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The Social Archaeology ‘
of Megalithic Monuments

The change from simple tombs to elaborate henges in

the Neolithic period of western Europe appears to have

corncided with che rise of cencralized political conerol

ver the past two decades many
prehistorians have moved be-
yond the concepd of re-creating
the past in terms of culture history
toward a concept of “process” thal secks
1o explan past events rather than being
conlenl o narrate them. As Kent .
Flannery of the University of Michigan
has put i, some New World archasolo-
B151% are not “ultimately concerned with
“the Indian behind the artifact” but rath-
er with the system behind both the Indi-
an and the artifact: what other compo-
nents does the system have, what encrgy
source keeps it going, .. . and 20 on? ™
The distinction betwesn the 1wo ap-
proaches to prehistory is made clear in
the Obd World by the case of the Euro-
pean megaliths (from the Greek mepas,
“great,” and firhes, “stone™). Thesd Tm-
pressinve monuments have intrigued stu-
dents of the past (or more than a centu-
ry. They are found in all the countries of
Atlantic Europe, from the Mediterrane-
an scaboard 10 Sweden, and the human
bones many of them contain show that
they served #¢ tombs. Some are very
simple, althe ;1 they could not have
been easy = suild. For example, the
monurments called dolmens may consisi
of three or four large boulders support-
Ing a massive capstone. There are some

Sﬂ.ﬂnmmru in Europe, and the la-
requirne boulders, 1o
build up earth ramps and then 1o move
I:]I:( capstones into position must have
n prodigious. Ciher monuments are
far more elaborate than dolmens and
must have required man-hours of labor
totaling in the hundreds of thousands,
Examples include ithe great passage
graves of Newgrange in Ireland and of
Maes Howe in the Orkney lslands.
Ewven ihe early siudenis of the mega-
lithic monuments of Euwrope realived
that they were pre-Roman and indeed
prehistoric. The scale and sophistication
of such structures as the passage graves,
however, made the same scholars reluc-
tant ter believe that the megalithic monu-
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ments were the unaided work of the bar-
barian peoples of European prehisiory.

The aﬁWs in them
indicated that their makers were the
simple farmers of the Mew Stone Age,
but before the development of absoluie
dating echniques their actual age could
only be estimated,

Did the structures represent the influ-
enie of more advanced ideas, percolat-
ing from arcas that supported high cul-
tures, such as Crete and Greece, west-
ward o Spam and then northward along
the Atlaniic coast? Given such an as-
sumplion, the “diffusionist™ view that
barbarian Europe merely mirrored the
civilizations of the Near East was quick
to rie. Scholars of the culture-history
school even mapped the successive ad-
vances of the supposed Mediterrancan
influences,

The development of carbon-14 dating
caused the complete collapse of the dif-
fusionst veew. [t was soon learmed that
the megalithic monuments in several ar-
cas of Elrope were nearly 2,000 years
older than any of their supposed Med:-
terrancan predecessors. Some of the ear-
liest of them, in Brinany, could be dated
back to 4500 p.c. There could no longer
be any doubt that the monuments, the
carlicst stone siructures sbfl standing
amywhere in the world, were of local Eu.
ropean origin. 5

Thl.- dual problem that then faced the
archaeclogist was not only to find
some explanation lor the origing of
these monuments but also (o give some
account of their function thar could
make the monuments intelligible o ws
The various historical reconstruclions
that were once offered are now seen o
have failed, Instead one has 1o think in
terms of process, considering the system
behind both the monuments and the so-
cieties that built them. Today archagol-
ogisis still have anly a few clues to why
the megalithic monuments rose precise:
Iy where they did, and not elsewhere in

|

Europe, but at least one can begin to
think about them in social lerms.
Although the structures may have had
other (unctions, most of them served as
tormbs. In some areas, notably in Britain,
there are prehisioric stone monuments
of other kinds, notably the great stone
circles of Stomehenge, Avebury and the
Ring of Brogar in the Orkneys. [n Britia-
ay greal “alignments” of standing stones
arrayed in parallel rows three-quarters
of a mile long are found at Carnac. Car-
bon-14 dating and the variety in the
[orm of the monuments in different ar-
eas suggest that they may have had five
Or 3ix quite inde pendent places of origin,
One of those places was surely Brittany,
Anoiher was in Portugal and perhaps in

Lﬁpuin.- others were in Denmark, proha-
bly in Ircland and perhaps in son“ern
England. Glyn Daniel of the Universuy
of Cambridge has saggested that some
of the monuments took thelr form
through the imitation in stone of the
wiood houses of the local inhabitanis
and their ancestors. This is in some in-
stances a plausible suggestion. but i
does not state precisely why the monu-
menis came nto existence,

Faced with such a problem, the ar-
chaeologist would do vwell to ask what
the role of these diverse monuments was
in the soceties of the time, This ks in part
a queston aboul the actuil function of
the monuments: How were they wed,
how did they facilitate the workings of
the society? In part it is a further ques-
tion about the nature of those socic-
tieg. Whal kind of socweties were they
in order for such monuments 1o have
a meaningful place in them? And of

course both queitions go beyond the k-

s of “wselulmess™ in any narmows mate-

rialist or “functionalist™ sense; it & evi-

dent at the outset that these great feals
of construction must in many insances
have had an enormous symbolic val-
ue. They were surely a source of pride
o their makers and perhaps of envy o
their neighbors. In a social approach o
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these questions the human qualities of
prude and emulition, of solidarity and
competition musi hove o rale.

