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Abstract.

Portal tombs, of which there are approximately 180 in Ireland, are the least
studied of the great megaliths of Neolithic Ireland. Although they have all been
recorded and described, this study is the first to be entirely concerned with ritual
aspects of these enigmatic monuments.Portal tombs may have been constructed early
in the Neolithic, and are possibly earlier than any other monumental type, in a period
when lifestyle and beliefs were undergoing major changes, probably d ue to the arrival
of settlers from overseas. Varying theoretical approaches, as well as previous and
current understandings of the period, are examined, with particular emphasis on the
nature of the Neolithic evidence, Neolithic monuments and Neolithic society, ritual
practices, beliefs and use and understanding of the landscape. Three aspects are
spedfically focussed on in the present study: landscape siting of the portal tombs,
portal tomb morpho logy, and evidence for ritual of construction and use of portal
tombs.

It is argued that portal tombs displayed a repetitive selection of preferred sites
in the landscape. Location beside certain water features, and an avoidance of others, a
preference for inconspicuous locations and avoidance of high ground are noted, and
interpretations of these field observations are suggested. It is also argued that portal
tombs were firmly connected with farming, and were constructed on the boundary
between potentially suitable agricultural land and areas more difficult to work,
perhaps at the limit of initial forest clearance. Portal tombs might have been raised as
an expression of celebration, or triumph, as the laborious tree felling was completed,
and thus the ritual of construction is suggested as the primary intention, with later,
unintended, reuse resulting from changes in ritual practice and beliefs.

Examination of the morphology of the tombs reveals a universal similarity in
the main parts of the structure, with differences emerging in less important aspects.
This may have resulted from the presentation of an overarching belief system,
perhaps of a threefold cosmology, with freedom to display localised concerns.
Additionally, it is suggested that the morphology of portal tombs may also be a
reference to the shape of a bulld a powerful symbol of the agrarian lifestyle and a
celebration of an animal previously u nknown in Ireland. The architecture of the
portal tombs does not encourage later ritual performances, and this, together with
preferred aspects of siting, strengthens the impression that the ritual of construction
was the initial intended rite.

In terms of evidence for rituals of construction and of use, excavation evidence
suggests that the construction of portal tombs may have proceeded in a sequence of
stages, and some portal tombs may have been built on sites already ritualised by
deposits. The small amount of surviving burial evidence suggests that the interment
of unburnt bodies, in a communal, unsorted manner, was the norm. Later
depositions of human remains and a small number of domestic-type items occurred
in at least some portal tombs, demonstrating that ritual practices had changed; it is
suggested that these changes may have involved a developing attitude towards
ancestral veneration.
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1. Introduction.

Chapter 1. Introduction.

1.1  Why this study?

To the general public portal tombs are amongst the most widely recognisable
of the archaeological remains in Ireland. Together with round towers, illuminated
manuscripts, golden torcs and the Claddagh ring they are regarded with patriotic
pride as ©o6part of our national heritagebo, l
other countries can claim. They are lavishly depicted on items sold to tourists, and
form an important part of the cat al ogue of the ©6Celtic pasto
Irish mythology and legend. They appear beside wolfhounds and giant elks,

bejewelled warriors and comely harpists, and all the shimmering paraphernalia of a

mythical past.

www.jimfitzpatrick.com/celtic ~ -irish -fantasy -art/.

Fig. 1. Portal tombs enliven 6Celticd myth

In fact, many Irish people would be hard pressed to name even one of these
6dol mensdé, and believe that they all |1 ook |
fortune to live in the vicinity of a portal tomb may celebrate their own local
monument and wish to know more about it, but, conversely, may ignore or even seek
to demolish it. Artists and writers are amongst the few who have been inspired to
devote their time and talents to these enigmatic structures, but even they do not

usually differentiate betw een portal tombs and other monuments.
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1. Introduction.

Amongst archaeologists there is, of course, a much greater awareness of the
proper place of portal tombs. That they are one of the great megalithic monument
types, dating from the Neolithic, is a truth universally ac knowledged, but, compared
with the other monuments, they have been virtually ignored and seem to be regarded
as less interesting and less significant. This may be due in part to their comparatively
simple architecture, but also to their accessibility and frequent plundering in the past.

Very few sites have been properly excavated.

