the Heel Stone on the midsummer solstice when viewed 
from the centre of Stonehenge.

The name of the Heel Stone carries no ancient meaning: the 
name of ‘Heel’ or ‘Friar’s Heel’ was given in the 17th century, 
when local tradition told of the wizard Merlin being hit in the heel 
by the Devil throwing a large stone. The actual stone with a cavity 

Figure 1.15 
Stonehenge as it 
would have looked 
in stage 1 (© Peter 
Dunn)
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resembling a footprint is recorded as lying within the west side of 
Stonehenge, but in 1771 the name of ‘Heel Stone’ was mistakenly 
attributed to this eroded outlier on the north-east of Stonehenge, 
and the name has stuck. 

Excavations in the centre of Stonehenge have revealed several 
holes for long-vanished standing stones that are likely to have 
been of sarsen. One of them appears to have sat within the centre 
of one of the wooden structures. Only recently have archaeologists 
confirmed that there was a complete stone circle, 87m in diameter, 
within this first stage at Stonehenge. This was first suggested by 
William Hawley, who excavated most of the Aubrey Holes on the 
east side of Stonehenge c 1920 and noted that the bottoms and 
sides of many of these pits had crush-marks resulting from the 
pressure of a standing stone being inserted and later withdrawn. 

Figure 1.16 The 
Heel Stone, as it 
appeared before 
the road closure 
in 2013. Situated 
just outside the 
north-east entrance 
to Stonehenge, 
excavations have 
shown it may 
originally have been 
one of a pair
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He realised that these stones could only have been thin pillars, 
and could not have been the broad and chunky sarsens of which 
Stonehenge is primarily composed today. Hawley was referring to 
the stones known as ‘bluestones’, a variety of different types of 
stone, most of which have their origins in north Pembrokeshire 
in Wales, some 140 miles (225km) to the west of Stonehenge. The 
majority of the bluestones surviving at Stonehenge today are 
of spotted dolerite, a type of igneous rock found in the Preseli 
mountains of Pembrokeshire. Others are of rhyolite (sheet lava), 
argillaceous tuff, and sandstone. The surviving and undamaged 
bluestones at Stonehenge today stand to c 2m high, much smaller 
than the 4m-high sarsens.

Unfortunately Hawley’s records were largely ignored by later 
archaeologists and he himself later doubted his initial conclusions 
so did not pursue his idea. Yet it is clear that the sizes and shapes 
of the Aubrey Holes are indistinguishable from those of holes into 
which bluestones were definitely later inserted at Stonehenge. As 
we will explore in Chapter 4, one of the Pembrokeshire quarries 
for the bluestones has revealed that these pillars were extracted  
c 3300 BC, in plenty of time to be erected at Stonehenge c 2900 BC.

A second, much smaller circle of bluestones was erected, 
probably at the same time (c 2900 BC), beside the River 
Avon at West Amesbury. This circle, some 20m in diameter, 
comprised approximately 25 stones and has come to be known as 
Bluestonehenge. The stones were pulled out c 2400 BC, leaving 
voids and impressions which show that they were thin pillars of 
the type that we recognise as bluestones, rather than the thicker 
and squatter sarsens. 

Hawley’s records are not good enough to know exactly where 
and how cremated remains were deposited within the Aubrey 
Holes (top, bottom, middle, sides and so on), but he did record 
that at least one burial was made after a stone pillar had been 
withdrawn. Much later, in 1950, Richard Atkinson recorded 
cremated bones in a deposit of chalk fill that we think was the 
packing to support a standing stone. This and other burials have 
recently been radiocarbon-dated, revealing that Stonehenge was 
a place of burial for over 500 years after it was first built. The 
cremated remains of men and women of all ages were buried at 
Stonehenge, although children were largely excluded. Very few 
objects were buried with the remains; one cremation deposit 
contained a stone mace-head (see Fig 3.14). Hawley observed that 
some of the cremation deposits formed small circles in their burial 
pits which suggests that the cremated remains were packed into 

Figure 1.17 (previous 
page) In 2008 
archaeologists 
were given a rare 
opportunity to 
re-excavate one of 
the Aubrey Holes 
first excavated by 
William Hawley. 
The cremated 
remains of about 60 
people, originally 
found during the 
excavations in 
the 1920s, were 
recovered from 
Aubrey Hole 7. Here, 
Hugo Anderson-
Whymark and Chris 
Casswell examine 
the plaque left by 
Hawley’s assistant 
when the bones were 
reburied in Hole 7 in 
1935, explaining what 
he had done
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leather bags before they were buried. Bone or antler pins found 
with some of the burials might have been used to secure the 
mouth of the bag. The number of people buried at Stonehenge 
declined after c 2700 BC and by the time the last cremated 
remains were buried c 2500 BC, Stonehenge had been completely 
rebuilt. 

Stonehenge is the last of the ‘formative henges’ but this stage 
of its development coincides with the earliest of Britain’s classic 
henges. Readers might be surprised to learn that Stonehenge is 
not a ‘classic henge’ when it is obvious that its name has given 
us the archaeological term ‘henge’. Yet archaeologists use the 
term ‘henge’ to refer not to stone circles or ditched enclosures 
with internal banks but to enclosures in which the ditch is 
inside the bank. Classic henges are earthworks designed to focus 

Figure 1.18 The 
unusual Church 
Henge at Knowlton, 
Dorset, with the 
12th-century Norman 
church constructed 
in the interior. There 
are two further 
henges close by, as 
well as numerous 
barrows
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inwards, as if something was being enclosed. The earliest dated 
example of a classic henge is in the islands of Orkney, off the 
north coast of Scotland, where the Stones of Stenness stone circle 
was enclosed by a bank and internal ditch dating to c 2900 BC. 
Today Orkney seems to be peripheral to the centre of Britain 
but it was a booming centre of megalith-building in the period 
3400–2400 BC. Archaeologists see it as a centre of innovation and 
influence, an extraordinary place that developed novel fashions in 
architecture, both domestic and monumental. Classic henges such 
as the Stones of Stenness may have originated in Orkney and then 
spread to the rest of Britain, along with the square and rounded 
domestic architecture of the sort so well-preserved in stone at the 
settlement of Skara Brae.

Classic henges were certainly the first monumental 
architectural style to spread across the whole of Britain. Examples 
include the Thornborough henges in Yorkshire and the four 
great henge enclosures of the Wessex chalklands at Avebury, 
Marden, Mount Pleasant in Dorset, and Durrington Walls close 
to Stonehenge. Accompanying this Orkney-derived spread of 
architectural styles was a similarly Orcadian style of pottery, 
known as Grooved Ware. Its earliest appearance in Orkney was 
c 3200 BC, and we know that it was a quickly adopted ceramic 
fashion since it had reached the south coast of England by  
c 2800 BC; it then remained in vogue for another 500 years.

Figure 1.19 A large 
sherd of Grooved 
Ware pottery 
recovered during 
the excavations at 
Durrington Walls
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Solstices and major lunar standstills

The main astronomical events marked at Stonehenge are the extreme points of the rising and 
setting of the sun and moon. The sun reaches the most northerly points where it rises (in the 
north-east) and sets (in the north-west) on the longest day of the year on 21–22 June. This is 
the midsummer solstice when the sun’s arc across the sky is longest. It follows its shortest 
arc, rising in the south-east and setting in the south-west, at the midwinter solstice on 21 
December.

The movement of the moon is more complicated. It regularly reaches extreme points of rising 
and setting (known as minor lunar standstills) in the same way as the sun, but only once every 
18.6 years does it reach its true extremes of moonrise and moonset (known as major lunar 
standstills). Northern major moonrise is 4° north of midsummer solstice sunrise, and southern 
major moonrise is 6° south of midwinter solstice sunrise. The same goes for the relationship 
between major moonset and the midsummer and midwinter solstice sunsets.

The timing of major standstills is different from the solstice times of the year. However, the 
moon’s rising and setting at its major standstills is most dramatic when the moon is full in 
midwinter or midsummer, approximately around the solstices. The southerly major moonrise 
and moonset coincide with full moon in midsummer, and the northerly major moonrise and 
moonset with full moon in midwinter.

Figure 1.20  
The directions 
of the solstices 
(sun) and 
standstills 
(moon) on the 
horizon for an 
observer in 
southern Britain 
(© Mike Parker 
Pearson)
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The end of the Late Neolithic: Stonehenge 
stage 2, c 2500 BC
As we have seen, the first stage of Stonehenge was put up c 2900 
BC, certainly before 2755 BC. It was used for cremation burials for 
about 600 years, but around the time that the practice of burying 
within Stonehenge was in decline, there was a major rebuilding of 
the monument. Radiocarbon dates on antler picks buried in the 
stone holes show that this took place at some point c 2500 BC. 
This date marks the end of the Late Neolithic, when Stonehenge 
took the form that largely survives today. At its centre were five 
sarsen trilithons – pairs of uprights with lintels. Hollows carved 
into the lintels fitted into protruding knobs on the tops of the 
sarsen uprights, similar to mortise and tenon joints in carpentry.

The largest of the five trilithons was the so-called ‘great 
trilithon’ on the south-west side, standing c 8m high and 
framing the setting of the sun at the midwinter solstice. This 
followed earlier instances of marking the midwinter solstice 

Figure 1.21 The true 
scale of the sarsen 
trilithons can be seen 
in this photograph 
of the author, Mike 
Parker Pearson
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in the passage graves of Newgrange in Ireland and Maes Howe 
in Orkney. At Maes Howe, the setting midwinter sun shines 
down the tomb’s entrance passage to illuminate the chamber. 
At Newgrange, a specially constructed ‘light box’ above the 
tomb’s entrance allows the rising midwinter sun to shine along 
the passage and into the burial chamber. It seems that this 
association between the midwinter sun and the ancestors linked 
them with the darkest time of the year and the eternal cycling 
of time. 

In stage 2, the bluestones were moved from their original 
arrangement (in a single ring just inside the ditch) and re-erected 
around the sarsen trilithons in a formation known as the Q and 
R Holes. They formed a double arc, pierced by an entrance at the 
north-east. There is no evidence that this double arc of bluestones 

Figure 1.22 
Stonehenge stage 
2, c 2500 BC; the 
stones are erected 
in the centre of the 
interior 
(© Antiquity 
Publications Ltd. 
From Darvill et al 
2012, drawn by 
Vanessa Constant)
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continued in a full circle around the trilithons, and there may 
have been only a single row of stones (or perhaps none at all) to 
the south-west. It is possible that two bluestone lintels were set 
up in this period, one of them as part of the north-east entrance 
through the Q and R Holes. Outside this double arc of bluestones, 
the 30 upright stones of the sarsen circle were erected. Of these, 
seventeen still stand, nine are fallen and four are missing. The 
uprights were joined by lintels; only seven of the circle’s original 
30 sarsen lintels survive. The woodworking metaphor of mortise 
and tenon joints for attaching lintels to the tops of uprights was 
extended to dovetailed jointing fitting together the lintels’ convex 
and concave ends around the sarsen circle. 

Outside the sarsen circle, further arrangements of sarsen 
stones were probably put up at this time. Four small sarsens, 
known as the Station Stones, were positioned immediately inside 
the encircling bank: they formed a large rectangle, with two 
sides aligned towards midsummer sunrise in one direction and 
towards midwinter sunset in the other. The other two sides were 
oriented towards the southernmost point at which the moon 
rises (southern major moonrise) and the northernmost point 

Figure 1.23 The 
centre of Stonehenge 
was designed to be 
an enclosed space, 
with the stones 
positioned such 
that it is difficult for 
anyone outside the 
circle to see what 
is happening within 
the centre of the 
monument. In this 
photograph, taken in 
2013, the positions 
of missing stones 
can be seen as 
parchmarks in the 
grass
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at which the moon sets (northern major moonset). Two of the 
Station Stones were enclosed by small structures, known as the 
south and north barrows. The south barrow was a low chalk 
mound constructed on a chalk plaster surface. This surface may 
have been the floor of a building that stood just inside the south 
entrance to Stonehenge’s enclosure, before the barrow was built 
on top of it. Immediately inside the north-east entrance, the now-
fallen Slaughter Stone was part of a façade of three upright stones 
across the entrance to Stonehenge. Its dramatic name is a product 
of pre-Victorian imagination and there is no evidence at all for its 
use in sacrifice. Finally, the Heel Stone may have been moved to 
its present position from a stone-hole immediately north-west of 
where it stands today.

A recent laser-scan examination of all the stones at Stonehenge 
has shown that the uprights of the sarsen circle were dressed 
slightly differently to those of the trilithons, suggesting that 

Figure 1.24 
It is clear that the 
monument was 
built to be viewed 
from the north-
east, the direction 
from which the 
later Avenue 
approaches it
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there may have been a time gap between the construction of 
the trilithons and the erection of the sarsen circle. There has 
been speculation in modern times about whether the stone 
circle was ever finished since some of the uprights are missing. 
We know that at least one sarsen has been taken away because 
archaeologists have found the hole where it once stood. Other 
holes for missing stones were noticed in 2013 when their locations 
were revealed by parch-marks in the grass, caused by a period of 
drought.

It is clear that in the last 2000 years many of Stonehenge’s 
stones have been chipped away at, broken and removed either 
for use as building stone or as souvenirs. Results of the laser-
scan study suggest that Stonehenge’s sarsen circle probably was 
completed, but the south-west half of the sarsen circle was not as 
well built as the north-east half. It seems Stonehenge was built to 
be appreciated best when viewed from the north-east or from its 
centre.

The Copper Age: Stonehenge stage 3,  
c 2400 BC
Metalworking was a new technology that did not arrive in  
Britain until c 2500 BC. Although widespread in central and 
eastern Europe before 3000 BC, it did not reach Britain until 
at least 500 years later. Experts are unsure about when the use 
of metals reached coastal Europe but it seems likely that there 
was some initial resistance to copper and gold in the megalithic 
heartlands – including some Continental communities as well as 
Britain. 

Around or soon after 2450 BC people in Britain adopted a new 
burial rite that was already widespread in northern and central 
Europe. This saw a change from cremation to inhumation burial 
in single graves with a style of decorated pot known as a Bell 
Beaker. Like metalworking, Bell Beakers originated in Europe 
and only spread to Britain some centuries after they first became 
common on the Continent. Other grave goods (objects placed 
in the grave) might include copper knives, gold hair-ornaments, 
beads, tools and flint arrowheads. The most lavishly provisioned 
grave from this period is that of the Amesbury Archer, who 
was buried at Boscombe Down, 3 miles (4.8km) south-east of 
Stonehenge. Chemical analysis of his teeth indicates that he grew 
up in continental Europe, as did a small proportion of the other 
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people buried with this new, foreign burial rite. The introduction 
of European influences brought to an end over a thousand years of 
isolation for the people of southern Britain. 

To the north of Stonehenge, there was a final burst of 
large-scale monument-building with the construction of three 
enormous, conical, stepped chalk pyramids at Marlborough, 
Marden and Avebury. Silbury Hill at Avebury was the largest, 
requiring one million hours of hard labour. Despite archaeologists’ 
best attempts to explore the mound, Silbury Hill has not yielded 
up the secret of why it was built. No burial has ever been found 
but we do know that it was originally a small barrow. We also 
know that the enormous mound was raised c 2400 BC, just as the 
Bell Beaker burial rite was becoming common practice in Britain. 
These three giant mounds represent the end of the large-scale 
mobilisation of thousands of people working to a single goal. From 
then on, monument-building was to be mostly small-scale, carried 
out at the level of families and lineages rather than entire tribes.

It might be assumed that the arrival from the Continent of Bell 
Beaker people, bringing with them knowledge of metallurgy and 

Figure 1.25 The 
superb collection 
of barbed and 
tanged arrowheads 
from the grave 
of the Amesbury 
Archer. One of 
the richest Beaker 
burials ever found 
in Europe, the grave 
contained a variety 
of objects including 
five Beakers, three 
copper knives, gold 
jewellery and a 
collection of archery 
equipment  
(© Wessex 
Archaeology)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   29 22/09/2015   12:37:49



30 Understanding the monument 

probably the wheel, was a time of bloodshed and ethnic violence. 
Yet, of the hundreds of burials from this period, only a handful of 
skeletons show signs of violence. This is a very different picture 
from earlier times: during the 4th millennium BC almost 7% 
of the skulls from burials have injuries inflicted by blows from 
wooden clubs, and other individuals have evidence that they were 
shot by arrows. Intriguingly, one of the very few victims of violent 
death in the Copper Age was buried at Stonehenge. Whereas all 
previous burials at Stonehenge had been cremations, this was a 
Bell Beaker-style inhumation, the dead man being laid in a grave 
dug into Stonehenge’s outer ditch. Unusually, he was not provided 
with a Bell Beaker; his only grave good was an archer’s wristguard 
but his grave contained three flint arrowheads – he had been shot. 
The arrowheads had lodged in his body cavity, damaging some of 
his bones on entry. From this impact damage, it was possible to 
establish that the arrows had pierced him on different sides of his 

Figure 1.26 Silbury 
Hill, near Avebury. 
Built c 2400 BC, 
extensive excavations 
in the 1960s and 
in 2007 failed to 
establish its purpose
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body. His identity and why he was killed are a mystery: we know 
that he was a local man but why was he shot three times, from 
different directions? Was this an execution, an assassination, or 
a death in combat? His death is less likely to have been a sacrifice 
or a murder because he was buried with care in the conventional 
manner, lying on his left side. His burial may have been a 
continuation of previous rites at Stonehenge as many cremation 
burials had previously been put in the ditch.

Only minor architectural modifications were made in this 
period (stage 3) at Stonehenge. While the stone circle itself was 
not altered much, someone built a route towards the north-east 
entrance – the Stonehenge Avenue – which runs for 1¾ miles 
(2.8km) from Bluestonehenge beside the river at West Amesbury. 
At this time, the emptied holes of Bluestonehenge were  

Figure 1.27 
Stonehenge stage 
3, c 2400 BC; 
the Avenue is 
constructed and 
minor alterations 
are made to the 
arrangement of the 
stones (© Antiquity 
Publications Ltd. 
From Darvill et al 
2012, drawn by 
Vanessa Constant)
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enclosed within a small henge some 30m across, set into the 
riverside end of the Avenue. The Stonehenge Avenue consists of 
parallel ditches some 20m apart with low banks of chalk piled up 
inside the line of the ditches as well as probably outside them. The 
enclosing ditch at Stonehenge was also partially cleaned out at 
this time.

Figure 1.28 A 
reconstruction of the 
monument in stages 
2–3 (© Peter Dunn)
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Whilst the Q and R Hole setting inside the sarsen circle 
remained in place, there may have been a new setting of 
bluestones added to the centre, in the form of an inner bluestone 
circle – very possibly the 25 or so bluestones of Bluestonehenge 
that were dismantled at this time beside the river at West 
Amesbury. Two of the three large sarsen uprights that had blocked 
the north-east entrance of Stonehenge’s enclosure were taken 
down, leaving the third – the Slaughter Stone – still upright and in 
place. The south-west part of the inner bluestone circle was later 
cut into by a large and deep pit, dug against the base of the great 
trilithon. Just why this pit was dug is a mystery but it destabilised 
the trilithon’s uprights so much that one collapsed and broke at 
some later, but unknown, point in time.

Figure 1.29 
Excavations in 
progress at the site 
of Bluestonehenge, 
near West Amesbury. 
The people are 
standing in the 
excavated holes of 
the stones
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The Early Bronze Age: Stonehenge stage 4,  
c 2100 BC
From around 2300–2200 BC, people learned to alloy copper with 
tin to make bronze. Bronze is a much better metal than copper 
for making tools and weapons, and in Britain there were plentiful 
sources of tin in Cornwall. The people of Wessex benefited from 
their control of trade along the south coast to northern France 
and were able to obtain precious materials such as amber from the 
Baltic, jet from Whitby and gold from Ireland. 

In this period people began to construct hundreds of round 
barrows (mounds containing the remains of the dead) on the 
land surrounding Stonehenge. Initially these were small, simple 
mounds with single burials under them, mostly of men rather 
than women, but after 2100 BC certain families built larger 

Figure 1.30 
Stonehenge stage 
4, c 2100 BC; the 
bluestones are 
rearranged within the 
sarsen circle 
(© Antiquity 
Publications Ltd. 
From Darvill et al 
2012, drawn by 
Vanessa Constant)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   34 22/09/2015   12:37:51



35Understanding the monument 

mounds that were often renewed and then enlarged. These large 
barrows contained the burials of men, women and children. After 
this fourth stage of Stonehenge, from about 1900 BC, we find 
important men and women being buried with substantial wealth 
in round barrows, many of them within sight of Stonehenge. The 
most impressive of these burials is that of the man buried beneath 
Bush Barrow, half a mile (0.8km) south of Stonehenge. His grave 
goods included two large bronze daggers, a ceremonial stone mace, 
a bronze axe, two gold lozenges and a gold belt-fastener.

At Stonehenge itself during this stage (c 2100 BC) the 
bluestones were entirely rearranged into a circle inside the ring of 
sarsens; inside that circle, further bluestones were arranged in an 
oval, inside the horseshoe of the trilithons. At some later point, as 
yet undated, the bluestones at the north-east end of this oval were 
removed to create a horseshoe-shaped array of stones, mirroring 
the plan of the sarsen trilithons. In addition, the ditches of the 
Avenue were cleaned out in this period. There are hints that, from 
this date onwards, several of the bluestones were broken up and 
the fragments made into stone tools, including hammerstones, 
a mace-head and a battle-axe. Many such items have been found 
amongst surface scatters of Early Bronze Age artefacts in various 
parts of the surrounding landscape, while others were deposited 
in graves or simply left, half-finished, at Stonehenge. 