Whatever their gemerul interest, the
Pwo questions must in practice be asked
lrst pbout & specific region and place,
The monuments differ from area fo
arca, and s0 must the specilke inter-
pretive approach, whatever regularitics
may underhie them. One of the Gra areas
o be examined in this way wis pre-
histore Wessex: those several counties
ol southern England where Stonchenge,
Avebury and many lesser monuments
are [pund, The period is between the
first development of {arming communi-
ties there i about 40040 B.C. and the de-
velopment of a lechnology based on the
warking of bronze in about 2000 B,
when the boilding of megalithie mon-
uments had effecuvely gone ouw of
fashion. Until recently little was known
abowt the domestic settlements of this
arca, Even toduy most of our knowledge
comes (rom the considerable profusion
of monumenis, many of them on the
rolling chalklands that were among the
first areas to be setiled.

he earlies monuments in Wessex are

ook in fact megalithic: they have
no large stones. They are nonetheless
burinl monuments. These great oblong
mounds. up o 70 mewers long, are
known as long barrows. Made of chalk.
they are in som¢ ways the local equiva-
kznt of the stone-buill tombs commonly

[ound to the west and, more sparingly,
in the Wessex arca isell, Because early
investigators did not find 1emb cham-
bers in them, the sirociures ‘were ol
first calbed unchambered long barrows
Laier excavalions, howewver, revealed
that mosi of them did originally con-
1ain wood strisciures that had long since
collapsed. Like megalithic chambered
iombs, ihe barrows undoubledly scrved

as places of burial, but the number of =

individuals represented by the remains |
in them s in most mnsances small |
Moreover, the remains are imcomplete, *
suggesiing that the dead hed been al-
lowed to decompose elsewhere in prepa-
ristipn for secondary burial i the bar-
row (o customm tsat is well documented
for culiures in many parts of the world).
Grrave goods ane in the lang
barréws, as they are I nearly all the
Evropean megalithic tombs, and what 13
there i very simple. The linds are gen-
erally restricied 10 the normal range

of Nealithic artifacts: pottery, polished [

stome axes and chipped-fint toods. Ex-
cept in the tombs of Spakn and Portugal
hardly any atiempl was made (o immure
richly decorated abjects such as stone
carvings of pieces of inched or other-
wiie decornied stone. It is thus fair 1o
sy, both for Wessex and a larger area,
that the tombs did not serve for displays
of personal wealth, nor do the objects
imcluded in them mdbeate that the dead
were of high sockal status. This conirasts
markedly with the finds {rom the suc-

ceeding enrly Bronee Age m Wessex
In the centuries immediately afier 20045
nc. mdividual burials were accompa-
nied by rich grave goods, ncluding ob-
pects of bronze, amber and gold.

A second class of stoneless Wessex
monument i known as a causewayed
CIMp. Mast of the cimps are mughl:,r
circular enclosures aboul 200 meters
in dinmeter surrounded by conceniric
rimgs oof ditches. The ditches are nol con-
tinwsous; they are broken by undug arcas
{the causeways)h, and it is now clear that
the barks throws up with the chalk ex-
cavated (rom the ditches, rather than the
ditches themselves, are what were origi-
nally significant. Hecent excavalions at
Hambledon Hill in Dorseshire by Rog-
er Mercer of the University of Edin-
burgh have shown the enclosure 16 have
been defended by outlying 1imber pali-
sades on the approaches o . Morcover,
Mercer found evidence, in the form of
human skulls and skeletal fragments in
ihe ditches, that amplified earlier mter-
pretations of these sites as the meeiing
places of scattered communities from
the surrounding arcas. Mercer suggests
that the enclosure served as a “corpse
EAPOSUre CENIET, ... 4 vasl, recking open
cemelcry, ila silence broken only by the
din of crows and ravens."™

Baoth ihe long barrows and the cause-
wayed camps belong to the carlier pari
of the British Mealithic, from about
4K 1o 1300 po. Later. in aboul 3000
o.c., i different kind of monument made
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SUPPOSED DIFFUSION of the megalithic tradition s Atlastic Ex-
rope, as mapped in the days before carbon-14 dating, was based om
ihe mssmmption that the bechive tombs of Creie aml Greece, with
iheir eerbelod, canb-coverod rosls, were older than similsr ismis in
haly need Sicily and that the latter in turn bad inspived sech premegs-
lithie oddities as ihe rock-cul tombs of Malta and Sardinis. There-
afiier diffusion of the megaliihle tradition through the Therian peain.
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and finally to England, Wales, Scolland asd Ireland would have fsl-
lowed {mvap av i) Wik the development of sisoluie datisg, which
shavred ihal cortaim French megalithic moswmenis had bees bulli in
aboul 4500 5.0, and thal evem the mosumenis in the remaote Orkoney
Eilamids were confuries older ihan ihe pyrumbds of b dliiffu-
slombsl vigw gave way Lo oo emphasizing leml erigins (map ar mighil,



15 appearance: the henge o lorm de-
rved [rom the laomous Wessex monit-
ment Stonchenge. Most henges are mol,
hovwever, & circle of great siomes. They
are u curcular enclosure '.||rr-|'|||r|Jc|_. by
L minghe dich waik o well-consirud -J
bank that i wsunlly on the cutside of
Ich. There nre genernlly either one -;:-r
1w enlrance canseanys, and the entire
irrangement 15 much more regular ihan
ihe earler couscwnyed enclosures. Ex
LAl WALIONS D1 N MNCrT T |,|| 51'\.'I'I_-LI.' FEL | N
lakdly those at Durringion Walls under-
taken by Geofirey Wainwright, Inspec-
o of Ancient Monuments for the LLE.
Depariment of the Environment) have
showm that some of them ineluded mas-
ive circular timber buildings. Henges
arc sometimes very Lirge, ap to 300 me-
lers in diameier