This study has been undertaken, in part at least, due to an instinctive
fascination and empathy with these enigmatic and beautiful structures, a reaction
described by Evans (1%88a, 7Y has m§ st er y and arésultard cudosity &s
to their meanings and the intentions of their builders. There is also a desire to restore
them to their rightful place in the archaeological record, worthy of study in their own
right and as indicators of the lives and beliefs of those who built and used them. The
guestion of dating is discussed in the study (2.3.2; briefly, it is believed that they may
have been the earliest of the great monuments, constructed early in the Neolithic, in a
narrow chronological period which is emerging as greatly significant, with a sense of
@ynami ¢ \Whittle neg &.2011( 876) in lifestyle, economy, beliefs and ritual

practices.

1.2 Portal tombs & what and where and when? Definitions and

distr ibution.

Portal tombs, then called portal dolmens, were distinguished as a separate
monument class by de Valera and O Nuallain in the first volume of the Megalithic
Survey, covering Co. Clare (de Valera & O Nuallain 1961, xiii). The writers
recognised the necessity of clarifying and ordering the megaliths as part of their
intended survey of Irish monuments, and they divided the sites into four separate
types based on morphological differences, which, they were encouraged to note, were
supported by the distinctive grave goods found for each class (lbid. xii). The writers
recognised that this classification was not new, but felt that there was a degree of
uncertainty and confusion which needed to be addressed, and gave detailed

definitions of each class which are still accepted.
2



1. Introduction.

The monuments were renamed as in 1985 when the four Irish Neolithic
megaliths were ascribed with the title 06tom
relationship and, by avoiding the tdram 06gr e
simple burial places and were, in the main, overground structures. ApSimon
summarised the then state of knowledge and gave a suggested chronology in
1985/ 86, claiming that portal t o mb sheforee r e ¢
regional differenat i on of cer ami c (Ilbglt 6), |redflectingwracegnise p ar e r
similarities to court tombs which had better dating evidence. Although there were
then no radiocarbon dates from por thauncthdmb :
that they appeared before 3780 cal BC and that none was constructed later than 3630
cal BC (bid.). This monumental classification has remained in use until the present
and, although there are structures which cannot be neatly fitted into the scheme, it has
considerable mer i t . ApSi mondés hunch appears to be
the influential 0 Gaet dl 20d] stllgpreférs anlatd date BiB166 t | e
2830 cal BC for the construction of Poulnabrone. In this study an early date for portal
tombs is acepted, and the suggestion that they pre-date court tombs, constructed
during a narrow period 3700 -3570 cal BC (Schultinget al.2012), is supported by the
latest Bayesian study of Early Neolithic agriculture in Ireland which refers to the
6 e mer gi nuwstbat dheysveere farly in the Neolithic (Whitehouse et al. 2014.

New dating from Poulnabrone repeats the early dates from 1990 (Hedges et al. 1990,

106) and adds others; the earliest bone from Poulnabrone dates the likely construction

at around 3800 @l BC (Schulting 2014, 108). A full discussion of the dates for
Poulnabrone appears in Chapters 2.3.2and 6.44 of this thesis, but it can be said, with

a degree of cert ai n tonye,of the kearltest Regalithicmrmohumentseén i s
I r e |(laymchd ZD14, 194).

Portal tombs were not always recognised as a separate monumental class.
Strenuous efforts were made in the earlier 20" century to classify them as merely
stand-alone versions of court tomb side chambers. Estyn Evans, summarising the
knowledge of 1 rish megaliths i n waiutlB®edrthe kirdlofi e v e ¢
relationship to the | arge chambered tombs
(Evans 1938, 99 p pa nyd ntgh atth,e btyh €lmdd d4) theyf werd e g e n e
clearly derived (degenerated?) from the horned cairns (court tombs). Writing in 1942
Se8n OORi or dfSmoml excrhanm g dt e court toafddge t he |
Val era and D Nuall 8in (1 dortal dblheh)iskisto and | bel

3



1. Introduction.

probably derivativeOdKedtmyttidoB8aurtuléni dedail s th
assumpt i gortattorhbls a. evolged in Ireland (central Ulster) from the caambs ,

but he st at esordaleddencd forehe deivi ® n 6 of one (lbidr om t he ot h
122) Attempts at oO6decl assifyingd portal tombs are n
by some British writers have suggested that they are merely part of an amorphous

monumental group distinguished only by the presenc e of a large capstone

(Cummings 2007, Richards 2004a, b, Whittle 2004). This study does not support the

theory that portal tombs were derived from court tombs, nor that they are

indistinguishable from other Neolithic monuments. Portal tombs display a dis tinctive

morphology, consistent deposition and definitive landscape siting which together

distinguish them from any other monument type, and they appear to predate court

tombs.

