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Late Neolithic monumentality

Thinking about stone circles



What are late Neolithic monuments (3200 – 2400BC)
How is their architecture generally interpreted?

• Stone circles

• Timber circles

• Henge monuments



Stone circles 

• “Stonehenge …. drew on a basic 
symbolism of the circle, which 
served to both include and 
exclude, to separate and unite” 
(Whittle 1997, 163).



Timber Circles

• “enclosure itself defines space and 
creates a difference, the area 
within and the area without” 
(Gibson 1998, 90)

 
 



Henge Monuments

• “henge monuments divide 
space into that which is ‘inside’ 
and that which is ‘outside’. The 
act of enclosure creates a place 
which is different or separate” 
(Harding 2003, 39).

 



The identical interpretations of what the architecture of 
these monuments achieves is predicated on ‘similarity’ -  

in their being circular and having material layers

• But the material layers are different: 
earth, wood, stone

• As is the architecture.



Stone circles are present across the British Isles and 
Ireland

Boscawen, Cornwall

Castelrigg, Cumbria

Templewoood, Argyll



Sometimes they are composite: Arbor Low, Derbyshire, has a 
henge and a stone circle





The remaining above ground monoliths at Brodgar



The monoliths at Brodgar 
form sections within the  

stone circle



Height of monoliths



• At least 9 
different 
lithologies 
form the 
Ring of 
Brodgar 





Expedient architecture – an arena of 
competition - construction 



Moving megaliths is symbolically and physically risk-laden, and highly 
socially competitive



Sometimes sequential – wood to stone (40%)

• Balfarg, Fife

Machrie Moor, Arran



Stanton Drew, Somerset
has a timber and stone circle



The Sanctuary (stone and timber)
Avebury landscape

Concentric stone circle

Concentric Rings of Stone and/or Timber posts

Site IV, (stone and timber)
Mount Pleasant,
Dorchester Landscape



Wood & Stone- why?



In a paper written in 1998, Mike Parker Pearson & Ramilisonina suggested 
that:

these material differences were metaphoric



Area of study



z

The Landscape Archaeology of Tenants Hill





The Survey Area
This pilot project 
focussed upon 40 fields 
and five areas of 
woodland.

Volunteers investigated 
32 fields and 3 areas of 
woodland within the 
time available to the 
project.

(we have yet to collect 
spatial data from fields 
4, 21, 22, 23 and 24, and 
the southern edge of 
field 7)



Summary of Results
In these 30¾ fields volunteers 
identified 323 stones.

These comprised:

221 sarsens

61 greensand boulders

35 flint nodules

6 pieces of chalk,    

   limestone or concrete

Although the data is incomplete, there are patterns 
in the distribution of different types of stone.



Location of polissoir with respect to the extent of the sarsen survey



• EuCAN volunteers

The polissoir



Digging for Britain 2023/4







Plan of the ‘Druidical 
Temple at Gorwell’, 
the earliest known 
depiction of the 
Kingston Russell 
stone circle, made in 
1805 by the 
Reverend James 
Knight (Hutchins 
1796-1815, xli).



Plan Rev James (1809)              Rebecca Pullen (HE) 2021

Kingston Russell stone circle



“The primary purpose of this 
paper is to publish for the first 
time a complete set of plans 
and descriptions of the Dorset 
stone circles…….”

Stuart and Peggy Piggott



Stuart and Peggy Piggott



Kingston Russell Hampton

Nine Stones

Rempstone







Kingston Russell stone circle

No henge
No ditch
Probably no internal settings
Stones (probably) from the 
Valley of Stones

We have extended our sarsen 
survey into the Valley of 
Stones
(2024-2026)

c. 2000 stones!



Sarsen Survey



• Out now!
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