Finally am Ehas brsed review of the Wes
X monuments mention must be made
ol Stonchenge itsell, with s circle of
stones linked together by lintels, and of
the colossal artificial earth mound. Sil-
_bary Hill, near a stone circle far larg
er than Stonchenge: Avebury. Until the
tme of the Imdustrial Revolution. Sil-
bury Hill ranked as the largest man
made structure in Europe

l nirving io make sense ol such a profw
siop of material rs'o analyiical ap-
pro@ches ure potentially useful. The firs
approach takes into sccount spatial dis
tribution. The second considers nbso-
lute scale, Both approaches may give in-
dicatvons of hecrorchy, and this in turn
may reflect an underlying social rank-
ing within the society itsell. For exam-
ple, when the Wessex monuments are
mapped, il becomes clear that the 132
long barrows oolnumber the seven
causewayed caomps by nearly a (actor of
20, The map also shows a dispersed dis-
irbution of long barrows. They fall into
perhaps five groupings, and within cach
of the groupings 15 & CONVenienl Calse.
wayed camp. {The two camps left over
do not L as well among the long bar-
rows. ) Thiss' it ks already possible 1o
wpeak of a modest spatial hierarchy if
ont regards cach causewayed camp as &
loscal center for the small region defined
by each group of long barrows. When
e gocs on (o ook ai the distmbution of
the mapor henges (those more than 200
meters in digmeler), a spatial pattern
emerges that & sumilar to the potiern
of the causewayed camps. Each case-
wayed camp, again wilh [wo exceplions
s superseded in this laber persod by a
major henge

The snalysis is imken furither when we
turn from spatial distribution 1o scale
For example. the long barrows are of
rather modest size. Caleulation of the
amaount of labor required (o therr con
struction (following estimaies based an

wmple earth-moving meithods and the |

use of very basic iools, such as wood
shovels and antler picks) suggesis that

SILBURY HILL, s lasge srtificial rarih moumd near Avebary in Wiltshire, sppears a1 the con-
et ol this asrial photograpk. [ was the brgesi manmads strectore in Esrope antil the lime of
e lndunirial Revolution, requiring an estimated imvestment of 18 milllos &as-hescs 0o boakd,

ench would have taken 50060 to 10,00
man-hours o build, This 15 an mmvest
ment af labor with an order of magni-
tude of [rom 102 (o [ man-hours: the
amount of work 20 men could do in 50
days. The labor required [or the cause-
wayed camps, nexl m hierarchical rank,
is an order of magnitude greaver. They
wiould have reguired between 40, DKk
and 100,000 man-howrs, that i, up ko
abput 10° man-hours.

The great henges of the late Neolithic
represenl & Tabor investment .;g.nn an
order of magnitude larger, approaching
1% For example. Wainwright has es
mated & total of $00.000 man-hoiars o
the construction of Durnington 'Walls,
And W the grear henge: rank 2% su
[ECSIArE among prehisionc monumenits,
Wessex provides iwo megastars: Silbury
Hill and Sionehenge. Richard 1. C. Al-
kinson of University Caollege, Cardiff,
has estimated the labor requmrement for
Silbury Hill nnd Stonehenge (incleding
the labor pecessary [or the (ransport of
the stones to Sionchenge) at 18 million
and 10 million man-hours respectively
This is well inexcess of 107 mmn-hours

There i thos a man-hour hierarchy
bo sei besude the evident spatial hierar-
chy. Some years ago | suggested that we
should r_nﬂl'ln e '.1'-:'..|| siructures cor-
rrI ling '-J.leJ__‘_'l-:h-.- hr! ||,|: CAm-pmErEe -
s hlr:r.:r.,hn:'. e that I'nr.' thie late Meo-
fRiE, i _maght '."1' 11rr|.1'|'\-r|.|.ll.' to tulk
ol chieldom™ '.-::-url: e cenlered on the
five very large Wessen henges. The ap
proximate terriiories can be miferred by
dividing up the lnndscape with each of
the major kenges as the dominant {ocus
of i3 regron. | pomnted owl that lor so

Ereal an imvestment of labor il 15 neces
sary to think of some central organizing
authoniy and that if & postible to list a
number of refevant features of chiel-
dom sockcties as ethnologists recognire
them. Fundamenial among these [en-
tures, of course, s the existence of
rinked sociely (with a chief an s head)
sustiined by @ system based on o redis
tributeon, organized by the chiel, of pro
duce, including some of the necessi
ties required for subsistence. Chiefdoma
charactenstically have an higher populs
non density and more clearly defined
territorial boundaries than more egali
farian societies. They have centers ihkat™]
coord male secinl and religioes activities
as well as economic ones, and they show
an increase in specinlization. as well ax |
the abiliy to organize and deploy lnbaor
for major works |
—
S-:r.nw ol these features maght already
b inferred for politees with sibes like
Durrington Walls or Avebury at their
oenier. As the next step urr#:l.n:l SOAME
luFthed centFalEaln would have ans
en: on amalgamation of association of
{ormerly independent chieldom territo
ries into & federation, perhaps with
Honchenpe o8 (18 ritueal [ocus &and Sal
bury Hill as its Ixrgest monument On
the basis of his excavations at Silburs
Hill, Akinson has suggested that the
maonument was built within the space of
only two years. Even with workers la
boring cight hours s day for 300 days a
year a foll-time team of L7000 men
would have been needed Lo consiruct |
the great tumulus, and ench member of
the team would have needed 1o be sup
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phed with food by the organization of
iia respective chieldom,