Figure 1.31 A 
beautiful gold 
lozenge from the 
Bush Barrow burial 
mound. Made of 
thin sheet gold and 
measuring 18 x 
15cm, the lozenge 
was probably once 
mounted on a 
wooden board and 
held in place by pins. 
It was placed on the 
man’s chest in the 
grave (© Wiltshire 
Museum, Devizes)
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The Middle Bronze Age: Stonehenge stage 5, 
c 1600 BC
There was a period of about 500 years after c 2100 BC when 
nothing much appears to have happened at Stonehenge. However, 
it then had a new lease of life with carvings being made on some 
of the stones and two concentric rings of pits being dug around 
the outside of the sarsen circle. Shortly after this, c 1500 BC, we 
see an agricultural revolution occurring in Britain: for the very 
first time, people divided up their common grazing land into field 
plots with visible boundaries – parallel sets of long ditches known 
as co-axial field systems. Farming practices which had previously 
been predominantly mobile and pastoralist (dependent on 
livestock) now switched to a more evenly balanced mix of pasture 
and cultivation. People were now more rooted to place in life; in 

Figure 1.32 
Stonehenge stage 
5, c 1600 BC; the 
Y and Z holes are 
dug around the 
sarsen circle and 
over 100 carvings 
of axes are made 
on some of the 
stones (© Antiquity 
Publications Ltd. 
From Darvill et al 
2012, drawn by 
Vanessa Constant)
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previous periods they had been rooted only in death, their lives 
having been highly mobile.

Up until 1500 BC the landscape around Stonehenge continued 
to fill up with round barrows, becoming an extensive cemetery 
that stretched for miles on both sides of the River Avon. The 
agricultural revolution had a profound effect on the Stonehenge 
landscape: as field boundaries were laid out, Stonehenge was 
left isolated within a plot of common land. Farms were built 
in amongst the fields and archaeologists have investigated the 
remains of one such farmstead and its field ditches, 400m west 
of Stonehenge. One of its field boundaries, known as the palisade 
ditch, runs to within 100m of Stonehenge itself.

Around this time two concentric circles of pits, known as the 
Y and Z Holes, were dug around the outside of the sarsen circle. 
No stones or wooden posts were ever erected in these pits, and 
nothing was placed in them; they were left to fill up naturally 
with soil. These pits may have been an abandoned attempt 
to rearrange the bluestones again, but their purpose remains 
mysterious. There appears to have been an entrance into the two 
concentric rings of Y and Z Holes on the south-east side because 
the spacing of pits is wide and uneven there. This was also the 
place where Middle Bronze Age pottery was most concentrated.

The only carvings on Stonehenge’s stones date to this period, 
from c 1750 to 1500 BC: over 110 carvings of bronze axe-heads and 
four carvings of daggers (see Fig 5.3) were made on stones 3, 4 and 
5 on the east side of the sarsen circle and on the south trilithon 
(stones 53 and 54). Elsewhere in Britain, carvings of axes and 
daggers from this period are mostly associated with burial places, 
and it is no coincidence that the area around Stonehenge has one 
of the largest and densest cemeteries of burial mounds (the round 
barrows) anywhere in Britain. 

Figure 1.33 Three 
large Bronze Age 
round barrows 
situated to the north-
west of Stonehenge. 
By 1500 BC the 
landscape around 
Stonehenge was one 
of fields interspersed 
with numerous round 
barrows
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The Stonehenge 
landscape

2

Figure 2.1 (facing 
page) The view north 
across Woodhenge 
and Durrington Walls

S alisbury Plain may seem an unlikely spot for a spectacular 
monument such as Stonehenge. The Plain is a plateau of 
rolling grass downland, with no great hills or outstanding 

natural landmarks. It was far from the attractive and sheltered 
valleys and lowlands where prehistoric farmers actually lived. The 
geology of the plain is chalk, the soft, white rock that, in southern 
England, extends in a broad ridge from the Thames valley in the 
north to the south coast. Chalk is highly porous so water does not 
remain on the surface: there are streams that issue from springs 
at the base of the chalk and rivers such as the Avon which have 
cut valleys through the chalk plateau. Stonehenge itself is over 
a mile (1.5km) from the nearest water source, the River Avon in 
its valley at Amesbury, and there are no lakes or natural ponds 
on the chalk downs. So why was Stonehenge built where it was? 
Archaeologists have begun to find an answer but it is not simple; 
it depends, among other things, on our understanding of long-
term changes in vegetation and environment.

After the retreat of the glaciers at the end of the last Ice Age, 
c 17,000 years ago, plants and trees slowly colonised the land. 
As the climate warmed, so cold-loving species such as pine and 
birch were gradually replaced by oak, hazel and other deciduous 
species. Hunter-gatherers re-colonised Britain c 14,700 years ago 
when it was a tundra-like environment similar to that of northern 
Canada or Siberia today. By the time that Early Mesolithic people 
were putting up pine posts at Stonehenge some 10,000 years ago, 
the climate had become slightly warmer, equivalent to central 
Scandinavia today. This climatic period is known as the Boreal. 

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   39 22/09/2015   12:37:53



40 The Stonehenge landscape

Botanists and climatologists have generally thought that Britain 
was covered in dense forest during the Mesolithic period, certainly 
by 6500 BC when it became an island separated from continental 
Europe. But recent studies of the ancient vegetation of Salisbury 
Plain and other high chalklands of Wessex have shown that the 
full succession of woodland species was slow and incomplete on 
these waterless chalk downs. Instead, trees on the high chalk 
grew only singly or in small stands or copses, leaving large areas 
of open grassland. An equivalent today would be the parkland 
landscapes of English stately homes, with trees and shrubs dotted 
across grassland.

Mesolithic hunter-gatherers lived in the forested valleys of the 
Thames and the Avon and their tributaries, and they must have 
found the open woodland of Salisbury Plain’s chalk downs an ideal 
hunting-ground for stalking the large wild cattle, red deer and 
wild pigs that grazed on its grasslands and drank at freshwater 
pools along the river banks, such as Blick Mead. But with the 
advent of farming c 4000 BC came increased clearance of forest 
from valleys and high ground. Within the next thousand years, 
what little woodland there was on Salisbury Plain was almost 
entirely gone except in the valley bottoms. Stonehenge was built 
in a landscape that was probably even more open than it is today, 
the herds of cattle and sheep which periodically grazed these rich 
grasslands preventing scrub and woodland from regenerating.

A sacred place?
One of the big mysteries for archaeologists is why Early Mesolithic 
hunter-gatherers put up a line of huge wooden posts here on 
Salisbury Plain, and why so close to what was to become the 
site of Stonehenge. The new discovery of the long-lived seasonal 
gathering-site or home base at Blick Mead provides part of an 
answer because it means that large numbers of people were 
periodically gathered in one place in sufficient numbers to 
provide the labour required to erect these massive tree trunks 
at Stonehenge: they were probably at least 6m long and 1m in 
diameter. These pine posts were clearly more than just a signpost 
for directions to the Mesolithic campsite; such monuments are so 
unusual among hunter-gatherers anywhere in the world, past and 
present, that there must have been a special reason why they were 
put up here. A possible explanation was discovered in 2008 when 
we excavated a trench across the Stonehenge Avenue, the solstice-
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Reconstructing past environments

Archaeologists study a variety of remains to work out what ancient environments looked like 
and how and when they changed. Ancient pollen is often preserved in wet deposits such as 
accumulations of silt within river channels. By taking samples at close intervals down a core 
extracted from a deep accumulation of river deposits, palynologists (experts who study pollen) 
can identify the different species of trees, shrubs and grasses, and establish the different 
proportions of these, to work out how densely the landscape was forested. By comparing 
each level with another down the core, they can see how certain species became more 
common than others. Early Neolithic landscapes in Britain tend to show a gradual reduction 
of oak and hazel woodland and an increase in grass species, resulting from increased grazing 
and the felling of trees.

Pollen can be blown long distances or, in the case of river deposits, washed some distance 
downstream. As a result, pollen diagrams give a broad-brush picture of the vegetation in the 
wider vicinity of around 30 or 40 miles (50–65km). A more precise and localised picture can 
be built up from the analysis of snails within buried deposits. Some species of snails are able 

to live in several different environments 
but others are restricted to particular 
ecological niches. For example, some 
species live only in damp and shady 
woodland while others are found only 
in open, well-grazed grassland or even 
periodically grazed grassland. The vast 
majority of these niche-specific snails 
are too small to be picked out by the 
naked eye; block samples of soil must 
be taken and then sieved through very 
fine mesh to recover the snails, which 
are then identified under a microscope. 
In the Stonehenge area, snails from 
buried soils beneath burial mounds and 
in other locations have shown that there 
was much more grassland during the 
Neolithic than was once thought.

Figure 2.2 A selection of snails commonly 
found in archaeological deposits, with 
typical habitats. Clockwise from top: 
Vallonia costata – open country; Pupilla 
muscorum – open short grassland and 
bare soil; Punctum pygmaeum – shady 
woodland and rough grassland; Clausilia 
bidentata – fallen timber and leaf litter. 
Clausilia is 9–10mm in length  
(© Mike Allen)
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aligned ceremonial access that leads to Stonehenge’s north-east 
entrance.

What we found was a series of deep, narrow channels in the 
chalk, running along the centre of the Avenue, parallel with its 
solstice axis. Expecting these features to be artificial – surely 
only something man-made could have such an alignment – we 
were amazed to discover that the channels in the chalk bedrock 
were, in fact, naturally formed in a previous Ice Age as periglacial 
fissures that were filled with fine chalk-derived sediment many 
thousands of years before any human hunters arrived here. 
Periglacial fissures form during long periods of intense freezing 
and thawing as water flows downhill. The reason for such large 
fissures forming here was that water had been channelled 
between two naturally formed parallel chalk ridges, also, by 
complete chance, on the solstice axis. 

Today, these parallel chalk ridges are just visible along the line 
of the banks of the Stonehenge Avenue, running for c 150m north-
east from the Heel Stone, but the fissures cannot be seen on the 
surface because of the depth of soil covering them. However, they 
may have caught the attention of hunters 10,000 years ago – in 

Figure 2.3 
Excavations across 
the Avenue, showing 
the periglacial 
features in the centre 
and the ditches on 
either side. The line 
of the Avenue can be 
seen running away to 
the north-east

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   42 22/09/2015   12:37:54



43The Stonehenge landscape

dry weather, as the grass became parched on what was then a 
very thin post-glacial soil, the fissures would have shown up as 
coloured stripes. The ridges would also have been much more 
prominent than they are today, before 10,000 years of weathering. 
Similar periglacial stripes can be seen today as vegetation marks 
next to the site of the Neolithic flint mines at Grimes Graves, 
Norfolk. 

Perhaps the pine posts were placed in the vicinity of the 
periglacial feature to mark this place as a special conjunction of 
cosmological elements, the marks in the land pointing towards 
the sun’s extreme positions of midwinter solstice sunset and 
midsummer solstice sunrise. Both are important moments in 
the calendar of modern-day hunter-gatherers in the circumpolar 
regions of the northern hemisphere. Such a place where the 
heavens and the earth came together might have been considered 
an axis mundi, an axis or centre of the world. The camp at Blick 
Mead may have been far more than just a handy place to gather, 
but somewhere that people returned to as a place of origin. Over 
the centuries and millennia that it was used, this place would have 
become the centre of a network of paths leading towards it from 
many parts of southern Britain. Just as all roads led to Rome, so 
all these paths led to the future site of Stonehenge.

Farmers in the landscape
We don’t know if people retained knowledge of this special 
place across the transition to agriculture. Farmers use land in 
very different ways to hunter-gatherers: time-scheduling and 
seasonal labour mobilisation become crucial. Yet many aspects 
of the previous lifestyle of hunting and gathering continued, 
even after the introduction to Britain of domesticated animals 
and crops. Wild foods (but curiously not marine foods) still 
formed a major part of the diet, and settlements were small and 
dispersed. There were no villages, just hamlets or single houses, 
and people probably continued to be mobile during the annual 
round. Farming needs boundaries and ownership and is therefore 
prone to disputes over cattle, crops and territory. Such disputes 
can boil over into violence that may need to be dealt with by 
holding gatherings where grievances are heard, arguments settled, 
and alliances formed. People may have gathered together for 
such reasons at the causewayed enclosures and other monuments 
built during the Early and Middle Neolithic. These sites were 
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once thought to be settlements but, now that many have been 
excavated, it is clear that they were occupied only occasionally and 
used for activities such as feasting and the exchange of tools and 
pottery.

The Coneybury pit, Robin Hood’s Ball causewayed enclosure 
and the two Stonehenge cursus monuments tell us where 
such intermittent gatherings of people, in their hundreds and 
thousands, took place on Salisbury Plain in the Early and Middle 
Neolithic (during the 4th millennium BC). The monument-
building of that era is also testament to the sacred or religious 
significance of this area: Robin Hood’s Ball is positioned with 
views towards the site of Stonehenge, as is Coneybury, whilst the 
Greater Cursus blocks off the Stonehenge area from the land to its 
north. Yet the Stonehenge area was only one of many landscapes 
across Britain that became ceremonial complexes after 3800 BC. 
Causewayed enclosures, the majority of which are found south of 
the River Trent, are usually located about 25 miles (40km) apart 
or even closer, forming ceremonial centres for a population that, 
in its daily life, lived dispersed across southern Britain. The same 
is true for cursus monuments. The Stonehenge area in 3800–3000 
BC seems not to have been any more special than any other 
monument complex in the region. If anything, it was a bit behind 
the times as no long barrows or other such tombs have been found 
which date to before 3600 BC.

Figure 2.4  
Unlike many other 
monuments, 
Stonehenge is not 
a prominent feature 
in the landscape. 
This is the view east-
north-east towards 
Beacon Hill ridge 
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Neolithic monuments and sites in Wessex and the Thames valley

To understand Stonehenge in its landscape, archaeologists have to treat it as part of a wider 
region that changed through time. Stonehenge and other henges in southern England were 
the successors of Early Neolithic causewayed enclosures in terms of locational continuity and 
their role as gathering places for large numbers of people. Causewayed enclosures, built  
c 3800–3600 BC in Wessex and the Thames valley, were located on the edges of groups 
of long barrows that probably defined different social territories. In addition, there appears to 
have been a major territorial boundary running north–south from the Wash to the south coast, 
marked by a dense spread of causewayed enclosures. Robin Hood’s Ball, the causewayed 
enclosure closest to Stonehenge, lies within this spread. On either side of this divide there 
are noticeable differences in the material culture and funerary architecture of the time. It is 
possible, therefore, that causewayed enclosures were built in these places because of their 
role in enabling gatherings and resolving conflict between different territorial groups.

Middle Neolithic cursus monuments (c 3600–3200 BC) are found in similar locations to 
causewayed enclosures, especially along major rivers where they often mark off a large plot of 
land bounded by water on other sides. There are fewer cursus monuments than causewayed 
enclosures, especially in the Thames valley. One of the major ceremonial complexes, at Avebury, is 
unusual in having a causewayed enclosure and a henge but no cursus. The distribution of cursus 
monuments and, after them, henges, shows a marked shift to the east. This may indicate the 
encroachment of different groups of people expanding out of their original territories from the west.

Late Neolithic henges are found in similar localities to cursus monuments within Wessex and the 
Thames valley. They are often located at significant points along rivers or near to their sources. 

Figure 2.5 The stone circle at Avebury, enclosed within its large bank
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Archaeologists often call these monument complexes ‘central 
places’ – prehistoric equivalents of towns, in contrast to villages 
and hamlets – but they were, in all likelihood, ‘peripheral’ or even 
‘neutral’ places located on the boundaries between populations or 
territories, as well as on natural routeways between settlement 
areas. The distribution of long barrows is one indicator of such 
territories: Robin Hood’s Ball and other causewayed enclosures in 
Wessex lie on the edges of these groups of tombs. No-one actually 
lived full-time on top of the chalk: people farmed the valleys and 
lowlands on either side of Salisbury Plain. The Plain, and indeed 
the entire chalk plateau running from Avebury in the north to 
Dorchester in Dorset in the south, was a boundary area for farming 
groups: it was used for grazing on the high grasslands and for large-
scale gatherings to meet people from the ‘other side of the hill’.

Stonehenge in the landscape
Even when Stonehenge was first built c 2900 BC, the landscape 
around it was crowded with a palimpsest of monuments and long-
visited places. This was already an ancient place with a human 
imprint that stretched back 5000 years. This first Stonehenge was 
a circular enclosure reserved for cremation burials, with standing 
stones and posts. It is probable that Welsh bluestone pillars were 
set in the 56 Aubrey Holes to form a large stone circle within the 
banks of the enclosure (see Fig 1.14). Special offerings of cattle 
skulls and other animal bones were also placed in the bottom of its 
ditch. There was something very special about why these particular 
bones were buried. We know from radiocarbon-dating that some of 
them were already 200 years old when they were put in the ground 
and we also know that one of these cattle was raised in western 
Britain, quite possibly from the same region in which the bluestones 
originated. At around this time the smaller circle known as 
Bluestonehenge, consisting of some 25 or so bluestones, was erected 
a mile away at the riverside in West Amesbury, but no cremated 
remains were found at this former stone circle. 

The choice of location for the Stonehenge cremation enclosure 
might have been influenced by the periglacial ridges and fissures, 
since the south-west end of this natural feature led directly 
into the enclosure’s main entrance. In other words, anyone 
approaching the enclosure from the north followed a 150m-long 
natural ‘avenue’ oriented in the direction of the midwinter solstice 
sunset.
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The centre of Stonehenge has been heavily disturbed by people 
digging there over many centuries so it is difficult to know 
whether something special was located here. However, there are 
hints that this may not have been a ‘greenfield’ site. The so-called 
‘north barrow’ within the enclosure could have been an earlier, 
smaller enclosure cut into by the enclosure’s ditch. There is also 
a low mound just south-east of the centre of Stonehenge; part of 
its edge was revealed during excavations in 2008, and it appears 
to be a natural mound of some sort. Intriguingly, a loose piece of 
charcoal found in that excavation produced a radiocarbon date of 
the same age as the Early Mesolithic posts.

Just where the builders of this first Stonehenge lived is 
unknown. One possible location is Wilsford Down, south-west of 
Stonehenge, where finds of pottery and arrowheads of this date 
have been found on the ground surface. Another possibility is 

Figure 2.6 A 
reconstruction of 
the stone circle at 
Bluestonehenge, 
on the banks of 
the Avon at West 
Amesbury (© Peter 
Dunn)
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Figure 2.7 The 
Stonehenge 
landscape c 1600  
BC (© Historic 
England)
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the valley that runs from Coneybury to West Amesbury where 
Bluestonehenge is located. Coneybury lies on a long ridge halfway 
between Stonehenge and West Amesbury. Many chisel arrowheads 
of this period have been found here during fieldwalking and there 
is also a partially excavated structure at Coneybury that dates 
to around this time. This consists of a group of pits that are of 
a size consistent with having once held large wooden posts in a 
rectangular arrangement, surrounded by wooden stakes. This 
timber structure is too large to have been a house and was most 
likely a monument of some sort; it was later enclosed by a bank 
and ditch as a classic henge.

Figure 2.8 Chisel 
arrowhead found 
during excavations at 
Bluestonehenge
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Stonehenge and Durrington Walls
Around 2500 BC, at the very end of the Neolithic period, 
Stonehenge received a massive make-over. Some 80 large blocks 
of sarsen were brought to the site, probably from the Marlborough 
Downs, 20 miles (32km) to the north, to join the 80 or so 
bluestones. The large sarsen stones were probably shaped to 
approximate size in the as-yet undiscovered hollows where they 
lay. They were later dressed using sarsen hammerstones outside 
the Stonehenge enclosure, to its north (see Fig 4.17). They were 
then taken into the enclosure and erected as the inner horseshoe 
of trilithons and the outer circle of uprights and lintels.

The question of where the builders lived had been a puzzle 
for many years until we discovered the remains of a large but 
short-lived settlement beneath the banks of the nearby henge at 
Durrington Walls. Before the excavations at Durrington Walls 
between 2004 and 2007, archaeologists had failed to find any 
trace of Late Neolithic settlement in the immediate vicinity of 
Stonehenge other than scatters of flint arrowheads and a few 
stone tools. Excavations within Stonehenge and in close proximity 
to it had failed to find the quantities of Grooved Ware pottery, 
animal bones and other residues of daily life that would have been 
left behind by the substantial workforce needed to build the stone 
circle at Stonehenge (in its second stage).

Durrington Walls is almost 2 miles (3.2km) from Stonehenge, in 
a dry valley that meets the River Avon north of Amesbury. With 
a diameter of 440m, it is Britain’s largest henge. Outside its south 
entrance lies Woodhenge, a small henge built around a timber 
circle. Two more timber circles lay within Durrington Walls: the 
Southern Circle and the smaller Northern Circle. Woodhenge was 
excavated in 1928 and the two Durrington Walls timber circles 
were dug in 1967, but it was only in 2004–07 that remains were 
found underneath the henge’s banks of a large village, around the 
wooden circles. Since the remains of the village were beneath the 
banks of the henge, we know that the village was there before the 
henge was built. 

Thanks to new, more precise methods of radiocarbon-dating, 
Durrington Walls henge can be dated to 2480–2460 BC. The 
village beneath the henge was occupied for no more than 55 years 
in the period c 2500 BC. For exactly how long we cannot be sure 
but it may have been no more than a decade. All of the houses in 
the village appear to have been lived in at the same time: none 
was built on top of an earlier house. Each house had a floor of 
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smoothed chalk plaster which, in some cases, had been applied 
many times: in one house the floor had been re-plastered as many 
as seven times. Similarly, each house had a group of pits outside 
it that had provided the chalk slurry from which to make floor 
plaster and also the chalk daub to cover and repair the walls. 
In one group, there were twelve pits, each dug into the edge of 
the one before. If repairs to floors and walls had taken place on, 
say, an annual cycle, just a decade or two might be a good guess 
for how long the village was inhabited. If Durrington Walls was 
indeed the camp where the builders of Stonehenge stage 2 lived, 
then it is likely that this stage of Stonehenge was built within a 
decade. This may seem like a long time for a single construction, 
given the thousands of people involved, but, as explained below, 
building work may have been concentrated seasonally in the 
autumn and winter months rather than occurring all year round.