De Valera and D Nuall 8inds definition from 19

been bettered.

The principal characteristics of portal tombs are, a single chamber of rectilinear
design, usually narrowing towards the rear, having an entry between two tall portal
stones set inside the line of the sidestones and covered by a capstnefoft
enormous size, poised high above the entrance and sloping down towards the rear of
the chamber. The capstone is frequently raised clear of the sidestones and rests on the
portal stones and backstone. Usually each side and the back are formegleof sin
slabs. Frequently beneath the great capstone is a smaller cover resting on the sides and
backstone and in this case the rear end of the principal capstone rests on the second
cover rather than on the backstone. Between the portals a slab closimgrémee is

present at many sites, often reaching full height, but sometimes onlygtaeters of

half the height of the portal jambs. Occasionally, in place of the high slab a sill is
found, while in many instances no evidence of closure, partialllpappears. In a

few examples high stones flanking the entrance are present. A bias towards placing
the entrance eastwards is present in portal tombs. The mound shape is rarely clearly

defined but both long and round forms are attested.

A much briefer description might simply list the presence of two upright orthostats of
similar height standing side by side, a lower stone behind these, and a large stone
lying on top of these three stones, slanting from the front down to the back. These

elements are esential to the classification but other features are frequently present.



1. Introduction.

The occasional presence of a full doorstone between the portals is a feature found in

no other monument type.

Portal tombs have attracted the attention of the curious for centuries. Their
distinctive architecture and accessible siting have led to continuous attempts to
interpret the features of the monument. The earliest explanations were influenced by
a perceived ritual significance and the still -surviving local names often reveal the

suggested interpretation.

There is a well recorded body of mythology in Ireland, with the same
archetypal themes and characters found in other mythologies. The Doomed Lovers,
Diarmuid and Gréainne, who fled from the wrath of Warrior King Fionn Mac Cumhal
and wandered over the countryside, are particularly linked with portal tombs in the
northern half of the country. Many have
Bedd, rercommamp 6 Leaba Di ar muidd aglise GIrr8ii mme v
frequentl y s hleab@ e(ntehde tboe dd)t hoer even Labby, as
The great mythological battle between the Fir Bolg and the Tuatha Dé Danaanis
remembered in the name 6 Gi ant 6s Gr avesao, scattered in
Cavan, mainly in the major drumlin belt of north central Ireland. During the course
of this study sever al | ocal peopl e dkearcri be
Bolghero, fleeing from the pursuing victors, and buried with his armour and treasure.
Ot her mythol ogical figures commemorated by
(Howt h) , Der genbrunedérg), arelr inm Mac Cumhal 6 s Fingerst

(Goward Co. Down).

Fig.2. Labby Rock (Carrickglass) Co. Sligo. Fig. 3. FinnMcCumha | 6 s Fi nge.
Goward Co. Down.
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Fig. 4. Druidic sacrifice. (Mohen 1990). Fig. 5. Dr yMidd@tewnAl t
Co.Cavan.

Later mythology, in the person of the popular druids, also became associated
with portal tombs. They were deemed to be altars and the tilt of the capstone was
explained &all ow the Dblood of the (Giacl884ms sl ai n up
354) . The name O6Druidds Al t grffomAngsimfoound in all
Waterford. Attempts to remove these suggestions and place megalithic monuments
in a more scientifically -based chronology were made by Wood-Martin in 1888 when
he claimed that their construction date lay within the newly recognised Neoli thic
period (Waddell 2005, 141). General acceptance did not automatically follow; in 1938
Estyn Evans stilWwe hmdst onpwaaday s haeade to drag in
at a period when archaeologists in Ireland were still trying to distance th emselves

from antiquarianism.