Such u “social archasology™ ap-
proach calls for thinking in terms of
well-defined social context for the larger
monuments. It situates them wihin a
dynamic development where the sim:
pler societies of the early period devel-
oped into the more centralized social
units of the later period, which sheld
have had a greater population density
and hence o larger population. Il & an
spproach that alwo allows one (o sep-
arate the question of the larger mon
uments (the grest henges and Shlbusry
Hillk, which we can regard as the prod-
uct of chiefdom socwetics, from smaller
local monwments such as long barfows.
This s important because the large ma-
jority of the European megalithic mon-
uments can be more appropriately eom.
parcd with long barrows. They oo
are burial monuments, often requiring
about 10,000 man-hours for their con-
struction, and many of them are as dis-

persed as ithe long barrows. Major mon-
uments are much rarer: henges and
slane circles are hardly found on the Eu-
ropean mainlund (although, ut least oy
far s scale is concerned, the great align-
ménis af Carnac undoubtedly belong in
the Slonchenge category),

Cnn{:pt_s of scale and spanal organi.
Intion are again uwse(ul whether one
lroks more closely at the long barrows
of Wessex or ol sione monuments of the
sikme wntiguity, such as the megalithic
tombs on the islund of Arran off the west
coast of Scotland. In either case of one
draws lines midway beiween the monu- .
ments to divide the landscape into sepa-
rate wnits (@ process geographers call
forming Thicssen polygons), one finds
that with few cxceptions the landscape
i dvided inio roughly equal produoc-
tive units. For example, on Arran each |
such polypon contains at keast some of 7
the sland's lemited arable land. Setting |
avide the instances where the monu-

ments are found o pars, the patiern w
alwo o dopersed one. IT in addition one
tnkes into sccount the size of the mon.
uments, there B aill no sign of a hier.
archecal structure: af lesst within one
order of magnilude the tombs are ap-
proximately the same size. The pattern
i not chiefly but egaliarian.

The obvious suggestion arises that
these monuments of 5000 or bANH)
YEArs ago scrve as indicators of small,
rather scantered groups of farmers living
in societies thal were not cenirally ors
ganized. Mo doubt these groups were
linked by marriage and hence by kinship
Lies iand perhips also by exchanges of
goeodsh, bul they may well have been
pelitically independent. Tribal ties be-
tween them, imtially on & rather mod-
est scale, may be indicated by the next
phase: the construction of causewayed
enclosures. We may imagine the dead of
all the 200or so long: birrow territarics in
the Hambledon Hill region, so vivid-
Iy described by Mercer, being broughi
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BURIAL MONUMENTS of sacienl Wesen (modern Doesetishine
amd Wikishired in England ferm chstors that are concentrated large-
Iy i e umwosded chalk splends {wehite aee) (et were peefesred
by the Menlithie larmers whe frsl seitled the region. Thelr learial
minands (doti ] were long earth barrows and therefore noi megalibic
mosumenis 5 all When ihey are grouped inie five or sin clusion
limlored Bowadury fimes), bowever, sach of ihe foar lower clusiors
containg 8 single cammewnyed camp (ooder bl 5o, which seems
fo have been am ares where (be desd were firnd exposed belore heir
bangs were fnally interred in the associmied growp of leng berrews
lamap ar fefth The grave goods fomnd @ (ke laang barrows sre few mnd
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simple, vaggestng thai the farmers fofmed rgalitarian social gromps.
When, about 500 years later, new kinds of circolar henge raribwosks
that may all bave incloded timber sirscisres within their baumds wepe
beuilt in this same part of England, severnl of the langer ones ifruas-
plen oo map ad righrh bay widliln the same bounds of clustored bong bar-
rows as the varlier capsewayed camps did. The henge monumenis,
which rarely imclede megaliths, are cubsiantially mare elaborate than
the sarlier causewayed camps. This vspgests that the social orgami.
eation they werved had become more hisrsrchecal Further evidenge
0 the same effect is the apprarance of fwo “megasine™ menaments
im il region (recieapiod: Slonehenge and, o the narth, Sibury Hill,



there fof ex poRLRT and the bomes of
some of them being lnter 1aken back Lo
the local long barrow for interment
Simce It long-barrow lerriionies are
ihout 11 square kilometers in area, tak-
ing n modest Bgore of berween 10 and 50
hectures of lind to support cach person
i a simple (erming economy, we may
think in tierms of populations of beiween
20 apd 1 people per territory, These
small unis may be regarded as “'seg-
mcnlary socictics,” 1o use the sociml an-
thropalogst's term, each segmeni being
i grioup of people, an economically and
politically autonomous. sell-sustaming
pefpetual body exercming effeciive con-
tral over is productive resources.