Although only nine houses were excavated at Durrington Walls, 
the density of Neolithic houses there is unparalleled anywhere 

Figure 2.9 
Woodhenge, situated 
just to the south of  
Durrington Walls, 
was first excavated 
by Maud Cunnington 
in the 1920s. The 
site consists of six 
concentric oval rings 
of posts surrounded 
by a ditch and 
an outer bank. It 
measures 110m 
across, with a single 
entrance to the 
north-east. A small 
number of postholes 
were re-excavated 
by the Stonehenge 
Riverside Project 
team in 2008
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else in Britain except Orkney. Extrapolating from the traces of 
occupation found beneath the henge bank around its circuit, it is 
likely that there were as many as 1000 houses, so we can estimate 
a likely population of 4000 people or more. This equates to the 
estimate of the number of people needed to dig Durrington Walls’ 
huge, deep ditch a generation later. Most of the inhabitants of 
Durrington Walls probably did not live there all year round. 
Analysis of the season of death of the huge numbers of pigs 
consumed by the inhabitants has revealed that the vast majority 
of animals were slaughtered in the autumn and wintertime. This 
evidence for winter feasting coincides with Stonehenge’s emphasis 
on the midwinter solstice sunset.

Another link between Durrington Walls and Stonehenge is the 
orientation of the two timber circles within the Durrington Walls 
settlement. They both have solstitial orientations: their entrances 
face towards the midwinter solstice sunrise. From the riverside an 

Figure 2.10 Plan 
of Woodhenge and 
Durrington Walls, 
with the avenue 
running south-east 
towards the River 
Avon (© Irene de 
Luis)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   53 22/09/2015   12:37:58



54 The Stonehenge landscape

avenue leads 170m to the larger Southern Circle. Not only is this 
Durrington Walls avenue oriented on midsummer solstice sunset 
but its original surface (beneath a later, man-made surface of 
rammed flint) was naturally deposited. This is another instance of 
a natural feature aligned on a solstitial axis and appropriated by 
the people of Stonehenge. The Durrington Walls avenue connected 
the Southern Circle to the bank of the River Avon. With a surface 
15m wide and flanking banks, this was far more than a track to 
get water from the river. A house-sized building on each bank 
provided views down to the river, presumably of processions. 

We can be sure that this avenue was a link not simply to the 
river but ultimately to Stonehenge because the two locations were 
opposite sides of the same coin. Durrington’s Southern Circle 
looked towards the midwinter solstice sunrise whilst Stonehenge’s 
great trilithon was oriented towards the midwinter solstice sunset. 
Durrington Walls was a place of the living whilst Stonehenge was 
a place where only the dead dwelled. 

Figure 2.11 
Excavations in 
progress at the 
eastern end of 
the Durrington 
Walls avenue 
and surrounding 
settlement

Figure 2.12 (facing 
page) A ripple-
flaked arrowhead 
found during the 
excavations at West 
Amesbury (Avenue 
ditch). Length: 45mm 
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It seems that this unusually meandering stretch of the River 
Avon, between Durrington and West Amesbury, had a special 
significance as a physical and perhaps even supernatural link to 
Stonehenge, winding its way through a small gorge and past Blick 
Mead. Downstream at West Amesbury, about 100 years later, 
people built the Stonehenge Avenue leading from the Avon to 
Stonehenge. While the ditches for this avenue were not dug until  
c 2400 BC, the construction of the bluestone circle known  
as Bluestonehenge at West Amesbury, which is thought to date to  
c 3000 BC, indicates that this was an important spot from  
early on.

It may seem curious that a prehistoric workforce should 
choose to live nearly 2 miles (3.2km) from their place of work – 
Stonehenge – but the construction of the stone circle was much 
more than an ordinary building project. Stonehenge was a place of 
the dead, full of cremation deposits, so keeping a healthy distance 
between the living and the dead might well have seemed sensible 
for the living. Similar distancing of the dead from the living at 
this time has been noted elsewhere in Britain. For example, two 
Late Neolithic enclosures have been found near Perth in Scotland. 
One of these, at Forteviot, is associated with cremated human 
remains and the sockets of removed standing stones. The other,  
2 miles (3.2km) upstream at Leadketty, is associated with 
settlement debris including large quantities of Grooved Ware. In 
Orkney, the Ring of Brodgar stone circle lies a mile (1.5km) to the 
north of a large settlement at the Ness of Brodgar, located on a 
long, thin peninsula. This concern with putting distance between 
the dead and the living was probably widespread across Britain in 
the 3rd millennium BC.

The Durrington Walls houses

Excavations at Durrington Walls in 2004–07 revealed the remains of nine houses dating 
to c 2500 BC. Seven of these were located beneath the east entrance of the henge, and 
two were set within their own ditched enclosures (known as the Western Enclosures) in the 
centre of the henge. The houses at the east entrance had well-preserved floors covered with 
domestic debris left behind when each house was last used. The houses were square in 
plan (about 5.3m x 5.3m) with rounded corners. The interior of each house was covered with 
a floor of chalk ‘plaster’, extending to within a metre of the walls. Various types of wooden 
furniture filled this zone around the edge, leaving postholes and beam-slots to show where 
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Figure 2.14 Stone-built furniture 
inside a reconstructed house 
at Skara Brae. The houses at 
Durrington Walls had similar 
furniture, but built of timber

box beds, shelving and storage spaces once stood. A central hearth was set in a sunken 
circular fireplace. The walls were made of wattle and daub and the house roofs were probably 
thatched with reeds from the nearby riverside. The house interiors would have been very like 
the interiors of Orcadian houses at Skara Brae. In Orkney the furniture survives because, in 
the absence of wood, it had to be built of stone.

The Durrington Walls houses show a wide range of differences, related both to social status 
and to different activities. The two houses excavated in the Western Enclosures were clearly 
special, inhabited by people either of a high status or with a special ritual role (or both – we 
cannot tell). One of the east entrance houses had its own outhouse and was separated by a 
fence from other nearby dwellings. Two ‘houses’ on the banks of the Durrington Walls avenue 
were not actual dwellings but were open on one side; this would have provided views along 
the avenue to the river, and they may have been used during ceremonies. The small, square 
Durrington Walls houses are 
of the sort that people lived in. 
Larger houses, built in a D-plan, 
were most likely meeting houses. 
The largest timber structures 
were, of course, the timber 
circles. Stonehenge is basically 
a stone version of a wooden 
meeting house in a timber circle.

Figure 2.13 Aerial 
view of one of the 
houses at Durrington 
Walls, showing the 
outer ring of stake 
holes and the floor 
of compacted chalk. 
Mike Parker Pearson 
is kneeling in the 
indentations left by 
the occupants as they 
knelt by the central 
hearth
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After Stonehenge: barrows in the landscape
These distinctions in the landscape between the places of the 
living and the places of the dead changed after 2400 BC as people 
started to use the land on either side of this stretch of the River 
Avon for their burial mounds. Gradually, over the next 900 years, 
the entire area on both sides of the river became a vast cemetery 
of round barrows. There are more than 670 Bronze Age barrows 
on this part of Salisbury Plain. Many of them are positioned so 
that Durrington Walls, not Stonehenge, is visible from them. 
That said, Stonehenge has an ‘envelope’ of unused land around 
the monument, with only 40 or so barrows close to the stones, 
but certain groups of barrows are visible on the horizon in all 
directions when looking outwards from Stonehenge.

The Stonehenge landscape contains the largest and almost 
the densest cluster of round barrows in Britain. An even denser, 
but smaller, cluster is found in Thanet in Kent and clusters 
are also found around other former henge complexes such as 
Avebury and Dorchester, but the Stonehenge barrows are the most 
remarkable. Not only is there a great variety of barrow forms in 
the Stonehenge area – bell, saucer, pond, bowl and disc – but many 
of the barrows were built in ways that seem to us unnecessarily 
laborious. When the great storm of 1987 blew down trees on top 
of barrows on King Barrow Ridge, north-east of Stonehenge, 
archaeologist Mike Allen discovered that these barrows were built 
not of chalk but of turf and topsoil. Each had been created by 
heaping up quantities of turf and soil, no doubt taken from the 
surrounding grassland, and thus building each barrow would have 
destroyed several hectares of agricultural land. Not only was this 
economically wasteful, but the back-breaking task would have 
been very little fun for the mourners, who would have dug up the 
turf with antler picks and other basic tools.

People were certainly living in this landscape as it filled up 
with round barrows. They left traces of their settlements to the 
west, north-west and north of Stonehenge, as well as on the other 
side of the river at Boscombe Down, east of Amesbury. Yet the 
area in between these two zones, south and east of Stonehenge 
and next to the river’s west bank, seems not to have been settled. 
There is no obvious agricultural reason for this avoidance so it 
may be that there were religious and political prohibitions on 
living in certain places.

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   58 22/09/2015   12:37:59



59The Stonehenge landscape

Stonehenge among fields 
Round barrow building ended c 1500 BC. Stonehenge now became 
surrounded by a fully farmed landscape of bounded fields. One of 
the first field boundaries to be constructed, perhaps around the 
same time as the Y and Z Holes, was a timber palisade that ran 
north-east–south-west across the land to the west of Stonehenge. 
It seems to have reinforced the distinction between the settled 
areas to the west and north and the areas to the south and east 
where settlement was absent. The palisade ran for 2 miles (3.2km) 
but was not continuous: there was a 100m-wide gap within it 
to the north-west of Stonehenge, so it seems not to have been 
defensive or even capable of keeping people and animals out. Its 
timber posts were left to decay in some segments and removed in 
others, being replaced by an open ditch that was later cleaned out 
on several occasions. The ditch finally silted up c 1450 BC when 
a sheep was buried in it. The abandoned ditch was later used for 
human burials c 1200 BC (in the Late Bronze Age) and c 600 BC 
(in the Iron Age).

The palisade ditch, as it is called, seems not to have an  
entirely agricultural purpose. It delineated a block of land,  
2.5 km x 1.4 km, that incorporated Stonehenge and the two most 
impressive groups of round barrows – those on Normanton Down 
and on King Barrow Ridge. Perhaps it formalised earlier links 
between Stonehenge and the families who now buried their dead 
in these prestigious groups of barrows. Whatever the reason, this 
land was set aside for grazing whilst the rest of the Stonehenge 
landscape was divided up into a patchwork of cultivated fields. 
In the succeeding millennia much of Stonehenge’s landscape 
has been ploughed at one time or another. Today’s grass cover, 
grazed by sheep, belies a long and active history of agricultural 
transformation.
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Reconstruction paintings – how and why they are done

Creating a reconstruction painting is a complex process, involving site visits, research, and 
collaboration with archaeologists, historians and many other experts. After visiting the site 
and getting immersed in the subject, there is first a period of gathering information together 
– excavation reports, sketches, plans and photographs – and accessing ideas on the 
interpretation of the evidence and making sense of it yourself, before trying to come up with a 
reconstruction that will communicate all this to the viewer. 

Next comes a simple rough sketch from the best viewpoint with basic details of the site; at 
this and each worked-up rough drawing there will be discussions over various points of detail. 
Sometimes this can take a while and the academic process is often cut short if the finished 
painting is needed to meet a deadline for a book or exhibition.

The aim of the reconstruction is to use available evidence and theories to create an 
interpretation that will inform and inspire people, from academics to young viewers, about 
particular aspects of the past. The results of archaeological excavations are often difficult to 
visualise when holes in the ground are all that is left of impressive oak posts, or plaster floors 
are all that survive of houses that have lost their walls and roofs. Landscapes can change 

Figure 2.15 Reconstruction artist Peter Dunn discussing details with Julian Thomas during the 
excavations at Bluestonehenge

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   60 22/09/2015   12:38:00



61The Stonehenge landscape

dramatically over thousands of years, with soil moving downhill by erosion and cultivation, or 
the course of a river altering. There may be woodland where once there was open grassland, 
whilst modern buildings and roads can interfere with the view of the past. 

The artist’s task is to illustrate the interpretive leap so that we can all appreciate what was 
once there. The full range of evidence is needed, including the results of pollen analysis and 
other environmental studies, to bring the past alive, to get a feeling for how the world might 
have looked to the people of the ancient past, and how they themselves may have looked as 
they constructed and used sites such as Stonehenge and Durrington Walls.

Of course, no reconstruction can ever represent exactly what the past was like; there are 
many layers of interpretation and new evidence will change our understanding over the years. 
Decisions are made at every stage that can affect the view and details in the final painting; 
this will also reflect the artist’s own vision and style. The purpose should always be the same: 
to create ‘a sense of place’ and to stimulate the viewer to look at the past and ask questions 
about what life was like hundreds or even thousands of years ago.

Figure 2.16 Peter Dunn’s draft pencil sketch of the houses at Durrington Walls; see Figure 2.17 for 
the finished painting (© Peter Dunn)
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Figure 2.17 
Houses at 
Durrington Walls 
– the finished 
painting (© Peter 
Dunn)
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J ust why Stonehenge was built is a question that was first 
asked long before our modern age. The earliest attempt to 
answer it dates from almost 1000 years ago, written down by 

a monk called Geoffrey of Monmouth in his History of the Kings of 
Britain about AD 1136. 

The story Geoffrey tells is that a group of Britons was 
treacherously slain by invading Saxons. To mark this massacre 
at Amesbury, the magician Merlin ordered the building of a 
stone monument to stand as a cenotaph for the dead. Merlin also 
decreed that the stones for this memorial should be brought from 
far away, from Mount Killaurus in Ireland, taking them from 
a stone circle previously erected by giants. The reason for this, 
claimed Merlin, was that the stones of this circle were magical and 
had healing powers. Merlin took 10,000 men to Ireland to bring 
back the stones and erected them at Stonehenge exactly as they 
had been arranged on Mount Killaurus (or so says Geoffrey). 

We have no idea where Geoffrey heard the story or whether he 
simply made it up himself. Some people think romantically that 
it is a relic of prehistoric folk-memory rather than a medieval 
monk’s attempt to explain an ancient mystery. But Geoffrey’s 
story is riddled with inconsistencies and mistakes: Stonehenge 
is much older than the Saxons and Britons, who were fighting 
700 years before Geoffrey; secondly, none of Stonehenge’s stones 
comes from Ireland; and there never were any giants (or wizards, 
obviously!). Myths and legends may be fun to read but archaeology 
consistently debunks such stories, while always searching for any 
tiny grain of truth that may hide within.

Stonehenge 
and society

Figure 3.1 (facing 
page) Detail from 
Peter Dunn’s 
imagining of a 
ceremony at 
Bluestonehenge. 
The figures are 
carrying artefacts of 
the kind recovered 
from excavations at 
Stonehenge: cattle 
skulls, a mace-head 
and a stone axe  
(© Peter Dunn)

3
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Are there any grains of truth in Geoffrey’s story? Substitute 
Wales for Ireland and that could account for the bluestones, 
brought from far away. Calling Stonehenge a monument to 
the dead is also echoed by archaeological discoveries inside 
Stonehenge. Yet such similarities between Geoffrey’s story and 
the hard facts could merely be chance coincidences. We need to 
put the story, enchanting though it is, to one side and examine 
the archaeological evidence. As shown in the previous chapters, 
archaeologists know a great deal about when Stonehenge was 
built and what it contained, as well as how it was sited within its 
wider landscape. To understand the society that built it we can 
draw upon architecture, geographical patterns of organisation and 
movement, portable artefacts and their decorations, people’s diet 
and pathology, and burial practices. 

Society before Stonehenge
Britain during the 4th millennium BC was a violent and divided 
island, judging by the injuries on skulls buried in tombs and 
causewayed enclosure ditches. Two causewayed enclosures, at 
Hambledon Hill in Dorset and Crickley Hill in Gloucestershire, 
show evidence of having been attacked c 3400 BC. There may have 
been full-scale warfare in parts of the south-west, extending into 
Devon and Cornwall. 

The population of Britain was very small – perhaps fewer than 
200,000 – and people lived a largely dispersed life in small, remote 
communities, only coming together occasionally to take part in 
large gatherings. At certain moments during the 4th millennium 
these gatherings involved the building and use of monuments 
such as causewayed enclosures and tombs. The world of the 
living was ephemeral and transient, whereas that of the dead was 
often monumental and fixed. Such Early Neolithic monuments 
required communal effort to build them but this was tiny in 
comparison to the labour later needed to build Stonehenge and 
other Late Neolithic monuments. A causewayed enclosure could be 
constructed by 1000 people or fewer within a single season, a long 
barrow by just a few hundred.

There are no material indications that Early Neolithic Britain 
was a class-based society: there may well have been leaders and 
elders but the communal burial rites, in which many people were 
interred together in the same tomb, project an ideology of relative 
equality. Long barrows and other burial monuments were built by 
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and for groups. Only after 3500 BC did large groups of people get 
together to build monuments for individuals.

The Middle Neolithic (3400–3000 BC) saw a change from 
communal to individual burial that hints at certain people now 
having considerable power over others. Although there was no 
gold or silver with which to bolster inequalities, the appearance 
at this time of individual graves with numerous grave goods and 
covered by large burial mounds reveals the rise of elites. One of 
these special graves is Liff’s Low in Derbyshire where the dead 
man was provided with an antler mace-head, two tusks of wild 
boar, polished flint axes and knives, flint arrowheads and red 
ochre for body decoration. At Duggleby Howe in Yorkshire a 
succession of burials in a very large round barrow included some 
with similarly fancy grave goods. One man buried here appears 
to have been accompanied by a gruesome trophy – the head of a 
young woman who was clubbed on the side of her head at the time 
of her death.

Evidence for farming in the Middle Neolithic is hard to find, 

Figure 3.2 One of 
the fifteen layers of 
disarticulated human 
bones found in a pit 
at a circular, triple-
ditched Neolithic 
enclosure at Banbury 
Lane, Northampton. 
The deposit contains 
the remains of at 
least 165 individuals 
and has been 
dated to the Middle 
Neolithic (3360–3100 
BC) (© MOLA 
Northampton)
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as is any trace of the houses that people lived in. It may be that 
there was a change to increasing pastoralism, relying on animals 
rather than cereals. Overall, woodlands regenerated in this period 
as previously cleared areas of cultivation reverted to forest. Of 
course, some grassland areas such as Stonehenge were not affected 
by these vegetational changes. 

Monument building switched to new styles of round barrow 
and cursuses. It is interesting that the Greater Stonehenge cursus 
and the long barrow at its east end were apparently built as a unit, 
linking certain of the dead directly to this prestigious and labour-
consuming structure. Cursus monuments are not found on the 
Continent, in contrast to causewayed enclosures, long barrows and 
other Early Neolithic tombs which are found in Europe as well as 
Britain, and they represent the first fully indigenous monument 
form in Britain. The Greater Cursus at Stonehenge is a good-sized 
example, its construction requiring four times as much labour 
as Robin Hood’s Ball, built a couple of centuries earlier. Not all 
cursus monuments required as much labour-power to build as 
the Greater Cursus; many were much smaller, just a few hundred 
metres long. In contrast, the largest is the Dorset Cursus on 

Figure 3.3 The 
grave goods from 
Burial 7 at Duggleby 
Howe round barrow, 
East Yorkshire. The 
group includes six 
arrowheads, two 
beaver teeth chisels, 
a bone pin and 
twelve boars’ tusks, 
some of which have 
been worked  
(© National Museums 
Scotland; courtesy of 
Hull Museums)
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Cranborne Chase, a massive 10 miles (16km) long. Even though 
the Dorset Cursus is actually two cursuses joined end to end, each 
of them is more than twice as long as the Stonehenge Greater 
Cursus. 

The greatest investment in monument-building at this time 
was in Ireland, specifically at the Bend in the Boyne where the 
huge tombs of Knowth and Newgrange, built c 3200 BC, represent 
a new type of ‘super monument’. The discovery of a very fine 
carved stone mace-head in one of the chambers at Knowth 
provides a further indication that people of power and authority 
were buried within these passage graves. These tombs required 

Figure 3.4 The 
southern cursus 
monument at 
Holywood, Dumfries 
and Galloway, 
showing clearly as 
a cropmark. The 
Holywood complex 
includes two cursus 
monuments and a 
stone circle  
(© RCAHMS)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   69 22/09/2015   12:38:03



70 Stonehenge and society

the labour of many hundreds if not 
thousands of people, to bring building 
materials such as quartz blocks from 
the Wicklow Mountains 40 miles (65km) 
to the south, and to construct the tomb. 
The building of such monuments would 
also have required enormous supplies of 
food for feeding the workers, as well as 
other resources such as ropes, timbers 
and antler picks. Years of planning 
would have been necessary to raise the 
herds of animals for eating, to collect 
all the raw materials, and to make the 
ropes and other equipment.

Stonehenge stage 1 – a circle for the dead,  
c 2900 BC
As explained earlier, the first stage of Stonehenge, built c 2900 
BC, consisted of an enclosure for cremation burials, wooden posts 
and standing stones. Architecturally, it drew upon ideas developed 
not in southern England but in Ireland, Wales and Scotland. The 
concept of orientation on a solstice axis is a feature of Newgrange, 
where cremation burial was already practised. Stonehenge is a 
late example of a ‘formative’ henge, one of the earliest being 
at Llandygai in north Wales. At Stonehenge, cremated human 
remains were used in the packing to hold up standing stones 
(in the Aubrey Holes), and this practice was also employed at 
Llandygai (in a small stone circle outside the henge’s entrance) and 
at the small stone circle of Balbirnie in Fife, Scotland.