An interesting local name is used in some northern counties, Donegal, Tyrone,
Down and Derry. This is Caogébr sheai b ©O68eonei sh
Lifted Upbd, and is variously rspbedlto.gdii@ligd gt oggl e o
commonest local name throughout the island is Dolmen, a term believed to be of
Breton origin, meaning stone table, used as a generic term for any megalith in the
Irish countryside. Many portal tombs are termed cromlech, a name which is probably
Welsh in origin and means stone altar. Individual portal tombs are now known by
the name of the townlands in which they are located.
There are approximately 180 portal tombs throughout Ireland, with a rather
strange distribution. They are most frequent in the northern half of the country and
in Co. Clare where they overlap with court tombs, but are present in the south -east
where there are no court tombs. Many sites are coastal, but they are absent from long

stretches of the coast, in particular in Cos. Clare and Limerick, most of Co. Cork, and

6



between south Dublin and northern Co. Louth. The most striking area in which they
are absent is the central midland zone and in most of Cos. Cork and Limerick.

This thesis is confined to the study of portal tombs in Ireland; a study of the
similar monuments in Wales (dolmens, approximately 22 examples) and in Cornwall
(quoits, eight possible examples), was not undertaken as it was considered that the
information available from Ireland would make a more co herent thesis if considered

in the context of the Irish Neolithic, in particular with the

(Lynch 2014, Whitehouse et al.2014.

resulted in a longer, more complicated study, beyond th e prescribed limits for the

present thesis and necessitating a conjectural discussion of the relationship between

Ireland and Britain in the early Neolithic.

British structures would make a very interesting separate study, as would a wider

An examination of the likely links with the

1.

Inclusion of the British examples would have

comparison with the early megaliths throughout Western Europe.

PORTAL-TOMBS

4/ X
S} Y
Y
. . . oj"\/
NS S

l
KMS.

Fig. 6. Portal tomb distribution. (O Nuallain 1989 with additions.)
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1. Introduction.

1.3 Ritual aspects & definitions.

ORitual can be both sacred and secular in intent .... the term is often used to
describe anything which is not fully wunderstood. &
Insoll 2005, 46.
Studies of the ritual aspects of past life, as revealed through the material
record, have becomeincreasingly frequent in recent years. While the antiquarians
were happy to ascribe ritual meanings to the remains of the past, many 20" century
archaeologists directed attention firmly away from what Hawkes (1954, 56) described
a sthe dardest inferemc 0 fd tha detudtions from material remains to spiritual life.
Later in the 200 century archaeologists claimed that ritual was visible in the
archaeological record, and that it could reveal aspects of the religion and ideology of
past societies, tosuch an extent that the concept may have become overused (Bell
odd?d

(@)

1992), as a synonym for anything which is
Garwood et al.(1991) point out that some have come to believe that there is a ritual
element in all behaviour and thus the concept of ritual should be disregarded. In this

thesis it is hoped that an identification of ritual evidence can suggest aspects of

religions and ideology.

A precise and concise definition of the term

definitions stress the repetitive nature of the concept, and include terms suggesting

performance or cer emony. RituBleTheory, Ritua Pradticee 1992 vol

could be seen as an extended attempt to define the term, and she stresses the

import ance of distinguishing between ritual, which is action, and the mental concepts

which it defines. Insoll (2004a) believes that ritual is both action and mental activity

combined, and suggests that it might be seen as
of both the sacred and the profane. Renfrew (1994) defines the term by listing the

archaeological evidence which indicates that ritual took place. Anthropological

studies found that ritual activity was so common in other societies that Rappaport

(1999) coul d d ke ke aritua@ to Gbethe basi c s oaod etHnographid , ©

descriptions of ritual activities in far -flung societies are used as analogies for what

may be sought in the archaeological record of the past.

Ritual is associated with both the secular and the sacred. Today, these two
aspects of life are normally separate, with ritual forming part of religious practice and

also of secular celebrations like weddings or graduations. Archaeologists stress that
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in the past, particularly in the dist ant past, there was no such division; activities
which would today be considered thoroughly secular, like stoneworking or pottery -
making, were in the past just as likely to have had important rituals as were
celebrations of supernatural belief or mortuary memorials (for example Bradley
2000a, 2005, Cooney 1998, 2000, 2009, Barrett 1991, 1994, Gibson 2003, Insoll 2004a,
Barnatt 1998, Kinnes 1998, Brick 1999).