From this peripective we can begin 1o
think more clearly abouwt the far mose
ambitbous megalithic chambered tombs.
They were, of course, burial places. In-
deed. with the possible exception of the
timber-chambered long barrows, they
were collective burial places. But a
group of perhaps 50 people, cven o per-
manenl group occupying the same piece
of lund for centuries, does not actually
need & monumental tomb to dispose ol
its dead. There would be nothing sim-
pler than 1o bury them quickly, with-
out any fuss, The monemeniality of the
chambered tomba, therefore, 15 not logi-
cally implied by thelr funeriry function
[t hints a1 another purposc altogether
In the words of Andrew Fleming of
the University of Sheilicld, these were
“tombs for the living.” that & 10 say,
their monumental character o the result
of the deliberate activities of the living
members of the society and must have
served the objectives of that sociely
Three different explanations can be put
forward Tor the rale of the chambered
tormbs. The three are nol conradictory
but serve rather o complement ong
analher,

Fim.. with respect 1o these ambitious
monuments, | have suggesied a
fenction in terms of whit may be called
socinl cohesion. In times of siress, per-
hops porticularly i circumsthnees ol
high population pressure, a oommunity
could function more effectively when s
sncinl umity was emphosized and felt by
all, The buildimg of such an enduring
monument wis a major symbolic act as-
seriing just this unity, It should be re-
membered that ihese people lived in a
world where other obviows lesting hu-
man creations were few: even the houses
were usually made of wood nnd other
perishable materials. Once the monu-
ment was built, however, it would be the
miapr manmade landmark of the terri-
tory. Somelimes there musl even have
been competition between neighboring
territories 1o hive the largest and mosi
Consplcuous cenler.

I argue, then. that we should view
these monuments nol merely as [oambs
bt as public cemers. Ofien they mighi

have served as meciing places: perhaps
the loecus for an entire Fange of religious
rites relating the communily as a whole
ter sbs ancestors as well as (o ils more
recent dead. The building of o focal
monement could have given visible ex-
pression o the communal aspirations of
the local group, serving 10 ensure the
group’s continuing cohesion and hence
it survival,

Second is o closely related iden devel-
oped by Arthur A Saze of Chio Univer-
sity. who has pointed oui the relevance
of such [unerary activities 10 & commu-
Aity's mainienance of s right (0 ances-
iral lands. As he puis ii: “To the de-
gree that corporate group rights 1o sse
and for controd crucinl but restricbed re-
sources are aiinined andSor legitimied
by meant of linear descent from the
dead (e, lineal fies 1o ancestors). such
groups will mainiain formal disposal ar-
cas for the exchsive disposal of thelr
dead.” Title 1o commumal knd is thus
asserted by the maintennnce of the an-
cestral tomb. Both views may be sum-
marized as saving that the monuments
served aa the territorinl markers of seg-
MERLRTY Soieles.

Third, Christopher Tilley of the Uni-

versily of Lund has tnken o neo- Marxisi
approach 1o sugpest o further (unction
of the monumenis, one that does nod
coniradict the two preceding ideas. Til-
ley siresses the role of mortuary rioual,
in common with other lifecycle ritu-
als, in “legitimizing sectbonal ieresis'
within the socety. Even within the rela-
tively egalitarian framework of a seg-
meniary, lincage-organized socweiy, he
suggesis, there are class contradictions,
motably between the elders of the group
and the junior members, He argues that
control over ritual, emphasized by such
monwments, helped o faciitate the con-
tmuing dommance of the elders. 1 am
not swre thatl such wn argument akes us
much further than sceing the monu-
mends a3 symbaolizing and [acilitating
sixcinl cohesion, as has already been sug-
gested, but Tilley certainly se1s this idea
i & different framework.

Each of the three explanations is func-
teonalist. Thatl o 0 sy A0 one of them
cllectively explaing the ofgin of mega.
liths but cach shows how the monu-
ments plaved a wseful and meaningiul
role m the sockeies thal erecied them.
This point of meaninglulness must be at
fcast one component of any satisfactory
explanation for them, and these wre cer-
tainly explanations i socinl lermae

Such ideas, of course, are difficull 1o
test direetly  the way that one would
wish to test & generalization or a hypoth-
¢35 in the exact sciences, They can nong-
theless be exumined afresh in the light of
new work m the held. It was with thas

intention that between 1973 1974
I undertook feld work m the ¥
lslands at the northermmost tip of the

Britiah Isles—

k|

The Orkneys are virtually wibowm
trees and have been since the Lo ce age
because of the prevailing strong winds.
The local rock i3 an easily fraciured
lamenar sandstone, so that the prehis-
toric population had readily available
an sbundani building resource oiher
than timber. All Orkney bulldings were
therefore buill of sandstone. and they
have survived particularly well Unitil
very recently farming practices on ihe
islands were not mechanized, and so (he
cairns of sione that are ioday the indica-
tors of buried prehistoric remains have
nol been demalished.

Tht prehistonc antiquities of the Ork-
neys have long been famous, no-
iably two henge monements with cir-
cles of standing stones, the settlement
at Skara Brae and the splendid passige
grave of Maes Howe. Skarn Brae, ex
cavated in the 1930 by V. Gordon
Childe, is a magnificently preserved vil-
lnge from the time of the sland's early
farmers (nbout 3000 nc.). The walls of
the houses still stand 1o o height of up 1o
two meters, and some Indernal (urnish-
ings such as beds and cupboards. being
also built of stone, have survived. Maes
Howe has an impressive stone-buili
chamber entered by a passapewnay, The
stonework is of such quality. the stones
having been carefully fraciured, thai
only with difficulty cun one accept that
nie metal tools were used in ity constrac-
fion. On the old difusionist theory for
the origin of the megaliths, Maes Howe,
being the finest monument in the Ork-
neys, was also considered 1o be the ald-
est: the first inspired effort of the sup-
posed new immigranis as they landed
with their civilized ideas still wnim-
paired by decades of living in the re-
male north