This incorporation of the remains of the dead within stone 
circles such as Balbirnie and Stonehenge continued a relationship 
between megaliths and the dead that stretched back almost 1000 
years in Britain and nearly 2000 years within Atlantic Europe. 
Archaeologists have long recognised this as evidence of ancestor-
venerating practices amongst these early farmers, for whom 
genealogies were a means of creating kin groups large enough to 
work together in growing their food. By constructing the places of 
the ancestors in permanent materials – stone, earth and chalk – 
they were demonstrating the eternal presence of these ancestors 
in the transient world of the living. This eternal presence was 
further reinforced by linking certain monuments to the endless 

Figure 3.5 The 
beautiful carved 
stone mace-head 
from Knowth, Ireland. 
Items such as this 
were clearly prestige 
objects and indicate 
that this was the 
tomb of a powerful 
person in Neolithic 
society (© Ken 
Williams)
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Stonehenge for the ancestors

In 1998 Mike Parker Pearson invited his Malagasy colleague, Ramilisonina, to visit Stonehenge 
and Avebury. They had worked together for many years on the archaeology of Madagascar, 
where standing stones and stone monuments are still built today for the dead. Ramilisonina’s 
own family put up megaliths so it was interesting to see what he made of Stonehenge. 
Ramilisonina could not believe that archaeologists had been unable to work out what it was 
for. In Madagascar, he explained, people build in stone for the ancestors because stone, like 
the ancestors, is eternal. Buildings for the living are made of wood because it, like human 
lives, is transient. Stonehenge was clearly a place of the ancestors.

Ramilisonina’s idea echoed what several archaeologists were already thinking, and these 
theories were the impetus for a major project, the Stonehenge Riverside Project (see Chapter 
5). The findings of this project confirmed Ramilisonina’s predictions that Stonehenge was for 
the dead by recovering and dating its cremated human remains. The project also discovered 
an entirely unsuspected village – a place of the living – beneath the henge of Durrington Walls. 
It revealed the likely significance of the River Avon, linking Stonehenge and Durrington Walls 
via two ceremonial avenues. Stonehenge was thus one part of a much larger complex that 
stretched for 2 miles (3.2km) along the river.

Ethnographic analogy – making comparisons 
between the past and the present, and 
between one culture and another – is only 
one small part of archaeological reasoning. 
In this case, it helped provide a starting point 
for research: a set of predictions that could 
be compared with what actually lay under the 
ground. If the predictions had been wrong, 
then the idea could have been rejected. 
The theory that Stonehenge was associated 
with ancestors provided a short-cut to 
understanding that Stonehenge was part of 
a long tradition in Neolithic western European 
megalith-building from 4700 BC to 2000 BC: 
stone and earthen monuments were built for 
the dead and the ancestors, whilst Neolithic 
houses were built of perishable materials 
(except in treeless environments such as 
Orkney).

Figure 3.6 Ramilisonina, the archaeologist 
from Madagascar whose ideas inspired the 
Stonehenge Riverside Project
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cycle of the heavens, notably the movements of the sun and the 
moon, through orientations and alignments towards key moments 
such as solstice sunrise and sunset. 

The most dramatic feature of Stonehenge stage 1 is the presence 
of some 56 bluestones arranged as a stone circle within its Aubrey 
Holes, and another 25 or so such stones set up in a circle at the site 
known as Bluestonehenge beside the river at West Amesbury, a 
mile south-east of Stonehenge. To bring 80 or so bluestone pillars, 
each weighing 1–2 tons, from Wales, 140 miles (225km) away, must 
have been an extraordinary achievement requiring a significant 
level of co-operation between several territories. Opinion is divided 
about whether the bluestones were brought by sea or over land 
but, whichever way they came, their transport would have required 
lengthy negotiation between different territorial groups, long-term 
centralised planning, and complex organisation. 

People had been exchanging polished axes of stone and flint 
over long distances across Britain for a thousand years before 
the bluestones were moved, so there were certainly long-distance 
routeways already in existence. Numerous ‘axe factories’ – where 
the axes were quarried and shaped – have been identified, so we 
know where many of them originated. The distinctive geology 
of one type of polished axe pinpoints its place of origin to the 
Preseli mountains in west Wales although its precise source has 
not yet been located. It is a different rock type to the Stonehenge 
bluestones but the products of this axe quarry are distributed 
throughout the valleys of south Wales, indicating the existence 
of inland routes leading eastwards from Preseli long before the 
bluestones were transported. 

Similar cases of the long-distance movement of large stones 
are well documented for ancient Egypt, the Inca and the Roman 
Empire – all early state societies with stratified social classes of 
administrators and labourers, writing systems, tax collection 
and centralised bureaucracy. Neolithic societies in Britain (and 
the whole of Europe) were not that organised, and while social 
inequality was already in place, it would be 3000 years before the 
earliest state society in Britain. So how was the long-distance 
movement of bluestones possible?

To answer this question, we need to look at evidence for 
co-operative, communal and large-scale activities in this period. 
As described earlier, among the changes during the Middle 
Neolithic was the architectural innovation of the cursus, a type 
of monument that was not only indigenous in inspiration but 
was also constructed across almost the whole of Britain – far 

Figure 3.7 (facing 
page) The towering 
sarsen trilithons 
dwarf the bluestones
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more widely than previous monument types such as causewayed 
enclosures. Cursuses were built in Scotland, England and Wales 
and there may even be one at Newgrange in Ireland. In the same 
period, people across the whole of southern Britain adopted a 
new style of decorated pottery, known as Peterborough Ware; 
previously, in the Early Neolithic, different styles of pottery were 
used in different regions of southern England and Wales. 

These changes at the monumental and domestic levels 
indicate a growing degree of commonality in people’s use of 
material culture. Although there was no centralised state, no 
nationwide system of control, people seem to have belonged to 
a single culture, using the same objects and building the same 
monuments, with territorial boundaries not marked by changes 
in lifestyle or belief. While there was growing inequality within 
communities, there was also a wider sense of shared identity 
between communities.

Such changes were probably also occurring in Ireland. 
Archaeologists have worked out that the building materials for 
the Newgrange and Knowth tombs – quartz, granodiorite, granite 
cobbles, gabbro, siltstone cobbles, and greywacke and sandstone 
kerbstones – came from a wide hinterland stretching almost 
100 miles (160km) along the east coast of Ireland. Perhaps what 
was important was not simply building these huge tombs but 
also incorporating material elements of different territories into 
these centralised places. Thus the tombs would have been the 
embodiment of many places in one.

The kerbstones used at Newgrange and Knowth each weigh 
about half a ton and number over 200. They were brought at least 
3 miles (4.8km) from the coast in what must have been an epic 
feat of labour mobilisation. Just 240 miles (385km) or three days’ 
sail across the Irish Sea from Pembrokeshire, tales of building the 
Boyne tombs might have reached the ears of people in west Wales 
and perhaps inspired them to move 80 bluestones an even greater 
distance.

Yet what was so special about the bluestones and, indeed, 
about the site of Stonehenge that they should be moved there, 
and nowhere else? There has been a lot of speculation about this 
question. Did Neolithic people think that the bluestones had 
healing properties, as claimed in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s story? 
Or was it the acoustic properties of the bluestones that made 
them special – some of them make a slight ringing sound when 
struck. Neither of these ideas is convincing. The proponents of the 
healing theory point to the existence of folk-tales about holy wells 
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and healing springs on the south side of the Preseli mountains, 
but this doesn’t help explain the movement of the bluestones, for 
which the recently identified sources are on the north side of the 
mountains, not near the medieval ‘holy wells’. The ‘ringing’ theory 
about acoustics applies only to one sort of bluestone – the spotted 
dolerites – and ignores the other types of Welsh rocks present at 
Stonehenge such as rhyolites, sandstones and tuff.

A very convincing answer to why the bluestones were sought 
out was first articulated in 1956, when the great prehistorian 
Gordon Childe wrote that the movement of the bluestones must 
indicate ‘a degree of political unification or a sacred peace’. Writing 
before the widespread application of radiocarbon-dating, Childe 
had no way of knowing the sequence of events and changes that 
are described above – he didn’t know that the bluestones were 
moved during a time of growing commonality of material culture 
c 3000 BC. In spite of his lack of precise knowledge about the 
Middle and Late Neolithic, Childe had still hit upon the significant 
point about unification across a large territory.

Figure 3.8 
Reconstruction 
drawing of 
Peterborough Ware 
vessels (© Chris 
Jones)
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Pembrokeshire was a remarkable place in prehistory. 
Thriving populations of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers lived there 
from 10,000 years ago. With the beginning of the Neolithic, 
Pembrokeshire produced one of the densest concentrations of 
megalithic tombs in Britain. By 3700 BC, Early Neolithic people in 
the region were adept at lifting large capstones onto uprights to 
form dolmens (also known as cromlechs) for their dead. One of 
these capstones at the dolmen of Garn Turne weighs c 60 tons and 
seems to have been just a step too far for the Neolithic engineers, 
since it collapsed the chamber.

West Wales was also rather different from southern England in 
the Early Neolithic, having more in common with Ireland where 
we find similar tomb styles and material culture. Archaeologists 
have for a long time known that the Neolithic of western Britain 
was distinct from that of the south and east. The reason for this 
cultural difference in the Early Neolithic is uncertain but it may be 
due to the directions from which the farming way of life arrived 
in Britain, probably arriving separately in these two regions. This 

Figure 3.9 An 
atmospheric view of 
Pentre Ifan dolmen in 
Pembrokeshire 
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theory suggests that early farming in Wales and Ireland arrived 
via Brittany whereas farming was introduced into south-east 
England from northern France. Thus Neolithic people in Wales 
might have considered themselves to have had very different 
ancestries to those in southern England.

 To elaborate on Childe’s theory about bluestones and political 
unification, bringing the Welsh stones to the site of Stonehenge 
was perhaps an act that merged two different ancestries from 
two of the most ancient parts of Britain. Just why the precise 
location of Stonehenge was so important as an axis mundi has 
already been discussed in the last chapter. Effectively, two special 
and ancient places of origin were combined into one, unifying 
the east and west regions of southern Britain. Strontium isotope 
analysis (see p 88) of the teeth of two cows buried in the ditch at 
Stonehenge shows that one of them was raised in western Britain, 
far from the chalklands of Salisbury Plain; it could well have 
come from Pembrokeshire. Christopher Snoeck, a researcher at 
Oxford University, has discovered that some of the people whose 
cremated remains were buried at Stonehenge also came from 
western Britain.

Recent excavations at the places from which the bluestone 

Figure 3.10 The 
Preseli mountains  
in Pembrokeshire, 
seen from the east 
(© Sidney Howells)
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came, on the northern slopes of the Preseli mountains, are 
adding new evidence to Childe’s theory of unification. Geologists 
have identified three quarries by chemical and petrographic 
matching of bluestones from Stonehenge with specific rock 
outcrops in Pembrokeshire. The most common type of bluestone 
at Stonehenge is called spotted dolerite and this has been 
matched chemically to two outcrops on the north side of the 
Preseli mountains. One of these, Carn Goedog, has produced a 
number of matches, indicating that this is probably where most 
of Stonehenge’s bluestones were obtained (see Fig 4.9). A second 
source of spotted dolerite bluestones is the smaller outcrop of 
Cerrigmarchogion, further west along the north side of the 
mountains. A third source is of rhyolite bluestone, pinned down to 
the outcrop of Craig Rhos-y-felin beside a small stream that flows 
down from its headwaters at Carn Goedog and Cerrigmarchogion. 
Geologists have been able to identify the precise spot on the Craig 
Rhos-y-felin rhyolite outcrop where an exact match can be found 
with samples of bluestone found at Stonehenge. 

Figure 3.11 The 
rock outcrop at 
Craig Rhos-y-felin, 
Pembrokeshire, 
where one of 
the bluestones 
was quarried. An 
abandoned pillar can 
be seen in the centre 
of the excavation
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Archaeological excavations at Craig Rhos-y-felin have now 
revealed the recess in the rock face from which a rhyolite 
bluestone pillar was removed and taken to Stonehenge. Finds 
include hammerstones and worked flints. Radiocarbon dates 
indicate that the quarrying of megaliths took place at Craig Rhos-
y-felin c 3400–3300 BC and later on in the Bronze Age after 2000 
BC. Intriguingly, the quarrying activity took place directly on top 
of a sequence of hearths that date back much further – to just 
before 8000 BC. It is not impossible that this outcrop had a special 
significance long before farming arrived in Wales. The same may 
be the case for Carn Goedog, visited by Mesolithic hunters long 
before its dolerite pillars were quarried c 3300–3200 BC. 

The bluestones were not put up at Stonehenge until c 2900 BC, 
and our date for the quarrying in Wales is c 3300 BC. It seems 
unlikely that the journey could have taken 400 years; what is 
more plausible is that the quarried bluestones were originally 
set up as one or more stone monuments in Pembrokeshire. 
Perhaps the original motivation for the quarrying was to build 
a tomb such as a passage grave. The Stonehenge bluestones 
are of various types that can be obtained within a small area 
within this part of Wales, so perhaps local Neolithic people were 
interested in finding enough of them within a suitably short 
distance of where they wanted to build their monuments. If this 
was the case, the precise type of rock was not important, merely 
the distance to the outcrops where such pillars could be found. 

If the quarries were intended to supply local monuments then 
we can start the search for these potential local stone tombs 
by looking not very far away from the sources of the rocks. The 
stream along which the known rock sources lie flows through 
a steep-sided valley that has only a few points of access. This 
difficult topography would have limited the directions in which 
the detached bluestone pillars could have been taken when they 
left the quarry. One of these points of access to the valley leads 
to the Iron Age hillfort of Castell Mawr, a site suspected as 
having been originally a Neolithic henge before being re-used 
in the Iron Age 2000 years later. Excavations at Castell Mawr 
in 2013 did indeed reveal a hole for a since-vanished standing 
stone but radiocarbon dating demonstrated that the stone was 
either put up or taken down in the Bronze Age, too late for it to 
have been taken to Stonehenge. Nearly a mile south of Castell 
Mawr is another access point where it is easy to walk out of 
the valley. Geophysical survey here has revealed what may be 
an undiscovered Middle Neolithic ‘passage grave’ tomb. Future 
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excavation will reveal whether this is a location at which the 
bluestones were originally erected.

It is also possible that some or all of the bluestones were 
taken directly to Salisbury Plain from their quarries in Preseli. 
The dates from Craig Rhos-y-felin are the same as the dates of 
long barrows on Salisbury Plain, and a broken pillar of spotted 
dolerite was found in one of these barrows. This is Boles Barrow, 
excavated in 1801 by William Cunnington, who noted, among the 
locally derived sarsens covering the burials in the tomb, a ‘Blue 
hard Stone also, ye same to some of the upright Stones in ye inner 
Circle at Stonehenge.’ Boles Barrow lies 12 miles (19km) west of 
Stonehenge, so this stone may have been deposited in the barrow 
en route to the Stonehenge area. 

The Boles Barrow stone may be evidence that any bluestone 
predecessor monument in Preseli was short-lived, if such a structure 
was ever built at all, and it also points to a 500-year presence 
of the bluestones on Salisbury Plain before they were erected at 
Stonehenge c 2900 BC. Just where they might have stood during 
that time is unknown; perhaps they formed one or more stone 
circles or even adorned some of the region’s long barrows. 

Figure 3.12 Map 
showing the locations 
of Carn Goedog, 
Craig Rhos-y-felin 
and other prehistoric 
sites in the Preseli 
mountains 
(© Irene de Luis)
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Meanings of stone monuments around the world

Many traditional societies build megalithic monuments, or used to build them in recent 
centuries. In Madagascar, in Indonesia (on the island of Sumba and elsewhere), in Vanuatu 
in the South Pacific, and amongst the Naga of India there are well-documented traditions of 
megalith-building, in all cases for the ancestors. Ancient African megalithic sites in Senegal 
and Ethiopia have been found on excavation to be places of burial. Even the British and 
European historical tradition of erecting gravestones as permanent markers of the dead is an 
example of this association of stone with the memory and presence of the ancestral dead.

In traditional societies where people erect megalithic monuments today, it is rare that such 
monuments are not for the dead and the ancestors. The supposedly mysterious statues of 
Rapa Nui (Easter Island) were described by the islanders as being images of their ancestors. 
The earliest written evidence of an association between stone and the dead comes from an 
inscription on an 8th-century BC standing stone in Turkey, which records that the soul of a 
man called Kuttamuwa is in that stone. In the 6th century BC, the Chinese sage Laozi wrote 
that ‘the hard and the strong are the comrades of death, the supple and the weak are the 
comrades of life’.

While the association of stone with the permanence of the afterlife is not universal, it does 
crop up with considerable frequency. This is probably not something hard-wired into the 
human brain but rather a useful metaphor for thinking about life and death. People in many 
different parts of the world, at many different times, have drawn upon this metaphor to make 
sense of their world and to express their identity through tangible manifestations of the dead 
and the ancestors.

Figure 3.13 A modern-day stone tomb in southern Madagascar. Note the two upright pillars on the 
edges of the tomb and the numerous cows’ horns decorating the tomb’s interior (© Mike Parker 
Pearson)
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Stonehenge stage 2 – a meeting house for 
the ancestors, c 2500 BC 
The people who were buried at Stonehenge have left little evidence 
of who they were. Why did they merit such an important place 
of burial? Unlike earlier elite burials elsewhere in Britain, these 
burials do not have many grave goods to indicate a high station 
in life. One cremation burial was accompanied by a stone mace-
head; a pottery disc may have accompanied another. While these 
are simple objects, they are rare and important. The mace appears 
to have been a symbol of authority in Neolithic and Bronze Age 
Britain, so at least one person buried at Stonehenge was provided 
with a high-status item. The pottery disc was burnt on one 
side and may have been an incense burner, which could signify 
religious duties; only one other similar disc is known, from the 
henge complex at Dorchester in Dorset.

Most of the cremated remains from Stonehenge are those of 
adult men and women. There are very few teenagers or children 
– just four individuals. This is far too low a number for a pre-
modern population with high rates of child mortality. Thus there 
was a choice being made about who was buried here: preference 
was given to adults of both sexes, with most young people being 
buried elsewhere. Many of the people whose remains were buried 
at Stonehenge suffered from osteoarthritis in the lower back, 
indicative of a life of relatively hard physical labour. Only one 
individual showed evidence of disease – a cavity in the back of 
the knee caused by a widening of the artery. (This condition, 

known as a popliteal aneurysm, rarely has 
any symptoms but is eventually fatal without 
amputation or modern surgery.)

It is difficult to be absolutely sure that 
these people were drawn from a political 
or religious elite but this is the most likely 
conclusion. What is interesting is that their 
burials seem to be a secondary aspect of the 
monument. The monument does not seem 
to have been built to ‘house’ those buried 
there, in contrast to what was probably the 
case at Knowth and Newgrange in Ireland. 
Overall, elites do not reveal themselves with 
any clarity in the archaeological record of 
the early 3rd millennium BC. Archaeologists 
have to look hard to find them since the 

Figure 3.14  
The polished stone 
mace-head found in 
a cremation burial 
at Stonehenge. This 
is one of only a very 
few grave goods 
recovered from the 
site. As with other 
mace-heads, such 
as that from Knowth 
(see Fig 3.5), the 
stone appears to 
have been selected 
and polished to 
accentuate the 
patterns in the stone 
(© The Salisbury 
Museum)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   82 22/09/2015   12:38:08



83Stonehenge and society

burial rites of cremation at that time seem to present a picture 
of relative equality. Of course, this does not mean that people 
were actually equal in life. One aspect of life where the otherwise 
hidden social structure is revealed is in the domestic architecture 
at Durrington Walls. Houses there did not vary much in size; 
there are no palaces, since most of the buildings are about 5.3 x 
5.3m in floor size. The only variation in size is between private 
houses and public monuments, with the latter being many times 
larger. However, there are clues about social inequalities between 
households according to their use, position and internal design. 

Within the east entrance of the Durrington Walls settlement, 
one of the houses was divided off from the others by a wooden 
fence. Not only did it have its own outhouse but both structures 
had their walls covered with cobb (a bright white cement of chalk 
lumps) rather than simply clay daub as found on the walls of the 

Figure 3.15  
One of the high-
status houses under 
excavation within the 
centre of Durrington 
Walls. A line of 
postholes from an 
encircling fence is 
clearly visible at top 
left
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other houses. In addition, this house had relatively little pottery 
on its midden (rubbish heap), perhaps indicating that the people 
who lived in this house did not do their own cooking: the lack 
of broken cooking pots suggests that their food must have come 
from another building. This is corroborated by the wood burned 
on the houses’ hearths. Specialists in plant remains can identify 
tree species from ancient charcoal, and there was relatively little 
oak charcoal from this house, in contrast to the others; oak burns 
slowly and steadily and is an excellent fuel for cooking.
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Near the centre of Durrington Walls there is a series of five 
small circular enclosures; two of them have been investigated 
and found to contain remains of houses. The central one was 
probably that of a leading family or household, perhaps those 
overseeing the building of Stonehenge stage 2 (the stone circle 
and trilithons). Although this house is the same size as the 
others, it sits within its own enclosure, 40m in diameter, and 
was surrounded by a circular palisade of timber posts; it was 
entered by walking between large posts flanking the approach. 
The entire enclosure was much cleaner than other areas of 
settlement at Durrington Walls, indicating that this building 
might have had more than ordinary significance, as well as being 
the residence of someone very important. Inside the house, the 
roof was supported on four posts which would have given it a 
much more impressive appearance than the other houses, which 
had simple pitched roofs supported only by the walls. The central 
position of this house provided views of the entire settlement, 
especially towards the Southern Circle and the avenue leading 
down to the river. 

The fact that those of higher social status chose not to live in 
larger houses than the rest of the community, and that burial rites 
broadly reinforced this notion of equality in material things, tells 
us something very interesting about leadership in the society that 
built Stonehenge. This was no pharaoh-led society in which rulers 
were treated as semi-divine individuals. There must have been 
leaders to organise such a major feat of engineering, transport 
and logistics, but archaeologically they appear to have been much 
the same as everyone else, apart perhaps from some differences 
in their houses which may reflect their high status. Whether the 
leaders were elected or chosen on ability rather than acquiring 
power by birth and genealogy we cannot say.

The circular arrangement of the Durrington Walls settlement 
also suggests an attempt at organising the different groups 
living there into a non-hierarchical order. Circles have no top 
or bottom, no head or sides. Circles can disguise leadership and 
power. The round-robin letter employed by sailors and pirates 
ensured that no ringleaders of a complaint could be identified 
since everyone signed on a circular list of signatures. Thus the 
circular arrangement of the Durrington Walls village perhaps gave 
no superiority to any one group over another except for those 
living within the five central enclosures. Thus it seems the society 
that built Stonehenge was indeed a hierarchical one but its leaders 
played down visible, tangible expressions of their authority. 

Figure 3.16 
(facing page) A 
reconstruction by 
Peter Dunn of the 
prestige house in 
its enclosure at the 
centre of Durrington 
Walls. The house, 
which was of a 
different construction 
to the others in the 
settlement, was 
approached through 
large flanking timber 
posts (© Peter Dunn) 
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Figure 3.17 A 
reconstruction of 
how the settlement 
at Durrington Walls 
might have looked at 
its height. Hundreds 
of houses form a ring 
on the line of the 
later henge, while an 
avenue runs down to 
the banks of the Avon 
(© Peter Dunn)
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Community values were emphasised over personal authority in 
order to complete this massive undertaking successfully.

Archaeologists have wondered just how far people travelled 
to take part in building Stonehenge. Isotope analysis can help us 
answer this question, but as there are only a few human remains 
surviving from c 2500 BC in the Stonehenge area, it is difficult to 
be sure where people came from.  There is, however, a single stray 
tooth from Durrington Walls which belonged to someone who 
was definitely not local – analysis shows they grew up in western 
Britain, either Wales or north Devon. More useful information 
can be obtained from the teeth of cattle and pigs; there are tens of 
thousands of animal bones from Durrington Walls, the remains of 
great feasts. Only a small proportion of the cows came from the 
chalklands around Stonehenge: the remainder came from at least 
20 to 30 miles (30–45km) away and, indeed, some of these animals 
were raised on geology that is found only in highland Scotland, 
400 miles (650km) to the north. Similar results are being obtained 
from analysis of the pig teeth. 

Isotope analysis 

Analysis of chemical isotopes is a new technique for establishing whether ancient people and 
their animals grew up in regions distant to where they ended up. Our bones and teeth absorb 
minerals from the food we eat and the water we drink. In the case of our teeth, these are 
absorbed into the enamel in childhood and do not change during adult life. Our bones, on the 
other hand, continue to absorb chemical elements until we die. Analysis of strontium isotopes 
in an adult’s tooth enamel thus reveals the type of geology of the area where that person 
grew up. The chalk of southern England has a low isotopic value whereas the gneiss and 
granite of highland Scotland have a high value. 

Oxygen isotope analysis of tooth enamel allows archaeological scientists to work out whether 
individuals grew up in cold and inland regions of Europe such as the Alps, or in warm and 
maritime environments such as western Britain.

The Beaker People Project has examined human bones from the time of stages 3–5 at 
Stonehenge (2400–1500 BC), using these methods to establish the lifetime mobility (since 
childhood) of 264 individuals. This period, the Copper Age and Early Bronze Age, was a time 
when new customs and new technology arrived from Europe. A third of these people were 
buried in places different to those where they grew up, but while some individuals, such as 
the Amesbury Archer, had migrated from mainland Europe, the majority of people were mobile 
only within Britain.
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Analysis of different growth rings in individual cattle teeth 
shows that they came to Durrington Walls in a journey of a single 
stage, rather than in fits and starts. This is consistent with the 
cattle having been brought from their owners’ home territory 
direct to Salisbury Plain rather than being traded down the line 
from distant places. We can reasonably use the cattle and pigs as 
a proxy for their human owners, who brought their living larders 
with them on the way to Stonehenge.

The long-distance involvement of people and animals from as 
far away as Scotland and western Britain shows that Stonehenge’s 
‘catchment’ was island-wide. This was an area far bigger than 
would have been needed if Stonehenge was built with efficiency 
as an important factor. An efficient use of resources would have 
sourced all that was technically essential from no further away 
than was necessary. This involvement of distant regions tells 
us that people from all over Britain wanted to be involved, in a 
widespread expression of group identity and unity.

The architecture of Stonehenge and the Durrington timber 
circles also provides us with insights into how this identity was 
expressed in material form. Both Woodhenge and Durrington 
Walls’ Southern Circle consisted of six concentric rings of wooden 
posts, whilst the Northern Circle had only a single ring. Yet none 
of them seems to have been roofed. The Southern Circle was 
clearly open to the elements since there was no sign of an indoor 
floor surface or a surrounding eaves-drip gully (where rainwater 
erodes a small gully around a building as it drips persistently off 
a roof). These timber circles were public structures within which 
large numbers of people could gather beneath the open sky. 

One structure that was roofed was a building with a D-shaped 
plan, 11m x 13m across, that lay immediately north of the 
Southern Circle. During excavation in 1967 it was found to have 
filled up with rubbish and was therefore initially interpreted 
as a midden. However, it was originally a building with a chalk 
plaster floor and surrounding stake-holes for the walls, just like 
other buildings at Durrington Walls. The absence of a hearth in 
this D-shaped building suggests that this was some sort of public 
building, not a house. Pots that contained milk were placed here 
and at the entrance to the Southern Circle, perhaps as offerings. 

The building’s D-plan made it a perfect gathering space, rather 
like a cinema or a lecture theatre. Other such D-plan structures 
have been found at Stonehenge itself, positioned just within 
the south entrance into the enclosure, and at Avebury, but the 
most famous example is the horseshoe arrangement of the five 

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   89 22/09/2015   12:38:10



90 Stonehenge and society

trilithons within the centre of Stonehenge. Effectively, Stonehenge 
was a stone version of meeting-houses that were normally built of 
wood, an eternal place of council for the varied ancestors of the 
people of Britain.

During the 500 years before Stonehenge stage 2 (the sarsen 
circle and trilithons) was built c 2500 BC, the people of Britain had 
developed increasingly similar tastes, acquiring a single identity 
in terms of material expression. By 2900 BC a single style of 
pottery – Grooved Ware – was in use all over Britain, replacing all 
previous regional forms. Grooved Ware originated in Orkney, in 
the far north, and spread south through the whole island. Classic 
henges, also apparently originating in Orkney, were also taken 
up across the length and breadth of the land. Even the styles of 

Figure 3.18 The 
Neolithic village of 
Skara Brae in Orkney, 
dating from c 3200 BC
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houses built at Durrington Walls were of a uniform type that was 
in use in Wales, Scotland, the Midlands and northern England, 
and Ireland. Once again, this architectural form appears to have 
evolved in Orkney, c 3200 BC. At Skara Brae these houses survive 
in their entirety, furniture and all: Neolithic Orcadians had 
cleared their forests by this date and had to build everything in 
stone, whether for the living or the dead. 

Skara Brae was built c 3200 BC but the last phase of that site 
dates to around the time of Durrington Walls. The interior plans 
of some of the houses at these two sites are so similar that they 
can be overlaid without there being very much difference in 
size, shape, or arrangement of furniture. Interestingly, the Skara 
Brae houses share the same spatial hierarchy as found among 
the houses at Durrington Walls’ east entrance. One house and 
its outhouse are separated from the others, not by a fence as at 
Durrington Walls but by a long passageway. Perhaps this model of 
a main house with a storage building and dependent houses was 
shared widely across Britain at that time.

Since Britain had become unified in its material culture and 
overall lifestyle, it may seem hard to understand why an island-
wide demonstration of shared ancestral identity – the building 
of Stonehenge – might be needed. What was the chain of events 
that galvanized communities across the whole of Britain to erect 
the greatest stone monument of European prehistory? An answer 
may lie in Britain’s changing relationship with Europe. During 
the first half of the 3rd millennium BC, the people of southern 
Britain seem not to have engaged in any visible trade or exchange 
with the Continent. As far as we can tell, no trade items crossed 
the Channel and no styles of ceramics or other artefacts were 
transferred from one side to the other. 

All this changed in the middle of the millennium with the 
arrival of the Bell Beaker ‘package’ – metallurgy, the wheel and 
distinctive new burial rites and styles of dress all arrived from 
Europe. The complete Bell Beaker way of life – and way of death 
– did not take off in Britain until c 2450–2400 BC, a century 
after Stonehenge stage 2 was built, so can this new culture’s 
arrival, which affected British society so profoundly, have caused 
Stonehenge to be built? 

An answer may come from the discovery of a sherd of Bell 
Beaker pottery on the floor of one of the houses at Durrington 
Walls. This tallies with an earlier find of supposed Bell Beaker 
sherds below the henge bank in 1917. So perhaps Bell Beaker 
pottery was actually in use in Britain as early as 2500 BC, 
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indicating that Britain’s long period of isolation had ended 
and people were crossing the Channel, bringing new lifestyles, 
languages, dress and religion. Within a hundred years, incomers 
and natives were adopting the burial rites that the immigrants 
had brought from their homelands.

Bell Beaker-using people were expert metallurgists and one 
reason for migrating to Britain was the availability of ores of 
copper and gold in this island. The spread of the ‘Beaker folk’ was 
also an endless search for land across western Europe, where they 
colonised new spaces as well as sharing territories with indigenous 
groups. This colonising process was achieved not in horde-like 
invasions sweeping into new territories and conquering all before 
them, but in short-distance movements and hops by individuals 
and small groups. Of course, the level of organisation necessary 
to cross the Channel might have necessitated coming in larger 
numbers but even so it was not an all-out invasion – more a long-
running flow of immigrants over many centuries.

Some archaeologists have wondered whether these 
immigrants were drawn to Britain because of Stonehenge, that 
perhaps this was a place of pilgrimage. The Amesbury Archer, 
for example, buried 3 miles (4.8km) away, came from somewhere 

Figure 3.19 A Long-
Necked Beaker 
from Winterbourne 
Stoke G54 bowl 
barrow, excavated 
by the 18th-century 
antiquarian William 
Cunnington (height: 
150mm) (© Wiltshire 
Museum, Devizes)
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in the middle of Europe (see Fig 1.25). However, when viewed in 
the context of the hundreds of Bell Beaker burials from across 
Britain, Stonehenge and Salisbury Plain were no more special 
attractions than other regions such as the Peak District and East 
Yorkshire. In fact, the majority of the long-distance Bell Beaker 
migrants to the Stonehenge area had grown up most probably 
in western Britain; many of the people buried here in the 
Beaker fashion were not locals but neither were they European 
immigrants.

Stonehenge stages 3–4 – minor modifications 
to the monument
After the main stage of building Stonehenge c 2500 BC, its stones 
were reorganised on only two further occasions, c 2400 BC (stage 
3) when the Stonehenge Avenue was built, and c 2100 BC (stage 
4). The first of these rearrangements of stones – a bluestone 
circle thought to be the relocated stones from Bluestonehenge – 
happened not long before a large hole was dug against the base of 
the great trilithon. The hole was later filled in and when, in stage 
4, some bluestones were rearranged into an inner oval, inside the 
sarsen trilithon horseshoe, one of the bluestones was set into the 
top of the filled-in hole.

Why the hole was dug is a mystery but it was eventually 
responsible for toppling the great trilithon at an unknown 
later date. Was it an act of iconoclasm, carried out by a group 
attempting to desecrate the monument and what it stood for? 
The period c 2400 BC was the swansong of the megalith- and 
mound-building way of life that had lasted in Britain for over 
1000 years. Amongst the earliest Bell Beaker users were emigrants 
from Continental societies that had long ago stopped building 
megaliths for the ancestors or labouring in large work gangs 
to construct great monuments. They came from socially and 
politically decentralised societies in mainland Europe where 
megalith-building had been discontinued c 2800 BC at the latest. 
As Bell Beaker identities became evermore widespread within 
Britain, so the traditional religious beliefs and labour obligations 
grew weaker.

Yet Stonehenge continued to be of religious importance to 
the people who built cemeteries of round barrows in its vicinity. 
Stonehenge stage 4 (the final rearrangement of bluestones) 
coincided with a new fashion for large and elaborate round 
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barrows. The individual dead of a particular lineage, rather than 
distant collective ancestors, were now most people’s concern. 
Stonehenge provided a backdrop, redolent of authority from the 
deep ancestral past, for those families laying claim with their 
barrows to the land around it.

Ultimately, the new ways made Stonehenge increasingly 
obsolete. Even a show of rebuilding the great stone circle  
c 2100 BC (stage 4) could not alter these new circumstances. The 
modifications within Stonehenge were slight, involving simply 
the rearranging of bluestones into a new circle around an inner 
oval. The workforce needed would not have been that large – no 
more than a few hundred probably – and might not have stood out 
particularly among the many other groups building large barrows 

Figure 3.20 
Stonehenge as it 
would have looked 
in stage 3, when 
the Avenue was 
constructed to the 
north-east (© Peter 
Dunn)
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in sight of Stonehenge at that time. Honouring the ancient 
ancestors at Stonehenge was being out-classed by the needs of the 
newly dead, many of whom were being buried with golden grave 
goods.

The final modification of Stonehenge (stage 5) c 1600 BC – the 
Y and Z holes – looks incomplete and unfinished. Construction at 
Stonehenge ended not with a bang but a whimper. 
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Building  
Stonehenge

Figure 4.1 (facing 
page) Re-erecting 
a trilithon at 
Stonehenge during 
William Hawley’s 
excavations in the 
1920s (Reproduced 
by permission of 
Historic England) 

4

S tonehenge was the last great megalithic monument of 
the Neolithic. The first monuments were built 6000 years 
earlier in south-eastern Turkey, at a group of sites in the 

Upper Euphrates river valley. The principal of these is Göbekli 
Tepe, a sequence of buildings forming a ‘tell’ or settlement mound, 
dating to c 9500–9000 BC. Each building incorporated a dozen or 
more standing stones, carefully carved out of limestone brought 
from nearby quarries. Animals and other motifs were carved on 
these T-shaped standing stones, which are clearly representations 
of human forms; arms and hands are outlined on some of them. 
There is uncertainty about whether the buildings at Göbekli Tepe 

Figure 4.2 Carved 
megaliths at the site 
of Göbekli Tepe, in 
south-east Turkey. 
The stones, dated to 
c 9500–9000 BC, are 
some of the earliest 
megaliths in the 
world (© Mike Parker 
Pearson)
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were used as domestic dwellings or were ‘inhabited’ solely by these 
silent stone beings. Were they deities, ancestors or living people, 
represented in stone? No one knows for certain but the current 
opinion is that these carved stones represent celebrated ancestors 
of dispersed communities which came together at the dawn of the 
Neolithic.

Europe’s megaliths before Stonehenge
The next megaliths to be built were those of Brittany and perhaps 
Portugal, more than 4000 years later and over 2000 miles away 
from south-eastern Turkey. It is highly unlikely that there was 
any connection at all with Göbekli Tepe. The western Atlantic 
megalithic tradition almost certainly developed independently of 
this earlier appearance. Nearly a century ago, academics thought 
that particular phenomena such as megalith-building were passed 
down from an ancient ‘master race’ and spread throughout the 
world to lesser and more-primitive cultures in a process called 
hyper-diffusion. With improved knowledge of chronology it is 
clear that these early Near Eastern monuments had nothing at all 
to do with the Atlantic megaliths which, in turn, had no influence 
upon, for example, megalith-building in India or Korea during the 
first millennium BC or in modern-day Indonesia or Madagascar.

Yet there are certain themes that they have in common. The 
vast majority of megalith-building societies in the past and the 
present have reserved these structures for the dead and the 
ancestors. Göbekli Tepe and the Atlantic megaliths also share 
similar contexts within the process of adopting agriculture. The 
most persuasive theory about the reasons for building megaliths 
and earthen monuments is that, as farming spread into regions 
with low population densities, so people needed something 
to bring them together in large-enough numbers for sowing, 
weeding and harvesting. Building monumental versions of their 
domestic houses in stone and earth was a good way not only of 
mobilising the scattered population but also of reinforcing their 
kinship connections, through descent from shared ancestors, with 
ancestral ceremonies at these monuments.    

The earliest megalithic monuments built in western Europe 
were the large stone tombs and standing stones of Brittany, dating 
to 4700–4000 BC. One of the largest tombs is Barnanez, built in 
stone in the form of a rectangular timber house but with, along 
one side, a row of eleven passages each leading to a circular stone 
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chamber for the dead. Amongst the most impressive monuments 
of this date in Brittany is Le Grand Menhir Brisé, a 20.3m-long 
megalith weighing about 280 tons and moved almost 4 miles 
(6.4km) from its place of origin. This stone is approximately seven 
times heavier than the largest of Stonehenge’s stones and yet a 
group of early farmers in Brittany, using only stone tools and 
timber, were able to move it a reasonable distance. They almost 
managed to stand it erect but the task was too much and the 
menhir fell and broke.

Brittany is also home to the Neolithic stone rows of Carnac. 
Within the Carnac area there are more than a dozen multiple rows 
made up of over 3000 standing stones; the largest monuments 
are Ménec, Kermario, Kerlescan and Kerzerho. The Ménec 
monument consists of eleven rows of standing stones running 
for a distance of about ¾ mile (c 1 km). The Carnac rows are 
undated and it is possible that, whatever their Neolithic origins, 
they were gradually added to intermittently into the historical 
period. However, on what is now the off-shore island of Hoëdic, 
a smaller, single alignment of standing stones at Douet has been 
dated, to 4700–4500 BC. One of its standing stones is known as 
La Dame de Hoëdic, a stone with a natural shoulder on one side, 
natural ‘breasts’ and partially carved ‘legs’. Archaeologist Chris 
Scarre interprets this and other Breton megaliths as deliberate 
resemblances of human forms – the spirits of the dead in stone.

Figure 4.3 Le Grand 
Menhir Brisé, Carnac, 
France. This stone, 
which is over 20m in 
length, is the largest 
menhir (standing 
stone) in the world. 
Now broken into four 
pieces, the stone 
weighed c 280 tons. 
Like the stones at 
Stonehenge, it was 
transported over 
several kilometres to 
its present location 
(© Chris Scarre)
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A massive feat of megalith-building produced the Cueva de 
Menga at Antequera in southern Spain, c 2500 BC. This is the 
largest megalithic tomb in Europe, constructed with enormous 
stone slabs, the heaviest of which is one of the capstones which 
weighs 250 tons. A workforce of thousands must have been 
required to build this enormous edifice.

Engineering feats of lesser renown were commonplace across 
Atlantic Europe during the first few thousand years of farming. 
There are more than 10,000 Neolithic megalithic monuments 
surviving in Western Europe, from Sweden to southern Spain.  
The vast majority are relatively small-scale and would 
have required only moderate and local levels of community 
participation. In all these cases nobody felt any need to go that 
extra mile and construct a ‘super-monument’ like Newgrange, 
Avebury or Stonehenge.

The Early Neolithic tombs of Britain and Ireland are, by and 
large, small-scale monuments built by small workforces. Yet 
something changed, first in Ireland and then Britain, after  
c 3200 BC, during the Middle Neolithic. Much wider community 
involvement was now possible in a way that never happened in 

Figure 4.4 The stone 
rows at Kermario, 
Carnac (© Chris 
Scarre)

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   100 22/09/2015   12:38:13



101Building Stonehenge 

the megalith-building societies in Scandinavia, Germany, the 
Netherlands or France in this period after 4000 BC. Part of the 
reason for this was the rise of social inequality in Britain and 
Ireland, perhaps affected by these islands’ increased isolation from 
the rest of Europe, but another aspect must have been the rise of 
religious ideologies powerful enough to inspire thousands to work 
at the direction of a few.

Special places and natural wonders
It is not possible to get a very clear picture of the religious 
motivations behind these Irish and British mega-monuments but 
an emerging line of evidence is the significance of place, which 
seems to have been rather different to the use of landscape 
on the Continent. In the British Isles, certain locations appear 
to have gathered long ‘histories’ of use and significance, often 
incorporating natural features into their very fabric. As we have 
seen in Chapter 2, Stonehenge is an excellent example of this, 
perhaps the paramount example, but other cases are emerging 
elsewhere in Britain. In Orkney, a large settlement has been 
discovered at the Ness of Brodgar, on a narrow peninsula which 
has the Stones of Stenness at one end and the Ring of Brodgar at 
the other. The orientation of this peninsula is towards midwinter 
solstice sunrise in one direction and midsummer sunset in the 
other. The settlement on the Ness is also located so as to have 
a clear view of the midwinter solstice sun setting in a notch 
between two mountains on the neighbouring island of Hoy. 

A similar link between land and heavens has been suggested 
for the stone circle of Calanais on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer 
Hebrides, except in this case the link is to the movement of 
the moon. Every 18.6 years the moon appears to skim along the 
horizon to the south, the direction in which there is a natural 
stone outcrop, Cnoc An Tursa, that looks uncannily like a 
Neolithic megalithic tomb. 

At Avebury, the special dimension of its place might have been, 
in part, the inter-relationship between land and water, as springs 
and intermittent seasonal streams changed the valley bottom 
here from dry to wet and back again. It is also a landscape that 
was marked by often dense spreads of sarsen stone, affording it a 
physical quality distinct from other areas of southern England.

Such special places were perhaps seen as natural wonders or 
axes mundi where earth and heaven coincided and the mysteries 
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of the universe might be revealed. Thus they provided another 
sense of place that went beyond the local and the ordinary. Every 
now and again people came in large numbers from far and near 
to re-make such places. Avebury, for example, went through at 
least four stages of construction involving the erection of c 500 
standing stones, some of them weighing up to 100 tons.

Building megalithic monuments
As we have seen in Chapter 2, Stonehenge was the most complex 
of all these super-monuments, requiring enormous levels of 
long-distance co-operation in the first two of its five stages of 
construction.