Al thie time | began work. no carbon-
14 dutes at all were available from the
Orkneys, and one of my aims was 1o
obtain datable samples of organie mate-
rinl relevant 1o the chronology of the
Orkneys chambered 1ombs. The main
site ¢hosen (of excavalion was the omb
of Quanierness. From a report wratten
carly in the 19th century | knew ihat
Quanterness had been entered ot that
time and had then been closed. My col-
lcagues and | hoped to find evidence
for s date of construction and by con-
ducting further studies to contribute 1o
the understanding of the istands® mon-
uments in general. At about the sme
time fresh excavanons directed by DDa-
vid Clarke of the Mational Museum of
Antiguities of Scotlond were beginning
at Skara Brae, and Graham Richie of
the Royal Commisstons for Ancient
nnd Historical Monuments of Scotland
wits starting work at one ol the Ork-
neys henge monuments, ibe Sioncs of
Slenness.

The ronl of Quanierness had col-
lapsed, and we had 1o enter the chamber
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from above. As the |9th-century skeich
plan indicated, there were six side cham-
bers lending off the rectangular main
chamber, with an entrance passagewnay
from the cast, now blocked. The early
pccount had not, however, prepared us
for the handsome, regular stonework,
whith makes this one of the mosi im-
pressive buildings of its period i exis-
tence anywhere. Mor had we expecied
the wngled profusion of heman and ani-
mil bones we encountered once the de-
bris had been removed from the upper
levels. The Hoor of the main chomber
wis covered with disarticulated human
remains, sirewn around in great confu-
sion, iogether with fragments of pottery
and other objects. It was necessary (o
UsE 4 wWalef-seving echnique on all ithe
muterial from the tomb in order io ex-
tract small fragments of ariifacts and
of bofig, including the bones of fishes
nnd birds

The clearance of these main-chamber
finds enabled s (o enter the side cham-
bers of the 1omb, Four of the six were
intact. Once the connecting passages
were cleared it wis evideni thai ihese
side chambers were not blocked: & was
possible 1o bend down, crawl in and
stand upright in a perfectly complete
stone chamber, beautifully rooled, that
had existed for more than 4,000 years.

Carbon- |4 dating later revealed that the
tomb had been in service [rom aboul
320 m.c.. and 80 the structure was fully
5,000 years old: older by some centuries
than the oldest pyramads of Egypt.

There were few grave goods in the
tomb. We found the (ragmeniary re.
mains of some 34 pols, only three pal-
ished stone knives and am occasional
piece of chipped fint. The animal bones,
clearly the remains of joinis of meal thal
had been brought into the tomb eiher as
offerings 1o the dead or as fond for con-
sumption during fuveral riteals, repre-
sented parts of a4 minimum of seven
sheep, 1R lambs pnd five oxen Also
presenl were the bones of red deer and
other wild mammals, of at least 15
birds ol various species and of seven
species of fshes,

nalyss ol the very (ragmentiry hu-
man bones by Judson Chesterman

af the University of Sheffield produced
surpriging results, From the sample of
12,608 pheces we recovered he was able
to estimate that the partially excavated
main chamber of the tomb and the one
side chamber we lully examined held
paris of at least 137 individuals. As in
the Wessex long barrows, the dead had
clearly boen exposed before their boncs
were collected for fmal burial in the
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FOUR MEGALITHIC MONUMENTS, twe hoages asd twoe chambered tombs, are among
the cightl found on the Brget of the Orioney lssnde The author and his colleagues reopensd
the chambered tomh Quasterness, buill in abeut 3100 o For (e fiest dime in oeardy (woe om-
turirs and partislly excavated W They also trenched (e perimeier of the Ring of Brogar, s

hemge monamni

pul wp in shout J080 n.c, perhaps iwo centories before Uhe mere

clabeurate chambered fomb of Yaes Howe was baibl. The sinsplicity of (usmerness, com pared
with the sther uiructures, suggesis that the farmers who buibl it formed one small community,
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tomb, IF this sample figure & incrensed
by a surable (wcior 1o allow fof the 20
percent ol the main chamber and the
other fvve side chambers that remain un-
excavaled, Quanierness probably holds
the remains of no fewer than 4040 indi-
whduals.

The ratio of males 1o females (34 : 36)
is sulficiently close to equality 1o suggest
no exclusion from the tomb on the
grounds of sex. With the exception of .
infants all age groups arc represented.
The age distribution shows thal the
mean life expectancy was belween 20
and 23 vears. Although soch a life span
15 short, it is not out of keeping with hnds
from other Meolithic sies, and it sug-
geats that what we uncovered may have
been the dead from an entire living com-
munity. From the carbon-l14 estimste
of how long the tomb was i service,
about 550 years, we can place the size
of that community ai between |3 and
=i indaviduoals.

While excavations were continuing al
Cuanterness we were able fo examine
some other Orkney sites. Calculation
showed that Quanterness represented a
labor mpul of about 7,000 man-hours
for the tomb and its enclosing cairn, al-
though this figure takes no account of
the skill of the builders. It s clear thut
most of the other Orkney chambered
tambs, which have a notably dispersed
distribution, represent labor inputs of
the same general order of magnitude,

Chur work at the other henge, the Ring
of Brogar, showed that the ditch sur-
rounding the henge wus o product not of
earth-moving but of splendid rock-cut-
ting, representing a lobor investment of
absout 50,000 man-howrs (not taking into
account the erection of the standing
stonves of the circle). Unfortunaiely we
were niol able to date the monument sat-
facroridy. The best estimate of ils age
comes [rom the carbon-14 date, about
3000 we., obtained by Richic for its
smaller sister monument, the Stones of
Stenncss. We were able 1o oblain dates
from the ditch surrounding the greai
tomb, Maes Howe, which suggest ihat i
was built in about 2800 a.c. Because the
construction stone had to be broughi
from a comsiderable distance, RMaes
Howe represents 4 labor input more like
that of the Ring of Brogar than that of
mnierness

hese various results allow us to draw

conclusions of a social nature aboin
early Orkney that can be compared with
the more general social-archeological
picihure oullined for Wessex. First, at the
time of its early use the tomb al Quan-
ferness was not stratified spatially above
af below monumeénts built en a different
scale, There simply was no such spatial
hierarchy. Second, Quanterness was an
“equal access” 1omb, containing & bal-
anced representation of both sexes and
of all ages except for infanis. Third, the



DUANTERNESS TOME b chawn in the cwlawwy drawing as i
nartherm hall probably appeared woos after comtruction. The buman
figure at il comter (oodord glves Ehe soaler e suler stome perimetor
is 45 metors in circemierence amd the tomb’s height at ibe center

grave goods were very simple, indicat-
ing o prominent Fanking among the oc-
cupants of the tomb. This finding, along
with the equal-access one, supports the
veew' that the people belonged 1o a rela-
tively cgalitarinn socicty. Fourth, burinl
practices were ¢laborate: inhumation of
the bones within the cairn was the last
stage in the treatment of the deceased,
having been preceded by the decompo-
sition of the corpse. Finally, the cham-
ber was in use for at least five ceniuries.

Let us now consider still other facts
that we learned bearing on the nature
and sequence of events at the site. liem:
The group that used the curn probably
numbered no mose than 20, including
men, women and children. ftem: The la-
bar required for the construction of the
manument, less than 10,000 man-hours,
could withoul difficulty have been -
vested by such a group over the span of
a lew years, of perhaps over an even
shorter time if the builders had the as-
sstance of ncighboring groups. ltem:
Cluanterness s jusl one of a number of
similar Orkeey burial cairms of com.
parable scale. lem: The distribution of
these cairns is fairly dispersed, suggest-
ing that the group making use of each
cairn occupied and farmed the sur-
rounding ferritory. And lastly, some
ceniuries  affer the comstnection of
Quanierness a few monuments buili on
a far larger scale, including the Ring of

Brogar wad Maes Howe, were raised ina
single central area of the same main is-
land of the Orkneys. The new construc-
thofn con be mken to imply the emer-
gence of some [orm of more centraliced
social organization,

The finds from Quanterness and near-
by sites thus lead 1o, from excavational
data, conclusions that hirmonize well
with those slready wrrived ot Wessex.
Whereas the time elapsed between egali-
farian and centralized sociclies s nol
long enough in the Orkneys 1o demon-
strate this sequence of social develop-
ment conclusively, it docs seem clear
that the raising of the major monuments
there, mdicative of a greater degree of
centrality, was relatively late in emerg-
ing and that most of the cairns belong
1o @n enrlier, more egalitarian phase.

The abundant skeletal remains from
Quanterness help to confirm the view
that these camrns were nat boilt just to
house one or two wandering missionar-
ies. Qakte simply they were erected by
the local inhabitants: a relatively dis-
persed (arming population. The consid-
erable sophistication of thekr archilec-
ture and their skill in construction both
point to the greai pride taken by the par-
enl community in its monument.

It is mot argued here that the mong-
menis of the Orkneys had an origin inde-
pendent of the other areas where collec-
tive burial in monumental fombs was

was sriginadly some 3.5 metere Three of the sin side chambers caa
Iee seen im the cutaway (liphd cedork the suthor and his

encaveled one of the slde chambers completely snd partially clesrsd
the mam chamber, The stimated ol pumber of burials s 400,

practiced, | suggesied nbove that there
may huwe been five or 5k primary mega-
lithic centers in wesiern Europe, inclod-
ing one i Irelamd and perhaps still an-
other in southern England, The spread
of farming technigues 1o Scotland is
likely to have been from one or another
of these areas, and the colonists proba-
bly brought the custom of lomb-baild-
ing with them. The first inhabitants of
the Orkneys m Lurn mist have crossed 1o
the islands [rom northern Scotland and
were no doubt familiar with the rather
umple megalithic lombs constrscied in
the north al the time, What was special
nboul the Orknevs was the impressive
development of a local architecture,
based on the excellent local sandsione,
te give such masterpieces of prehisioric
architecture as Quanterness and Miues
Howe. And the paricular mmierest of
the Orkneys to the archasologist 1 the
greatl abundance of prehistoric remains,
which makes the attempt bo think coher-
ently about these considerable achieve-
ments in social terms less difficuli

he evidence (rom the Orkreys ndds

significanily to the picture one gets
from Wessex. It is possible to suggesi
what the [unction of these monuments
may have been, at least in some of the
socicties that built them, but if one i
now o go on 1o explain megalithic ori-
gins, one must also indicate why they
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The "when'™ & aod 30 difficult. These
NENG NS moniEmEnis condtrucoed by ihe
Iersf farmers in the varsous regons ol
Atlantic Ewrops soon wller they had set
tled down and esablished o siable way
al life m the lands along the Atlanie
coasl No moaomcilal ombs Gl Ehs
scale werg buth by the earlser and much
sparser populaiion of Mesahithie hund
ers. gatherers wnd hsheérmen who éx
ploited some of these wime cousty be
[ore the development ol [armumng