Figure 4.5 The 
recently excavated 
settlement at the 
Ness of Brodgar in 
Orkney. The Stones 
of Stenness can 
be seen across the 
water
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To build a megalithic monument requires considerable 
resources. A large labour force is only one element of a complex 
and lengthy process of planning and resourcing. Years before the 
start of the actual building project, alliances and agreements must 
be put in place. People also need to gather the raw materials to 
make rope, build scaffolding and dig holes. This means enormous 
quantities of timber, antler pick-axes and whatever was used for 
rope-making. Lime bast (from beneath the tree bark) and cattle 
hides have been suggested as suitable materials but an actual 
prehistoric rope, used for pulling a large timber, has been found 
in position at the site of Seahenge in Norfolk. The rope was made 
of twisted strands of honeysuckle and the large timber to which it 
was attached has been dated by its tree rings to 2049 BC.

Every army marches on its stomach, and the huge food 
resources needed would have had to be planned years in advance. 
Pigs and cattle had to be raised in time to be eaten by the workers, 
along with wild and domestic plant foods. Ethnographic examples 
of megalith-moving in Madagascar and Indonesia show that no 
expense is spared in planning feasts for the participants. The 
evidence for such feasting at Durrington Walls is clear – huge 
quantities of pork and beef were consumed, with articulated 
animal bones indicating that half-eaten joints of meat were 
discarded on the middens rather than being stripped of every 
ounce of nutrition.

Figure 4.6 (left) A 
cache of antler picks 
found at Durrington 
Walls. (© Mike Parker 
Pearson)

Figure 4.7 (right) 
The rope of twisted 
honeysuckle that was 
used to erect the tree 
trunk in the replica of 
Seahenge (© Francis 
Pryor)
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Stonehenge stage 1 – bringing stones from 
Wales
The actual construction of stage 1 at Stonehenge was not a huge 
undertaking – erecting the standing stones and digging the 
enclosure ditch were not massive tasks – it was getting the stones 
there that must have taken an extraordinary amount of effort, 
co-operation and planning.

To move 80 megalithic stones 180 miles (140 miles as the 
crow flies; 290km/225km) is a remarkable achievement for a 
society without wheels or modern machinery. Even though 
recent laser-scanning of the bluestones at Stonehenge has 
revealed that most of them weigh between 1 and 2 tons each 
(rather than the 4 tons once estimated), this was still a very 
tricky undertaking.

Until geologists identified the source of the Stonehenge 
bluestones as being on the north side of the Preseli mountains 
and further north in the Nevern valley, there had been a general 
assumption that the stones were dragged off the south side 
of the hills and taken to the deep natural harbour at Milford 
Haven, whence they were rafted along the Welsh coast to the 
area of Avonmouth. From there, rafts could have travelled along 
the Bristol Avon before the stones were landed and dragged the 
rest of the way onto Salisbury Plain. This hypothetical route is 
now thought to be unlikely because the stones came from the 
north side of the Preselis. The Milford Haven route idea took 
another knock when geologists discovered that the 5m-long Altar 
Stone is not from the Cosheston beds of Milford Haven as once 
thought, but from another sandstone source altogether, possibly 
in the Brecon Beacons and certainly nowhere near Milford Haven 
or the coast.

Thanks to the new geological research, it is now clear that 
the bluestones can only have been taken one of two ways: 
either by sea from the mouth of the River Nevern to the Bristol 
Avon; or overland along river valleys running from Crymych 
to Carmarthen to Brecon to Usk, and then by raft across the 
River Severn and along the Bristol Avon. The nautical route is 
an attractive one. It appeals to our imagination and, at first 
sight, it seems the easiest way to move large stones, although 
many years ago archaeologist Richard Atkinson pointed out that 
the passage around Pembrokeshire’s western peninsula is very 
dangerous because of its steep cliffs, submerged rocks, tidal 
races, whirlpools and eddies. 
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It is only recently that the land route has been considered a 
possible valid alternative. Yet valleys were useful routeways in 
prehistory, colonised from at least the Neolithic onwards, so 
long-established paths probably preceded modern roads such as 
the A40 that runs along most of this route through Brecon to 
Usk. The uneven ground need not have been a major obstacle 
– ethnographic evidence from early 20th-century Assam in 
India shows that a megalith of bluestone-size can be carried 
on interwoven lattices of wooden poles by 40 or so men across 
difficult terrain. 

The ‘land route’, of course, still entailed crossing water: the 
River Severn would have to be negotiated, with the stones on 
rafts or slung between boats, but at least these waters would be 
calm, in contrast to the sea route around the Welsh coast. If the 
Altar Stone did indeed come from the Brecon area then the land 

Figure 4.8 Map 
showing the 
possible routes for 
transporting the 
bluestones from west 
Wales (© Irene de 
Luis)
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Finding the sources of Stonehenge’s bluestones

Ever since the 17th century, it has been thought that the sarsen stones had a local origin 
in Wessex. John Aubrey, appointed royal antiquary by Charles II, thought the Marlborough 
Downs, 20 miles (32km) north of Stonehenge, to be their most likely source, and some 
60 years later, William Stukeley came to the same conclusion. It was not until 1923, 
however, that the geologist H H Thomas established that the bluestone pillars originated 
from outcrops in the Preseli mountains of Pembrokeshire, in west Wales.

In 2011 a major break-through was made by geologists Rob Ixer and Richard Bevins 
in identifying the exact source of the bluestones. While searching through the stores 
of Salisbury Museum, Mike Parker Pearson and Colin Richards had come across a 

Figure 4.9 Carn Goedog in the Preseli mountains, the principal source of the bluestones
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shoebox of bluestone chippings found in 1947 in a field half a mile (0.8km) north-west 
of Stonehenge. They passed these stones to the geologists who made an unexpected 
discovery: most of these chippings were of a type of rhyolite that they had also found in 
large quantities among debris from the 2008 excavations at Stonehenge. Bevins had been 
working on the geology of west Wales for decades and was puzzled by this unusual type 
of rhyolite: it contains a mineral called stilpnomelane and all his previous chemical analyses 
had shown that this mineral could not be found in the region. 

In a ‘eureka’ moment Bevins remembered that, many years before, he had collected 
samples from an impressive rhyolite outcrop in Pembrokeshire but had never got around to 
analysing them. They came from Craig Rhos-y-felin, beside a tributary of the River Nevern 
off the northern edge of the Preseli mountains. When Bevins analysed these samples, 
he found that they were an exact chemical match for the chippings from Stonehenge. 
Ixer’s petrographic microscope analysis of the rhyolite’s structure revealed that it has a 
unique fabric, created by the way that this former sheet of lava had cooled and folded. 
Having taken samples along the outcrop at Craig Rhos-y-felin, Ixer and Bevins found that 
this fabric can be matched precisely at only one spot. As archaeological excavation later 
revealed, they had found the exact location where one of Stonehenge’s bluestones was 
detached from the rock (see Fig 3.11).

In 2014, Bevins and Ixer carried out a chemical and statistical analysis of twelve of the 
spotted dolerite bluestones from Stonehenge and found that they can be matched with 
three sources in the Preseli mountains. The main one of these is the outcrop of Carn 
Goedog, at the top of the valley from Craig Rhos-y-felin. The second is Cerrigmarchogion, 
a little to the west of Carn Goedog, and the third is in the vicinity of these, quite possibly 
also Carn Goedog. Their discovery revealed that archaeologists looking for the source 
of the bluestones further to the south-east, at Carn Meini (long thought to be a possible 
source), were probably looking in the wrong place.

route makes much more sense. It is also worth adding that in 
societies where people move megaliths today, they prefer to avoid 
risks involving water as far as possible. Megalith-moving is also a 
thoroughly social activity, rather than just a technical exercise, so 
going overland would have provided a travelling spectacle to which 
communities along the route and from beyond would have been 
drawn. The stones could thus have been relayed from one local 
group to another through Wales and along the Bristol Avon and 
River Wylye to Stonehenge.
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Stonehenge stage 2 – sarsen trilithons, circle 
and lintels
The requirements for building stage 2 – the sarsen monument – 
were very different to those of stage 1. Some 80 very large sarsen 
stones, weighing between 4 and 40 tons, had to be quarried, 
roughly shaped and then dragged many miles to Stonehenge. 
Here, outside its north-east entrance, they were finely dressed 
with hammerstones, as were some of the bluestones already 
present within Stonehenge. The sarsen uprights were then raised 
up in pits dug with antler picks. The stone lintels, weighing 4 tons 
or more, were raised to the tops of the trilithons and to the top of 
the outer sarsen circle.

Archaeologists have not yet identified any precise sources 
for the sarsen stones at Stonehenge. There are fallen standing 
stones of sarsen in the vicinity of Stonehenge: one of these is 
the Cuckoo Stone, near Woodhenge, probably erected c 2900 BC. 
Another is the Bulford Stone, situated east of the River Avon near 
Durrington Walls. Both of these stones were erected very close 
to where they had lain naturally, judging by the solution hollows 
which had formed where they had rested for the previous 55 
million years. So could Stonehenge’s stones have similarly come 
from close by on Salisbury Plain? The answer is probably not. The 
Stonehenge sarsens are mostly very large indeed, much larger 
than any sarsens that are locally available. Even taking account of 
the use of sarsen as a building material over many centuries from 
the Roman period onwards, there is simply not enough broken-
up sarsen in the local area. There is no indication from house 
foundations, walls or field edges on Salisbury Plain that the area 
ever had copious quantities of sarsen of the right size. 

Our best clue about the origins of the Stonehenge sarsens 
comes from observations made centuries ago by John Aubrey 
and William Stukeley, long before commercial sarsen-breakers 
cleared whole landscapes of sarsen boulders. Sarsen stones are 
found over many parts of southern England, from East Anglia to 
Dorset and from Kent to Oxfordshire. Yet they are largest and 
most prolific on the Marlborough Downs, about 20 miles (32km) 
north of Stonehenge. They were (and still are, in some valleys) 
so abundant that they resemble grazing flocks of sheep, thereby 
earning them the name of ‘Grey Wethers’ [a wether is a castrated 
ram]. 

In the mid-17th century John Aubrey reckoned that the 
Marlborough Downs were where Stonehenge’s sarsens came from 
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since they ‘are of the very kind of stone with the Grey-weathers 
about 14 miles off: that tract of ground near Marleborough’. 
William Stukeley thought similarly:

In regard to the natural history of these stones, ’tis 
the same as that of Stonehenge, which is composed 
of the very same stones, fetched from the same 
Marlborough downs, where they lie on the surface in 
great plenty, of all dimensions.

Stukeley had an even more precise idea of where the sarsens came 
from. Thanks to his careful observations we know that in his day, 
c 1720, the largest sarsen stones could be found not in the valleys 
(where they survive today) but on top of the downs between the 
valleys. At Clatford, Stukeley drew and described a group of a dozen 
sarsen blocks that Aubrey had previously noted were ‘rudely hewn’. 
Stukeley also realised that these were Stonehenge-sized stones: 

Perhaps those were stones going to Stonehenge for 
they seem to have been brought from the top of the 

Figure 4.10 
Landscape 
archaeologists 
Andrew Fleming 
and David Field 
inspecting a sarsen 
stone on the 
Marlborough Downs 
(© Mike Parker 
Pearson)
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hill northward thence where upon a long ridg there 
are many stones of Vast bulk besides what lye in all 
the valleys round in great quantity. 

More than this, Stukeley reckoned that, on top of the 
Marlborough Downs, he could still see the pits from which 
Neolithic quarry workers had extracted the Stonehenge sarsens: 
‘from the Grey Wethers all [Stonehenge’s stones] seem to be fetcht 
for the holes yet appear whence such were drawn.’ One such 
possible stone-extraction pit, over 100m long, lies on Clatford 
Down, 2 miles (3.2km) north-west of Clatford, within the middle 
of the Marlborough Downs, but only archaeological excavation 
will reveal whether it really is a megalith quarry.

The sarsen stones could have been moved in several ways. A 
popular notion is that they were transported on wooden tree-
trunk rollers, either resting directly on the rollers or sitting on 
a wooden sledge or cradle. Yet this wouldn’t have worked: many 
of the stones are so heavy that the rollers would have simply 
embedded themselves in the turf and failed to move. Another 
frequent suggestion from members of the public is that Neolithic 
engineers waited for the ground to freeze and then created ice-
roads to slide the stones. Sadly for this cunning idea, the Neolithic 
climate was actually warmer than it is today so the ground would 
never have been frozen for anything like long enough.

So, wooden rollers and ice-roads may be non-starters, but there 
are plenty more ideas. Many solutions have been proposed by 
modern-day engineers and builders; perhaps the most ingenious 
is the idea that the stones could have been ‘rowed’. Two rows of 
people on either long side of the stone can use wooden levers to 
lift it off the ground, swing the levers in one direction, moving 
the stone 15cm in the opposite direction, and then lower it. This 
action is then repeated countless times as the ‘stone-rowers’ edge 
the stone along.

Perhaps the last word on moving large megalithic stones 
should be left to the ancients themselves. Ancient Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian bas-reliefs and paintings of people moving large 
monuments show hundreds of men pulling on a series of ropes, 
just as one can see in Indonesia or Madagascar today, with the 
statue or obelisk sitting on a sledge or cradle. In one Egyptian 
picture, logs can be seen placed in front of the sledge, clearly 
designed to reduce friction, but mysteriously these logs appear to 
have been placed longitudinally rather than horizontally as rollers. 
The reason for this may lie in the depiction of men standing on 
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the front of the sledge and pouring liquids from pots onto the 
logs. They are almost certainly pouring a lubricant – oil or even 
just water – onto the logs to allow the sledge to slide on top of 
them.

In 1996 an experiment was conducted not far from Stonehenge 
to compare rolling with sliding. A concrete replica of one of the 
great trilithon’s uprights was hauled over log rollers and then on 
lubricated wooden rails. There was no question about the result: 
the rails were the easier method.

Erecting the sarsens at Stonehenge presented  
further challenges. Each stone had to be raised to  
a vertical position without its base skidding over 
the hole dug for it. Most of the holes for the 
sarsens were not very deep – little more than a 
metre – and without any appreciable ramp to guide 
the stone into the hole. To prevent the stone’s 
base digging into the side of the hole, a line of 
anti-friction stakes needed to be positioned along 
one side of the pit. For large sarsens, experiments 
have shown that the use of an A-frame allows 
greater leverage for those pulling on the ropes 
to lift the stone into place. The giant trilithon 
uprights are 11m long (though one is now broken 
in half) and experiments in 1996 with the concrete 
replica showed that a substantial counterweight 
was needed to get the base of such a long stone 
to go easily into its hole. The holes for the great 
trilithon at Stonehenge are 2.4m deep, far more 
massive than for the other uprights.

One of the surprises about the erected sarsens 
is that many are not the neat, rectangular, domino-
like blocks that they appear to be above ground. 
Their bases are irregular, asymmetrical and often 
pointed: the least aesthetically pleasing ends of the 
sarsen blocks have been hidden by putting those 
ends in the ground. This must have made erection 
even more difficult and it certainly has not helped 
their stability because, over the years, many of the 
sarsens have fallen down and, in some cases, have 
been put back up in recent times.

What stirs the public imagination more than 
any other aspect of building Stonehenge is how the 
stone lintels were raised. Lifting a 4-ton stone up 

Figure 4.11 
Suggested method 
of erecting a large 
sarsen stone drawn 
by Peter Dunn  
(© Historic England)
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to 9m into the air and then aligning its two mortise holes into 
two projecting tenons on the tops of two adjacent uprights is an 
extraordinary achievement for a society with simple technology. 
Just how did they do it?

One possibility is that they used the methods employed by 
present-day dolmen builders when raising a capstone. The Sumba 
islanders of Indonesia do this with a ramp of wooden scaffolding 
and hundreds pulling the stone up the ramp to the right height. 
A similar approach would be to construct a ramp of earth: it is 
possible that this was the method used to raise the huge capstones 
onto Pembrokeshire dolmens such as Garn Turne and Pentre Ifan. 
Such a method would have enabled the capstone to be pulled into 
position and, as the soil was carefully removed, so the capstone 
would gently settle into position. The soil could then be removed 
from the chamber and from around the dolmen and taken 
elsewhere to be dumped. 

A similar method using an earthen or chalk ramp could well 
have been used at Stonehenge but there is no indication of the likely 
source of such a huge mound of chalk and soil, or its eventual place 
of disposal. The 1996 experiments included raising the lintel of a 
concrete great trilithon by rocking it on a cradle of wooden sleepers; 
one end was raised and a beam was placed under it, then the other 
end was raised and another beam placed under that end, and so on 
– a technique known as ‘jack and pack’. The trickiest part was at the 
end, when the lintel had to be tilted and slid into position above the 
tenons before being lowered so that the tenons fitted snugly into 
the mortise holes.

Precision was extremely important because the lintels had to fit 
perfectly. The now-fallen lintel of the great trilithon reveals that 
these Neolithic engineers did not always get it right. Two sets of 
mortise holes have been carved, one on the top side and one on 
the bottom. It is clear that a mistake was made in the size and 
spacing of one pair, so the stone had to be flipped over and its 
holes carved out again on the other side.

Figure 4.12 
Suggested method of 
raising a lintel stone 
into position drawn 
by Peter Dunn  
(© Historic England)
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Figure 4.14 The 
tenons on a sarsen 
upright (Stone 10)

Figure 4.13 Cleaning 
a bluestone lintel 
stone in 1954. Note 
the well-made 
mortise holes for 
the tenons on the 
uprights. This lintel 
today remains buried 
at Stonehenge  
(Reproduced by 
permission of 
Historic England) 
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Measuring out the monument
Archaeologists and scientists have wondered for years how 
the monument was laid out and to what degree of accuracy. 
William Stukeley reckoned that the unit of measurement used 
by prehistoric engineers at Stonehenge was not the Roman foot 
(which we know measured c 0.96 statute feet or 0.293m) and 
that therefore the monument dated to before the Romans came 
to Britain. In contrast, Flinders Petrie measured the internal 
diameter of the sarsen circle as being exactly 100 Roman feet, 
although his version of the Roman foot was 0.973 statute feet. 
During the 1960s, Alexander Thom, a retired professor of 
engineering, formulated a unit of measurement (2.72 statute feet 
or 0.83m) that he called the ‘Megalithic Yard’, which he deduced 
was in widespread use for constructing stone monuments from 
northern Scotland to southern England.

Thom’s scheme worked well for numerous Scottish stone 
circles but did not fit Stonehenge particularly closely. Most 
dimensions came out as uneven numbers or fractions of his 
‘megalithic yard’ and his ‘megalithic rod’ (2½ megalithic yards), 
not regularities and multiples of round numbers. For example, 
the Aubrey Hole circle has a circumference of 131 megalithic 
rods and a radius of 52 megalithic yards, while the sarsen 
circle had an outer and inner diameter of 48 and 45 megalithic 
rods respectively. Most archaeologists now reckon that Thom’s 
megalithic yard is an over-precise version of a common way 
of laying-out – the approximate length of a human pace – and 
they suspect that systems of measurement probably varied from 
one region of Britain to another, just as was the case until the 
medieval period.

More recently, archaeologists have shown that the plan of 
Stonehenge can be laid out without any unit of measurement, 
simply using ropes to make a series of intersecting circles, or by 
using the sun’s shadow and basic counting. Both methods have 
the beauty of not requiring a system of measurement but they are 
geometrically complex: the job could have been done much more 
simply if a standard unit of measurement had been used.

An important breakthrough may have been achieved by Andrew 
Chamberlain, professor of bioarchaeology at the University of 
Manchester, who realised that any unit of measurement used 
by Stonehenge’s builders should also have been applied to other 
contemporary monuments in the locality (such as the timber 
circles at Durrington Walls) and that the lengths used should not 
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just be in whole numbers of the unit but in multiples of smaller 
numbers. He also realised that calculations should be made from 
the centres of postholes or stoneholes, not from the edge of a post 
or stone, since people laying out a plan on the ground would have 
indicated where the centre-point of each post or stone should go 
and thus where its hole should be dug.

Chamberlain discovered that the outer four rings of wooden 
posts of the Durrington Walls’ Southern Circle had diameters 
of approximately 70, 90, 110 and 120 ‘long feet’ (1.056 statute 
feet or 0.32187m). The ‘long foot’ is an ancient English unit of 
measurement, just slightly longer than the modern ‘statute foot’. 
Turning to Stonehenge, he found that the diameters of the stage 
1 Aubrey Hole ring, bank, ditch and outer bank were 270, 300, 
330 and 360 long feet. The diameters were computed in multiples 
of 30; on the ground, working from the length of a rope to give 
the radius, the rope could have been knotted at intervals of 15 
long feet. At the Southern Circle, the builders were working in 
multiples of 5 and 10 along the length of their rope.

The diameter of the mid-line of the sarsen circle at Stonehenge 
– 95.34 long feet – is not a convincing number, because it is a 
fraction rather than a whole number. At first glance it would 
seem that the case for the long foot falls down here, but when we 
examine the length of the circle’s circumference rather than its 
diameter, it turns out to be almost exactly 300 long feet. With 30 
uprights and 30 lintels, each lintel length was approximately 10 
long feet, thereby giving the Neolithic stone-masons a clear round 
number to work to.

It might sound strange that Neolithic builders were working 
to base 5 and base 10 since these seem such modern concepts, 
embodied in the decimal system that was only introduced 
comparatively recently to replace a British system of using base 
12 in measuring distance (inches in a foot), money (pence in a 
shilling) and time (hours in a day). Yet 5 and 10 are very obvious 
choices in a pre-modern society – we are all able to count on our 
fingers.

Given that simple mathematics was all that was needed for 
laying-out Stonehenge in its two main stages, what could possibly 
go wrong? The lintels of the sarsen circle were the problem. As 
well as having mortise holes, these lintels have dove-tailed ends so 
that each lintel should have a concave-shaped end and a convex-
shaped end to slot into its neighbours. Only five lintels are still in 
place on the sarsen circle so there isn’t a full set to examine, but 
one of these five was dressed with two convex ends. Nor are all 
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the lintels the precise 10 long feet that they should have been, so 
there must have been a certain amount of bodging and fudging to 
get the sarsen circle up. Some of these potential problems could 
have been addressed when the sarsen stones were being shaped, 
lying on the ground outside the north of Stonehenge’s enclosure. 
This area would have provided sufficient space to lay out the 
various uprights and lintels to make sure that they would all 
ultimately fit together.