The “where™ s less casv, I the earli
6l farmers everywhere in Europe hod
developed simbar monuments, there
wiuld be less ol a problem. Why ded the
monuments go up in these partscular
coasial lands and not in either central or
enstern Ewr ope’ To answer the QUC ST N
ot hios o solate some lactor specil Lo
e Adlintic wreas and o show shy Chit
[wcior is relevam

e such facter is the exisience of the
sparse bul settled Mesohithse populitibon
I Areas whong e Atlanbe coasi, nota
bly in Poriugal and Brinany, We know
ihai these people were already bBuryving
tsear dead systemablically 6 the maddens
of discarded shells they left behind
iheim. Mo one has yel explined, how
ever, exacily why 1the exoicnce of this
chriser populatvon should make i more
lakely that the carly Lirmers soanld Buld
SUCh modnTenis.

| propose a different [actor and shall
do 50 0 demographic terms. 10 has been
suggested thiut the sprcad ol e caily
[urming coonomy couved o substantial
rite ol populanon (RCrCase in cVery arca
as it emannted (roem Greece and the
weslern Mediverranean. antil o ceiing
was reiched ar what was for ithe ime o
ruther high population density. lin each

WO Wihen they did and whers

insinAce ihe approaich o ths ccihng
would necessitate & decline in the rate ol
weiehse. Such a decline could am be
brought about withoul sesme diflseuliy
In central Europe there wis always the
possatulity of shedding some of the sur
plus population by means af emigration
Ivward the west nnd the north, wo that
the stress of approaching the population
coaling would have been alleviated. In
the lands bordening the Audante, how.
cver, this salety valve was not availuble
There wiais simply nowhere bo cmigrate
o, and the demographic consequences
had to be faced as best they mighi

It s precisely in these circumstances, |
would argue, when the population den
aly had become inconvenienily high
and a meed to curb the rate of population
mcrense wasevident. thar devices favor-
g godel socil cohesion within small
farming groups and ways of asserting
ont’s right to farming lond would be
meosl wseful. Communities that hod
pul up monumental terrionial moarkers
wianld have had an adaptive advaniage
over less asscriive and less cobesive
ncighborng groups. The sceds of these
ey may already have been present in
the burial pruciices of the earlier, mid
den-depositing populaiion. ln any event
the unprecedentedly high rate of popa
lation increase, impossible (o mitigate
by an outflow of emigrants. would make
wsziul any devices (avornng both stabil
iy and social order

My proposcd caplanaiion s only a
sketch. [t needy further exploration by
means of [urther excavation. For exam
ple, an cxamineteon of seftlements
whcre the curlest farmers may have

come e conlact wiih ihe lasi of ihe
midden peophe would be wseful More
wiork and more thought will be neces-
wary belore one cin mambiun either that
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the probtlem has been correctly frmmed
or that the mechanism for sts satsfncio
ry soluteon has been found

I the picture | have sketched can be

accepled as phlausible, can it be any
more than thai? Can it be tested with
anything hike the rigor that one would
wish of a sciennific theory? The spatial
patterns can cerminly be tested in princi
ple with the modern geographers tech
miques of locational analysis. The real
terrain, however, does not usually ap-
prosimate the level, “soiropic™ plam
the geographer ofien assumes, and the
ravages of time have caused the disap
pearance of many mopumenis. More-
over, it is often difficult 1o show that the
diffcrent siles were in use al the same
time, a8 A sincl quantiative analysis
would require

Further, it 15 clenr that there can be
more than one moltive [or monument-
bunldmg, and even in prehistoric times
there are notable concentrations of
tombs, nod dispersed bui clusiered in
cemeteries, Some of the argamenis wsed
here regarding dispersed disributions
would nist apply to the clestered grave
sites. In spite of these limitations the ar-
chacologist necd not lose heart. Social
archaeology, after all. inevimbly labosrs
under the same difficultics as the other
socinl sciences. [ is denling with the ac-
tivites of human beings, which under
the best of circumsiances are not casy o
quantify and wre very difficult to predie
Thai we can deal at all with social issues
in & remote past, datable only with the
wid of carbon- 14, when hall the evidence
i lorever gone, 1 remarkable enough

The French historinn Fernand Brauw-
del has dodlerentmied three levels ai
whech the processes and evenis, ihe
“compunciures” of history, work them-
selves oul. The personal dramas, the
“headimes' af the pasi. are the short-
term crises LUnderlying these are ihe
eoopnomic and social movemenis that
operate over the medium term. Under-
Iying these again i the secular trend, the
tomgue durde, where much larger time
laciors aperale. Among them are the al-
mosl constant constramnts of (he land-
scape and the basic realities of peasant
life. In & curious way the archacalogist,
who usually can have little 1o sy about
the single mdivadual or the shori-term
EvEnl, can somelimes gel much closer 1o
the long-lerm processes than can the
modern historian, overahelmed by the
novisy profusion of his evidence for
the recent past. Thai is why archaecolo-
gists working on topics of cross-culiur
al significance. such as the ongns of
agric uliure, the processes of sinie forma-
tion or (0% in the present case) the appro-
printe way of explaming. in a general
social perspective, the building of the
world's ferst monuments, fesl that in
spite af their pracuical limitktns. they
have ideas worth discussmg.
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