Some time may have been required to lay out the monument 
on its various orientations towards midwinter solstice sunset, 
midsummer sunrise and, in the case of the Station Stones, 
southerly major moonrise and northerly major moonset. The solar 
orientations could be observed in the course of a single year and 
were, in any case, observable in the direction of the periglacial 
stripes and ridges that were later incorporated into the Avenue. 
Recording the moon’s full cycle was a much longer process since it 
takes 18.6 years. There may have been long periods of preparation, 
over 20 years or so, not just to lay out these orientations but also 

Figure 4.15 The ends 
of the lintel stones 
are carefully shaped 
to fit together
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to arrange the entire project at each stage, co-opting groups from 
many different regions of Britain and organising the provision of 
materials, food and labour.

Stonehenge complete?
Whether Stonehenge was ever finished is a vexed question. Today 
many of the uprights and even more of the lintels are missing 
from the sarsen circle, especially around the west and south-west 
sides. In 2013 the dry summer resulted in parch-marks being 
visible in the grass which indicated the presence of stone-holes 
in the area where sarsen uprights were previously thought to be 
missing (see Fig 1.23). The existence of these previously unknown 
stone-holes, which complete the circle, suggests Stonehenge was 
indeed finished. 

However, there is a ‘problem’ stone on the south side of the 
sarsen circle that challenges the idea of the circle’s full completion. 
This is Stone 11 and it is nowhere near tall enough to have 
supported lintels. It is also scarcely wide enough to have had two 
tenon knobs on its top, even if it was once taller than it is now. 
This is curious because the sarsen uprights on each side of it have 
tenons, in the expectation of holding up lintels shared with Stone 
11. Without archaeological excavation at the base of Stone 11, we 
can only guess at the possibilities. It could have been put up as a 
deliberately short upright in order to form a southern entrance 
into the circle, congruent with the south entrance into the larger 
enclosure. Alternatively, the stone may have been erected at a 
much later date to replace a fallen or damaged upright. 

Stone 11 was dressed no differently from the other uprights 
of the sarsen circle, except that there was extensive hammering 
damage to its top. This could have been done most easily when 
it was lying down at some point after it was initially dressed and 
erected, but we can’t rule out the possibility that someone climbed 
up there to bash away at it. 

A recent study of the surfaces of each and every stone with 
laser-scanning technology has contributed many insights 
into how these stones were dressed. The basic tool was the 
hammerstone, some very large and boulder-sized but most of 
them fist-sized. Excavation of the sarsen-dressing area north of 
Stonehenge’s enclosure produced 50 hammerstones from an area 
of just 25 square metres. This means the whole dressing area is 
likely to contain another 10,000 fist-sized hammerstones. Some 
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hammerstones were used as packing to hold the sarsen uprights in 
place, while others were simply strewn on the ground, like debris 
on an unfinished building site.

One of the most interesting deductions from the laser-scanning 
is that different methods of dressing were used on different sets 
of standing stones. The trilithon uprights and the inner horseshoe 
of bluestones were dressed in the same way, with tooling from 
hammerstones running vertically as well as horizontally on each 
stone. In contrast, there are no horizontal panels of tooling on the 
uprights of the sarsen circle. This raises the likelihood that the 
trilithons and certain of the bluestones were put up first during 
stage 2 (c 2500 BC) and that the sarsen circle was erected in a 
different operation a few years later (but still in stage 2). 

Of course, the bluestones had most probably already been at 
Stonehenge for 400 years when the sarsens were erected, but the 

Figure 4.16 The odd-
size Stone 11
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nineteen bluestones that are shaped may well only have been 
dressed at this point. It is not surprising that the trilithons and 
bluestone Q and R Hole setting were put up before the sarsen 
circle because, logistically, it would have been almost impossible to 
erect them the other way round. The sarsen circle simply cannot 
have gone up first as there would have been no room to erect 
the trilithons inside an already constructed sarsen circle. Thus 
the trilithons and bluestone Q and R Hole setting could have 
been put up as much as a century or so before the sarsen circle. 
Unfortunately the wide range on the radiocarbon date from the 
one antler pick from a trilithon stone-hole does not allow a closer 
dating of this event. 

Figure 4.17 Part of 
the dressing floor 
excavated in the 
area to the north of 
Stonehenge. Inset: 
some of the many 
hammerstones 
recovered 
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Figure 5.1 
Stonehenge 
memorabilia: an early 
guidebook from 1877 
and items from the 
Wiltshire Museum’s 
collection (© Mike 
Pitts; Wiltshire 
Museum, Devizes) 
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Stonehenge as 
an antiquity 

5

T he people who built Stonehenge must have imagined that 
its message of shared ancestry and eternal unity of people 
and cosmos would, like its stones, last forever, for future 

generations to appreciate and understand. Unfortunately for 
them, the world was changing. Megalith-building was already 
a thing of the past on the Continent and, excepting a few brief 
regional revivals, was on its way out in Britain and Ireland too. 
New people from abroad with new ways of doing things meant 
that the old ideas of centralised power, large-scale projects, and 
the collective authority of the ancestors were things of the past. 

One area where megalithic traditions continued was in 
Aberdeenshire: here during the period of Stonehenge’s stages 3 
and 4, people were building ‘recumbent stone circles’. These are 

Figure 5.2 The well-
preserved recumbent 
stone circle at 
Easter Aquorthies, 
near Inverurie, 
Aberdeenshire. 
Several different 
stone types were 
used in the circle, 
including red jasper, 
pinkish porphyry and 
red and grey granite, 
suggesting the 
stones were carefully 
selected  
(© RCAHMS)
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circles of standing stones but with one of them lying on its side 
like an altar. There was a similar fashion for stone circles and 
chambered cairns in the Clava region of north-east Scotland, and 
local communities across many parts of Britain, from south-west 
England and Wales to the Peak District, northern England and 
Scotland, built small versions of stone circles and put up standing 
stones during the Early Bronze Age. But all of these ventures were 
small-scale, each involving little more effort than building a round 
barrow.

Stonehenge stage 5, 1600 BC
Stonehenge’s final episode of construction was what appears 
to be an unfinished attempt at re-siting the bluestones in two 
concentric rings outside the sarsen circle. Someone got as far as 
digging two circles of pits, known as the Y and Z Holes, and then 
left them open to be filled with windblown soil (see Fig 1.32). 
Antlers have been recovered from the Y and Z Holes but most 
of them have not been used as antler picks, and they may have 
been heirlooms before their ultimate deposition in these pits. 
Perhaps they were parts of headgear worn by people in religious 
ceremonies. While some date to c 1900 BC and others to c 1800 
BC, they may not have been put into the ground until 1600 BC.

Each of these circles has an outer bank of soil around it, but 
so slight that the earthen rings were only noticed a few years 
ago. One suggestion is that these banks formed beneath hedges, 
leading to the rather corny name ‘Stonehedge’ to describe them. 
Another possibility is that these banks were formed from the 
soil dug out of each circle of pits. There is no trace of any other 
below-ground features in association with these banks, so they are 
something of a mystery.

Both the Y and Z Holes have a gap or interruption in the circuit 
at the south-east. This could have been a planned entrance-way 
into the monument and, if so, it might have had astronomical 
symbolism. It broadly looks out towards the midwinter 
solstice sunrise and, slightly south of this, towards the moon’s 
southernmost point for rising (southern major moonrise). It is just 
possible that this new and final stage of building involved a shift 
in the monument’s more significant alignments.
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Stonehenge graffiti
At a similar time to the construction of the Y and Z Holes  
(c 1750–1500 BC), some of the stones at Stonehenge were carved 
with graffiti. Laser-scanning has identified 115 carvings of bronze 
axe-heads and three of bronze daggers on five of the sarsen 
uprights. We can date these little carvings to this period because 
Bronze Age axe-heads and daggers had very distinctive shapes 
which changed over time. Apart from the results of pecking with 
hammerstones 800 years earlier, when the stones were dressed 
before they were erected, these are the only carved images at 

Figure 5.3 An 
example of the 
Bronze Age graffiti 
found on several of 
the stones. On the 
left is a dagger and 
on the right is an 
axe-head

Figure 5.4 Many 
of the stones have 
visitors’ graffiti on 
them; it is only in 
recent times that the 
Bronze Age graffiti 
has been recognised
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Stonehenge. Over the years there have been all sorts of claims 
that one can see carvings of goddesses, phalluses, human faces 
and so on, but the laser-scanning analysis has shown all of these 
to be in the minds of the observer and not on the rock after all.

There are some interesting patterns in terms of where the 
axe-head and dagger carvings are located. Two of the daggers are 
carved on Stone 53, one of the trilithon uprights, and another is 
carved on the south side of Stone 23. A line traced from this side 
of Stone 23 to the north side of Stone 53 gives an astronomical 
orientation towards southern major moonrise. Conversely, the 
other direction is oriented on northern major moonset. Apart 
from trilithon Stone 53, all the axe-heads are carved on the 
outsides of Stones 3, 4 and 5 on the east side of the sarsen circle, 
broadly towards the direction of the rising sun around the 
equinoxes.

One place to see carved Bronze Age axe-heads and daggers 
close-up is in the British Museum, on a large block of stone found 

in a round barrow at Badbury 
in Dorset. The discovery 
was made long ago so little 
is known of its context, but 
there are further examples 
in western Scotland, among 
the round cairns at Kilmartin 
where these carvings adorned 
the slabs and capstones of 
burial chambers. It thus seems 
likely that these carvings were 
linked to the dead. Perhaps 
the carvings are the result 
of a brief fashion during 
the 900-year long period of 
burying the dead in round 
barrows near Stonehenge for 
commemorating or tallying a 
death with a carving.

Figure 5.5 Another 
example of Bronze 
Age graffiti, here at 
the Ri Cruin cairn in 
the Kilmartin valley, 
Argyllshire. The slab, 
decorated with seven 
pecked axe-heads, 
formed part of a cist 
(© RCAHMS)
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Stonehenge as an ancient monument
By 1500 BC the landscape around Stonehenge was being divided 
up by the ditches of land boundaries. After millennia of this 
landscape being a place for the dead, it was now a farmed 
landscape of the living. Stonehenge was left alone in its own 
parcel of land but it was now an ancient monument, out of pace 
with the times.

People did still visit Stonehenge sporadically: broken pieces 
of Bronze and Iron Age pots have been found, and in the late 
Roman period it may even have become a shrine, as numerous pits 
were dug throughout its interior and coins were scattered about. 
After the Romans left Britain in AD 410, the monument may 
have had a rather darker use in the Saxon period – the so-called 
Dark Ages. Around AD 650 the corpse and head of a decapitated 
man were buried at Stonehenge, while further fragments of 
human bone from c AD 400 and AD 800 could derive from other 
executions. It is not impossible that Stonehenge’s name derives 
from ‘stone hangings’ in Old English, a ready-made gallows for the 
condemned. However, it is more likely that the name describes 
stones ‘hanging’ in the air.

The first written reference to Stonehenge occurs c AD 1130, 
during the reign of Henry I, when there is a brief mention in 
Henry of Huntingdon’s History of the English. Henry, archdeacon of 
Lincoln, says (in Latin) of Stanenges: ‘No one can work out how the 
stones were so skilfully lifted up to such a height or why they were 
erected’. It has been claimed recently that Stonehenge was first 
mentioned in a land charter dating to AD 937 but this reference to 
‘Stanheyeg’ is a mistake, caused by someone misreading the words 
stan hrycg (‘stone ridge’), a feature in the parish of Burcombe many 
miles to the south of Stonehenge.

Soon after Henry of Huntingdon, c 1136, Geoffrey of Monmouth 
had much to say in his History of the Kings of Britain about 
Stonehenge’s building by Merlin, including his unverified assertion 
that King Aurelius and Uther Pendragon, uncle and father of King 
Arthur, Britain’s favourite mythical king, were buried here.

The first known drawing of Stonehenge is a small illustration 
from the Scala Mundi, a manuscript written c 1441 which is kept 
at Douai in France. This crude sketch shows just four trilithons in 
a circle, and it is not until 1574 that the first accurate drawing of 
Stonehenge – a watercolour by Lucas de Heere – was produced. 

At the beginning of what we call the modern age, Stonehenge 
emerged from oblivion and obscurity to become something of 

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   125 22/09/2015   12:38:22



126 Stonehenge as an antiquity 

a wonder for a nation beginning to search for its distant past. 
Stonehenge featured in William Camden’s Britannia, a historical 
and topographical survey first published in 1586, and in the 1600 
edition he described it as ‘a huge and monstrous piece of worke’, 
noting also that ‘men’s bones have many times been digged up 
here … Ashes and pieces of burnt bone here frequently found’. 
Camden was probably talking about bones found in the Bronze 
Age burial mounds that surround the stone circle. Not long after, 
in 1620, the first excavation was carried out within Stonehenge 
itself. The excavation team was led by King James I, who was 
accompanied by the Earl of Pembroke, the Duke of Buckingham, 
William Harvey (later famous for his study of the circulation 
of the blood) and the architect Inigo Jones. They found skulls 
of cattle ‘or other beasts’ and ‘great quantities of burnt Coals or 
Charcoals’ but little else.

These early diggings into buried layers must have caused 
unrecorded damage that modern archaeologists can only 
guess at. Fortunately, later investigators were more interested 

Figure 5.6 The 
earliest accurate 
depiction of 
Stonehenge: a 
watercolour by Lucas 
de Heere published 
in 1574 (© The British 
Library Board; Add 
MS 28330 f36r)
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Figure 5.7 An 
illustration from 
William Stukeley’s 
book of 1740 entitled 
Stonehenge: a 
temple restor’d to the 
British druids  
(© Harvard University 
Library)

Figure 5.8 An extract 
from Stukeley’s 
field notes, dated 
7 August 1723, 
recording his 
excavation of a 
round barrow near 
Stonehenge. This 
is the first known 
example of an 
archaeological 
section drawing  
(© Bodleian Library; 
MS Gough maps  
229 f45r)
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in surveying Stonehenge than digging holes in it. The king’s 
antiquary, John Aubrey, drew a plan of it in the 1660s and, later 
on, William Stukeley spent many years studying Stonehenge and 
its surrounding monuments, eventually publishing a book called 
Stonehenge: a temple restor’d to the British druids in 1740. 

King James’ delving, John Aubrey’s drawings, and plans drawn 
by the 17th-century architect Inigo Jones all reveal the awakening 
of an analytical interest in Stonehenge and its place in Britain’s 
lengthening ancient past. Stonehenge became a subject for artists 
and painters from David Loggan to J M W Turner, and people 
also carved their names and initials into the stones – one of these 
(who made the mark ‘+ WREN’) may actually have been local lad 
Christopher Wren, later to design St Paul’s Cathedral in London. 
By the early 19th century visitors had started to arrive in large 
numbers, with local shops in Amesbury selling hammers for those 
wanting to take away a souvenir of Stonehenge. Many of these 
rock-hunting visitors were apparently convinced – perhaps from 
reading Geoffrey of Monmouth’s ancient text – that pieces of 
stone from the monument had special healing powers. 

During the 19th century antiquarianism developed into the 
science of archaeology and there were further investigations of 
Stonehenge, beginning with Sir Richard Colt Hoare and William 
Cunnington who excavated a few small trenches there at the 
beginning of the century. Between 1874 and 1880 William 
Flinders Petrie, then a young man who would go on to become 
the so-called ‘Father of Egyptology’, accurately mapped the 
stones and gave them the numbering system still used today. 
Even the naturalist Charles Darwin dug at Stonehenge, using the 
opportunity of a family picnic in 1877 to dig holes against two 
of the stones. This was not, however, out of any archaeological 
interest but to demonstrate the remarkable power of earthworms 
for working and developing soil.

Stonehenge in the 20th century
Stonehenge remained in private hands until 1918, owned by the 
Antrobus family. Sir Edmund Antrobus (the 3rd baronet) was 
opposed to excavation at Stonehenge and turned down requests 
from archaeologists such as Petrie to work there. But in 1899 
an upright stone and lintel fell down, and another stone – the 
surviving upright of the great trilithon – was leaning perilously. 
In 1901, the 4th baronet (also named Sir Edmund) agreed to this 
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stone being lifted and reset. This work required archaeological 
excavation, which was carried out by William Gowland, an elderly 
professor of geology with considerable experience of archaeology 
in Japan and Korea.

Gowland was a good excavator and he published his results 
promptly in 1902. Sad to say, his exact and innovative method 
of three-dimensional recording of artefacts was not employed 
by the next archaeologists who dug within Stonehenge in the 
20th century. The first of these was William Hawley, a retired 
lieutenant-colonel, who dug almost the entire eastern half of 
Stonehenge between 1919 and 1926 with his assistant Robert 
Newall, publishing a series of interim reports as he went. 
Professor Richard Atkinson, accompanied by Professor Stuart 
Piggott and local archaeologist J F S Stone, carried out major 
works at various times between 1950 and 1978, and while Atkinson 

Figure 5.9 William 
Hawley and his 
excavation team in 
the 1920s. Hawley is 
the gentleman seated 
on the right, with the 
moustache and flat 
cap (Reproduced 
by permission of 
Historic England) 
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wrote an excellent popular book on Stonehenge, published in 1956 
and updated in 1979, he never managed to publish his full results 
in any detail. Only in 1995 were the results of these 20th-century 
excavations finally brought together and published by Rosamund 
Cleal and her colleagues at the Trust for Wessex Archaeology. 
Critically, this work was accompanied by a new programme of 
radiocarbon dating which provided definitive evidence of the Late 
Neolithic date of the main stone settings.

Like the antiquarians of previous centuries, Hawley and 
Atkinson focused on the monument itself, but by the later 
20th century archaeologists had begun to think about the 
landscape around it. In 1979 the Royal Commission on Historical 
Monuments published the results of their survey of the area 
around Stonehenge, recording hundreds of prehistoric monuments 
in its vicinity. Eleven years later, Julian Richards, archaeologist 
and broadcaster, published the full results of his Stonehenge 
Environs Project, revealing that the land around Stonehenge had 
been densely occupied during prehistory. Archaeologists were now 
re-directing their investigations to the Neolithic landscape and the 
people who lived and died there. 

Repairs and restoration  

William Gowland’s excavation in 1901, a small trench dug around the leaning upright (Stone 
56) of the great trilithon, was the first concerted piece of research to accompany restoration 
of the monument. In 1797 another of the trilithons (Stones 57 and 58) had fallen down and, a 
hundred years later, other stones were being propped up with wooden poles. In 1900 Stone 
22 in the sarsen circle fell down. After the monument passed into public ownership in 1918, 
Hawley’s excavations between 1919 and 1926 accompanied a major programme of repair, 
re-erecting fallen stones and consolidating those most likely to topple. In 1958 Atkinson’s 
excavations accompanied the Ministry of Works’ re-erection of Stone 22, and Stones 57 and 
58 of the fallen trilithon. Stone 23 fell in 1963 and was put back up in 1964, at the same time 
as Stones 27 and 28 were straightened and the re-erected trilithon of Stones 57 and 58 was 
also re-set.

Not everyone has shared this appreciation of Stonehenge: a military airfield was built during 
the First World War in the field immediately west of Stonehenge and rumours circulated that 
staff of the Royal Flying Corps wanted it torn down so as not to impede low-flying planes. In 
more recent times, the amount of remedial work has worried some people, since Stonehenge 
has been substantially reconstructed. One April Fool’s Day-style press spoof claimed that 
Stonehenge is not prehistoric at all but is a modern fake!
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Figure 5.10 Professor Richard Atkinson excavating at Stonehenge on behalf of the 
Ministry of Works in 1958. Behind him is Professor Stuart Piggott. Note the wooden 
scaffolding around the adjacent sarsen (Reproduced by permission of Historic England)
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Peopling the landscape – past and present
The astronomical significance of Stonehenge has been recognised 
since the 19th century but it was only in the 1960s that the wider 
public became aware of such matters. In 1965 the astronomer 
Gerald Hawkins published his ‘decoding’ of Stonehenge, 
interpreting it as a prehistoric computer for calculating lunar and 
solar eclipses as well as the midsummer and midwinter solstices 
and other astronomical phenomena. Astronomer Fred Hoyle 
produced a similar interpretation, and retired engineer Alexander 
Thom applied his concept of the ‘megalithic yard’, a unit of 
measurement that he thought was used by Britain’s megalith 
builders, to Stonehenge’s dimensions.

Stukeley’s idea that Stonehenge was a temple for Iron Age 
druids was now replaced by notions of Neolithic astronomer-
priests using the monument as an astronomical observatory to 
calculate festival calendars. In 1977, archaeologist Euan MacKie 
suggested that these priests had lived nearby, within the great 
henge of Durrington Walls. Such interpretations chimed with 
growing popular interest in Stonehenge as it became a site for 
free festivals each midsummer, when thousands gathered to await 
the sunrise. The great stone circle was an icon of the growing 
counter-culture within 1970s’ Britain, the focus of a multitude of 
enthusiasts’ theories about UFOs, ley lines, hidden energy forces 
and lost mysticism. 

Figure 5.11 Druids 
celebrating at 
Stonehenge in 1982 
(© Mike Pitts)
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Figure 5.12 
Thousands gather 
to celebrate the 
midsummer sunrise in 
the late 1990s, when 
Stonehenge was once 
again open to the 
public at the solstice 
(© Mike Pitts)

In 1985 the Stonehenge free festival was cancelled by the police, 
who asked festival-goers not to gather there at midsummer. 
Among those who tried to reach the stones in spite of a police 
blockade were the ‘peace convoy’ of New-Age travellers who were 
brutally attacked in a heavy-handed police operation subsequently 
known as the ‘Battle of the Beanfield’. For the next ten years 
Stonehenge was off limits to midsummer revellers.

Since those dark days, the different parties have come to some 
degree of reconciliation but Stonehenge remains a contested 
place. Archaeologists have also returned to Stonehenge and its 
landscape, bringing old records up to date, developing research 
frameworks for the future, and embarking on new and ground-
breaking research that has transformed our understanding of who 
built Stonehenge, how, when and why.

Working in the Stonehenge landscape
The last of Richard Atkinson’s excavations at Stonehenge was in 
1978, and except for a few small development-related projects, 
such as Mike Pitts’ excavation in advance of a cable trench beside 
the Heel Stone in 1980, the only large-scale investigation during 
the 1980s was Julian Richards’ Stonehenge Environs Project. The 
last 40 years have seen major changes in the management of the 
Stonehenge landscape, not least its inscription in 1986, along with 
Avebury, on the list of World Heritage Sites, such that it is now 
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one of the most heavily protected areas in England; this makes 
carrying out any form of archaeological investigation quite a 
challenge.

Nearly twenty years passed after the completion of the 
Stonehenge Environs Project before another major research project 
on Stonehenge was launched in 2003. This was the Stonehenge 
Riverside Project (SRP), led by Mike Parker Pearson and colleagues 
Josh Pollard, Colin Richards, Julian Thomas, Chris Tilley and Kate 
Welham from a consortium of British universities’ archaeology 
departments. Excavations carried out by the SRP at a number 
of locations within the WHS have radically transformed our 
understanding of the area in the 3rd millennium BC. 

The Stonehenge World Heritage Site (WHS) covers an area of 
2665ha (26.6km2) and within that area lie more than 350 known 
burial mounds and other prehistoric sites. The land is owned 
by several major bodies such as English Heritage, the National 
Trust and the Ministry of Defence, as well as private individuals, 
and various parts of the landscape are protected by designations 
ranging from Scheduled Monument to Special Landscape Area. 
The WHS is managed by a committee with representatives from 
numerous national and local bodies, such as Natural England, the 
Highways Department and local councils. 

In 2010, planning permission was finally granted for the 
closure of the A344 road adjacent to Stonehenge, demolition of 
the 20th-century car park and buildings, and the construction of 
a new visitor centre at Airman’s Corner, 1½ miles (2.5km) to the 

Figure 5.13 For 
many years there 
were calls for the 
A344 road alongside 
Stonehenge to be 
closed, and these 
intensified after it 
became a World 
Heritage Site in 1986. 
The passing traffic, 
including military 
vehicles, seriously 
detracted from the 
experience of visiting 
the site, but it was 
not until 2013 that 
the road was finally 
closed 
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north-west of the monument. The closure of the road in 2013 has 
reunited the monument with its surrounding landscape and it is 
now possible to walk from Stonehenge to Durrington Walls, via 
other monuments such as the Greater Cursus and the Avenue.

Permission to excavate within the WHS area is only granted 
in exceptional circumstances, when important questions cannot 
be answered without digging. The recent Stonehenge Hidden 
Landscapes project used a variety of remote-sensing methods 
to obtain as much information as possible from the landscape 
without any form of excavation, while the Stonehenge Riverside 
Project (SRP) (see pp 136–9) carried out a number of excavations, 
small and large, both within the monument and in the 
surrounding area. 

Excavations at Stonehenge itself are today very rare, but in 2008 
permission was granted for two trenches. The first of these was 
dug by Tim Darvill and Geoff Wainwright as part of their SPACES 
project (Strumble-Preseli Ancient Communities and Environment 
Study) which was investigating possible sources for the bluestones 
in Pembrokeshire. The purpose was to find out when the bluestones 
were erected within the Q and R Holes (inside the sarsen circle 

Figure 5.14 Since the 
closure of the A344 
in 2013, the road 
has been returned 
to grassland. The 
new Visitor Centre 
at Airman’s Corner 
opened in December 
2013
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Stonehenge Riverside Project 2003–2009

The SRP set out initially to investigate the river-based relationship between Stonehenge 
and Durrington Walls, but over seven seasons of work, the team carried out excavations 
at a number of sites across the Stonehenge landscape. Excavations started at Durrington 
Walls in 2004 and, within the next three years, revealed the presence of many houses both 
underneath the banks of the henge as well as in its centre. An entirely unknown ceremonial, 
solstice-aligned avenue was also found, running from the previously excavated Southern Circle 
to the River Avon.

The SRP team partially re-excavated Woodhenge, the timber circle next to Durrington Walls 
first investigated in 1926–27. Discoveries included the remains of a two-phase stone setting 
that replaced the circles of timber posts, and an Early Neolithic deposit of pottery under 
the henge bank. Further south, the team excavated the remains of three more timber-post 
structures of monumental size and a pit circle, suggesting that this zone of high ground along 
the riverside was an important location 
for observing activities on the river below 
Durrington Walls.

Two standing stones survive in the vicinity 
of Durrington Walls: the Cuckoo Stone to 
its south-west and the Bulford Stone to its 
east. The ground around both of these was 
excavated and found to have a long history 
of use, including Early Bronze Age cremation 
burials. At the Cuckoo Stone, three burials 
were placed in pottery urns of a type called 
Collared Urns; at the Bulford Stone, two 
Food Vessels were buried in a multiple 
cremation grave with flint arrowheads, tusks 
of wild boar and other artefacts including a 
small block of crystal. Activity at the Cuckoo 
Stone had begun c 2900 BC, probably when 
the stone was erected, and ended in the 
Late Roman period when two coin hoards 
were buried beside the stone; by this time, 
the Cuckoo Stone had become enveloped 
within the outskirts of an expanding Roman 
rural settlement centred on Larkhill. 

The SRP team set out to date the Greater 
Cursus and the long barrow (Amesbury 42) 
positioned at its east end. Broken antler 
picks from the base of both the cursus and 
the long barrow ditches provided radiocarbon 

Figure 5.15 Archaeologists may have many 
scientific techniques at their disposal in the 
21st century, but excavation is still a manual 
operation. Here a Roman burial of a child with a 
dog skull near the Cuckoo Stone is recovered
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dates which demonstrate that the monuments were built around the same time as the Lesser 
Cursus, c 3500 BC. The excavations here showed that an antler pick found in the ditch of 
the Greater Cursus in 1947, dating to c 2500 BC, had actually been used not in the original 
construction but in a much later re-digging of the in-filled ditch, in an attempt to reinstate its 
alignment a thousand years after it was first built. This reinstatement may have coincided with 
the erection of the sarsen trilithons and outer circle and the re-setting of the bluestones at 
Stonehenge.

The Stonehenge landscape also contained two undated lengths of ditch that run 
approximately north-east to south-west to the west of Stonehenge, leaving a wide opening to 
the north-west of the monument. Known as the Palisade Ditch and the Gate Ditch, these were 
thought to be Neolithic on account of the wooden palisade that once ran along the bottom of 
the ditch but the SRP excavations showed them to date to the end of the Early Bronze Age,  
c 1600–1500 BC, perhaps just before the landscape was divided up for fields. Late Bronze Age 
infant burials in the top of the ditch were accompanied by a beautifully carved little chalk pig.

With the discovery of an avenue linking Durrington Walls to the River Avon, the SRP 
re-examined the Stonehenge Avenue to see if it too led as far as the river. It had only ever 

Figure 5.16 Site recording utilises both traditional and modern methods. Here Josh Pollard is 
drawing a section of a ditch to record the different layers of soil with which it filled up in prehistory

CBA, Stonehenge FINAL.indd   137 22/09/2015   12:38:26



138 Stonehenge as an antiquity 

been tracked to within 200m of the river at West Amesbury so there was uncertainty about 
its full length and whether it was built in different stages at different dates. Excavations at 
the so-called ‘elbow’ of the Avenue, where it deviates from its solstice-aligned axis and 
heads towards King Barrow Ridge and the river, demonstrated that there was no break in 
the Avenue’s construction at that point – the ‘elbow’ and the section beyond to the river are 
definitely part of the original layout. 

Thus the Avenue was shown to extend to the riverside at West Amesbury, with one of its 
ditches producing a beautifully pressure-flaked Late Neolithic flint arrowhead of ‘oblique’ type, 
dating to 2600–2400 BC. The Avenue, however, stopped just short of the river’s edge by 
about 30m. In this gap lay a previously undiscovered henge monument, about 30m wide with 
an external bank and a probable east entrance. Built c 2400 BC, objects found in its ditch 
included a specially placed deposit of antler picks and flint and bone tools. 

More significantly, this henge (now known as Bluestonehenge) was built to enclose an earlier 
feature which consisted of a circle of inter-cutting pits, each with a ramp for the insertion of a 
standing stone into the pit. The impressions made on the bottom of the pits and the voids left by 
pulling out the stones showed that they were thin pillars, almost certainly bluestones. Only part of 

the site was excavated, to leave something 
for future researchers, but we estimate 
that about 25 bluestone pillars once 
stood here. Antler picks left in the holes 
date to c 2400 BC, indicating when the 
stones were removed, but unfortunately 
nothing from the moment of the circle’s 
construction could be dated except for 
several flint arrowheads of the ‘chisel’ type, 
which were in use broadly in the period 
3400–2600 BC.

Closer to Stonehenge, the SRP’s 
excavations revealed a dressing-floor 
100m north of the monument’s enclosure 
ditch. Geophysical survey showed that 
this was just a small part of a fan-shaped 
spread of sarsen debris that can also 
be tracked by the distribution of small 
sarsen chippings found in mole-hills 
across the field north of Stonehenge. 
Analysis of the debris revealed a 
dense spread of sarsen chippings and 
hammerstones, indicative of the large 
sarsens being dragged to this area 
before being carefully shaped prior to 
erection in the Stonehenge enclosure.

Figure 5.17 Modern technology makes some 
aspects of site recording, such as surveying, much 
easier. This is a laser scanner, used here to record 
house floor surfaces
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Sarsen debris was also found underneath the banks of the Stonehenge Avenue. This 
debris demonstrates that the sarsens were brought to Stonehenge before the Avenue was 
constructed. We now know that the sarsens were put up c 2500 BC, that the Avenue’s 
ditches were dug c 2400 BC, and that the ditches were cleaned out at least once after that. 
The excavation trench across the Avenue revealed large and deep periglacial fissures running 
on the solstice axis. The two natural ridges that acted as a funnel for the fissures could 
be seen to run for about 150m, fizzling out before the ‘elbow’ where the Avenue’s ditches 
continued beyond the ends of these ridges. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, these natural features with a fortuitous solstice alignment may 
have played a very important role in determining why Stonehenge was built where it was. 
Excavations in 2013 by Wessex Archaeology after removal of the tarmac of the A344 
beside the Heel Stone revealed these large periglacial fissures again, closer to Stonehenge, 
demonstrating that they are localised to within the Avenue and do not exist beyond it on either 
side. The Avenue is deliberately placed right on top of these natural features.

Figure 5.18 Regular visits by a reconstruction artist during the actual excavation process produce 
more accurate and meaningful images. This is Peter Dunn’s watercolour of the Southern Circle at 
Durrington Walls. Reconstructions always pose a number of questions: here, Peter has suggested 
lintels on the circle, as at Stonehenge but in timber, and elaborate decoration on the entrance posts 
(© Peter Dunn)
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and outside the trilithon horseshoe). Many years earlier Richard 
Atkinson had concluded that the stones in the Q and R Holes were 
put up before the sarsen circle but the SPACES excavation showed 
that Atkinson was wrong about this. He thought that part of a 
stone-hole for a sarsen cut into a bluestone hole but it was shown 
that this part of the sarsen hole was probably filled with much later 
material. Thus the Q and R Holes could be considered contemporary 
with the sarsen circle and trilithons, dating to c 2500 BC, several 
centuries earlier than Atkinson thought.

Later in 2008 the SRP carried out a very small excavation 
within Stonehenge to recover the remains of around 60 cremation 
burials excavated in 1919–26 by William Hawley. In 1935 Hawley’s 
assistant, Robert Newall, placed all the cremated remains found 
by Hawley in Aubrey Hole 7. Newall put the bones here because 
he was worried that no museum would take them; at that time 
in Britain, cremated human remains were not thought to be of 
any scientific or educational value. Scientific advances since then 
have been phenomenal, and these cremated remains are a unique 
source of information about the people of Stonehenge, so they 
were retrieved from ‘storage’ in 2008. Although Newall’s colleague, 
William Young, recorded in his diary that they deposited the 
cremated bones in four separate sandbags, the archaeologists 
found the bones to be thoroughly mixed up in a single heap on the 
bottom of the pit. Painstaking analysis has identified fragments of 
different bones belonging to at least 26 of the individuals buried 
at Stonehenge, whose remains can now tell us much about their 
lives.

Careful excavation of Aubrey Hole 7 also revealed that Hawley 
and Newall had not done a thorough job. They had missed a 
cremation burial in a small pit on the west side of this Aubrey 
Hole and they had also failed to excavate completely all of the 
chalk filling in its base. This filling was a rock-hard matrix of 
chalk that had once been packed around an upright pillar standing 
in the hole. A small spread of crushed chalk indicated that this 
pillar was heavier than wood, and therefore a standing stone. 
The size of the Aubrey Hole means that it was a bluestone, not a 
sarsen. This was further evidence to add to that provided by the 
dimensions of all the Aubrey Holes that they had once contained 
bluestones c 2900 BC.

In 2012 the results of a laser-scan survey of all the stones 
at Stonehenge were interpreted with computerised imaging 
techniques by ArcHeritage, an archaeological consultancy in 
Sheffield. Developing new methods of recognising carvings on 
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the sarsens, they were able to more than double the number 
of previously known axe-head carvings (see Fig 5.3). They also 
discovered much about the methods of stone-dressing used by 
Stonehenge’s builders.

Meanwhile English Heritage’s own experts have recently 
completed a study of the earthworks of Stonehenge and its 
surrounding monuments, including a geophysical survey within 
Stonehenge. Without having to dig any holes, they have produced 
results which raise new questions about whether there was 
an earlier monument under the ‘north barrow’ on the site of 
Stonehenge before 2900 BC. They also point to the possibility that 
several of the round barrows immediately to the south-west of 
Stonehenge may have started out as earlier monuments such as 
small long barrows or cremation enclosures. 

Figure 5.19 The 
array of geophysical 
equipment used 
by the Stonehenge 
Hidden Landscapes 
team (© LBI ArchPro, 
Geert Verhoeven) 
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Geophysical surveys have been carried out in the wider 
landscape by two more teams. The Stonehenge Hidden Landscapes 
project (2010–14), a collaboration between a team from 
Birmingham University led by Vince Gaffney and the Ludwig 
Boltzmann Institute for Archaeological Prospection in Vienna, has 
surveyed most of the Stonehenge World Heritage Site, discovering 
many new sites of unknown date or purpose in the vicinity 
of Stonehenge. Fritz Lüth’s German team from the Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut in Berlin has worked with Tim Darvill of 
Bournemouth University to cover much of the same ground. 

Since 2009 most of the research on Stonehenge has been taking 
place in laboratories or as non-intrusive survey. Following on from 
the SRP, Parker Pearson’s team have carried out a laboratory-based 
project, Feeding Stonehenge, to investigate where its resources 
were obtained and in what seasons. Whilst many resources were 
sourced locally (such as the flint tools and most of the pottery), 
the cattle and pigs eaten at the Durrington Walls settlement were 
brought on the hoof from far and wide to be feasted on, in the 
case of the pigs during the winter months. The Feeding Stonehenge 
project follows on from the Beaker People Project, a study of 
mobility and diet in Britain in the period 2500–1500 BC, starting 
when the Bell Beaker culture arrived from Europe.

The most recent research excavations in the Stonehenge 
area have been those by David Jacques of the University 
of Buckingham at Blick Mead, close to the River Avon near 
Amesbury. At the foot of an Iron Age hillfort called Vespasian’s 
Camp, Jacques has discovered a dense deposit of Mesolithic flints 
and associated animal bones, demonstrating the existence of a 
long-lived and possibly large Mesolithic occupation site.    

One of the big questions about Stonehenge – where the stones 
came from, when and why – can only really be answered by 
investigations not at Stonehenge itself but at the rock sources. 
Most of this work has concentrated on the bluestones, a variety 
of igneous and sedimentary rocks that appear to have been put 
up as two stone circles at Stonehenge and West Amesbury as 
early as 2900 BC. Geologists Rob Ixer and Peter Turner have 
dismissed the suggested Milford Haven origin for the sandstone 
Altar Stone and shown it to be of Devonian sandstone, possibly 
from the Brecon Beacons. Ixer has also worked closely with 
Richard Bevins on the bluestones, which are of volcanic origin, 
matching chippings and pillars at Stonehenge with specific 
outcrops in Pembrokeshire, south Wales. Their results, described 
in Chapters 3 and 4, have led to the discovery of a megalith 
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quarry at Craig Rhos-y-felin as well as the locations of other 
quarries at Carn Goedog and Cerrigmarchogion on the north 
flank of the Preseli mountains. 

The early 21st century has seen renewed research interest 
in Stonehenge from teams across Europe. Using techniques 
previously unknown, they have ushered in a new era of ground-
breaking scientific results that have allowed us to understand 
Stonehenge and its builders as never before. With the increasing 
pace of scientific innovations and growing sophistication of 
archaeological method and theory, it is clear that Stonehenge will 
continue to reveal its secrets for years to come.

Figure 5.20 
Stonehenge, 
probably the most 
photographed 
monument in Britain, 
will continue to 
fascinate generations 
to come
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Barrow A burial mound of soil, turf and subsoil, heaped over a 
grave. Long barrows were built in the Early and Middle Neolithic 
while round barrows were built in the Middle Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age.

Bluestone A type of stone found at Stonehenge that has its 
sources in west Wales. It is a general term for a variety of 
different rocks, including spotted dolerite, rhyolite, argillaceous 
tuff and sandstone. The bluestone pillars brought to Stonehenge 
were mostly about 4m long and 2 tons in weight.

Boreal The vegetational epoch, 8500–7000 BC, when birch forests 
gave way to hazel and pine in a warming climate, prior to the 
spread of mixed-oak forest across Britain.

Bronze Age The period, 2200–750 BC, during which bronze was 
the principal metal in use for tools. Metalworkers learnt to alloy 
tin and copper to make bronze in the Early Bronze Age (2200–
1500 BC). 

Causewayed enclosures Earthen enclosures, mostly dating to 
3800–3600 BC in the Early Neolithic (4000–3500 BC). They were 
created by digging ditches with gaps or causeways being left in 
place between each section of ditch. 

Cist A small box-like chamber, normally below ground and formed 
from stone slabs, constructed to contain a corpse or other 
human remains.

Copper Age The period, 2500–2200 BC, when the first metals 
were introduced to Britain.

Cursus monuments Long, narrow rectangular enclosures, dating 
to 3600–3200 BC, surrounded by a ditch and a bank, sometimes 
miles long. They were built at the end of the Early Neolithic and  
in the Middle Neolithic (3500–3000 BC).

Glossary 6
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Disarticulated human bones When a corpse has fully decayed, 
the bones of the skeleton can separate from each other. Neolithic 
burial practices included the deliberate disarticulation of 
skeletons, sometimes involving defleshing. 

Dolmen A type of megalith, called a cromlech in Wales, formed 
from three or more uprights covered by a capstone. These are 
common in western Britain and Ireland. Portal dolmens have the 
appearance of an entrance to the dolmen.

Druids Ritual and judicial specialists in Britain at the time of 
Julius Caesar’s invasion in 55 BC. They were first connected to 
Stonehenge in the 17th and 18th centuries by the antiquarians 
John Aubrey and William Stukeley because they did not realise 
the true age of Stonehenge.

Equinox Halfway between the solstices, the sun rises precisely in 
the east and sets precisely in the west twice a year, around 20 
March and 22 September. Unlike the solstices, equinox sunrise 
and sunset do not seem to have been important at Stonehenge 
or at other Neolithic monuments.

Fieldwalking A form of archaeological survey involving walking 
across ploughed fields to plot the distribution of finds (worked 
flints, pottery sherds etc) on the ground surface.

Henge A circular earthwork enclosure (with one, two or four 
entrances) in which the bank has been built outside the ditch. 
Although it is the origin of this term, Stonehenge is not a henge; 
this type of circular earthwork enclosure, with the ditch outside 
the bank, is known as a ‘formative’ henge, since it dates to 
before classic henges.

Holocene The current geological epoch, which follows the last Ice 
Age.

Lintel A stone block set horizontally on two stone uprights, like the 
top of a doorway. Stonehenge is the only megalithic monument 
to have had lintels, set on top of the trilithons and sarsen circle.

Megalith A large stone deliberately set up (normally standing 
but sometimes laid flat or recumbent) or intended to be set 
up. Megalithic monuments, comprising one or more megaliths, 
were built 4700–1500 BC in western Europe. They are erected in 
numerous societies today.

Menhir A large, upright standing stone, often found singly but 
sometimes with others.

Mesolithic The Middle Stone Age, c 10,000–4000 BC, after the last 
Ice Age. Britain was still joined to the European mainland at this 
time and people lived by hunting wild animals and gathering 
plant foods.
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Neolithic The New Stone Age, c 4000–2500 BC, when farming was 
introduced to Britain and people began to live in permanent 
settlements. 

Passage graves Also known as passage tombs, these generally 
circular tombs of the Early and Middle Neolithic have a long 
passage leading to a central chamber. In the British Isles, they 
are found only in Ireland and western Britain. 

Radiocarbon dating The scientific method of dating carbon by 
measuring the decay of the carbon-14 isotope.

Sarsen A silcrete formed of sand and cemented silica 55 million 
years ago on top of the chalk beds of southern England. As a 
type of sandstone, it is unusually hard. Most of Stonehenge’s 
stones, including all the large ones, are sarsens.

Solstice The sun rises and sets at its extreme positions twice a 
year around 21 June and 21 December, the longest and shortest 
days of the year. The midwinter sun rises in the south-east and 
sets in the south-west, and the midsummer sun rises in the 
north-east and sets in the north-west.

Trilithon Two standing stones, joined across the top by a stone 
lintel. These are known only from Stonehenge where five of 
them form a horseshoe plan at the centre of the monument.
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