Ritual, and its significance with regard to portal tombs, is discussed
throughout the thesis, in p articular in Chapter 3. An understanding of ritual in the
Early Neolithic is sought as a guide to the lifestyle, ideology and beliefs of the

monument builders and users, as described below in O6AiI ms

1.4  Previous studies 0 catalogues, reports and descriptive works.

The material aspects of portal tombs have been well recorded and catalogued,
for example by Herity (1964), O Nuallain (1983) and Kytmannow (2008), and they are
listed in the county inventories. The various volum es of the Megalithic Surveys of
Ireland (de Valera & O Nuallain 1961, 1964, 1972, 1982, O Nallain 1989, Cody 2002)
include site maps, drawings and photographs of most, but a consideration of their
ritual aspects has not been undertaken except as an aftettought or brief inclusion in
studies of other monument types (for example Powell 2005, Kytmannow 2008,
Hensey 2010). In this study the term ritual is regarded as encompassing actions
involving both the supernatural and the mundane, and indications of ritu al practice
are sought in the morphology, landscape siting and sequential construction and use of
the portal tombs. An understanding of the ritual of portal tombs may increase our

understanding of the lives and beliefs of those who built and used them.

S&8n D Nuall 8 nds 1983 paper entitled oIr
and Distributiond was the first serious wo
study of the topography of sites attempts to identify patterning in the preferred
locations, and he suggests a division into eight separate regions, discussed in Chapter
4.2. His belief that the morphology shows a link with court tombs ( 1bid.89) is a late

reiteration of the opinions held earlier in the 20th century by, for example, Evans
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(1938 and de Valera (1965) that portal tombs were derived from court tombs.
Although these two archaeologists disagreed on many matters they were united in
thiBvand®s suggestion that the portal dol men deriv

strongly suppor e wrd@te de Valera in 1965, 26.

The contents of portal tombs were described and drawn by Herity in 1964. He
noted the similarities with findssomeidemofcourt t omb
the material culture and economy of the tenb i | @biel.rl255 Excavatios since 1964
at Poulnabrone, Lynch (198&, 2014), Melkagh (Cooney 1997) and Tirnony
(McSparron 2011) and some stray finds have added to the known depositions. Details
of finds made during excavations carried out at Taylorsgrange in Du blin by V. Keeley

and Associates during the period 1980-1987 are not available.

Portal Tombs in the Landscapg Tatjana Kytmannow was published in 2008.
This contains the results of her Ph.D. thesis, awarded by QUB, which aimed 6. . . t o
presenta critical synthesis of the previous work on portal tombs and to investigate the
chronol ogy, mor phol ogy and |l andscape setting
(Kytmannow 2008, 1). This has been an invaluable handbook for the present study
and has been used extesively. Although the writer does not specifically mention
interpretation of ritual aspects as one of her aims she discusses some relevant
literature and suggests that the landscape siting of portal tombs 6 i s mo st l i kely an
integral part of the belief systeg{Ibid. 193). She expresses the desire that her work will
be used by ot h.tis studeshaild bedhe startsof atnew discussion of portal
t ombs, and n o(lbid. 198).e In¢ha present study tthe émphasis is turned
towards the ritual aspects of the monuments. Information on landscape siting,
deposition and morphology listed by Kytmannow and others is used in an attempt to

decipher the intentions and beliefs of those who built and used them.

Gathering Time: Dating the Early &blithic Enclosures of Southern Britain and
Ireland, (Whittle et al.2011) is an important addition to the dating and chronology of
many aspects of the Neolithic in Britain and Ireland. While the work is not focussed
on interpreting ritual, a knowledge of the dating and chronology of a monument is
basic to understanding its si gnGhifonologyisaot . As Whit
an optional extra nor should it be seen as the preserve of myopic specialists in either scientific

or material culture fills. It lies at the heart of better understanding of agency, of locating

10
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what people in the past dWhitle attal.2@03.Thisiwork | ar t

is discussed in Chapter 2.1.

Excavation reports are accessible for 13 portal tombs andstray finds are
described in Kytmannow (2008, 88). The excavation reports are very varied in detalil
and accuracy, and s ome Wer ed ufgr uosuttrsaitdien gtl hye vsa
wrote Lady Alexandra Hamilton enthusiastically in 1907, reporting her excavation at
Ball yr enan d&out2féetyrdepthe., we got altogether seven large beads ... there
were bits of burnt pott erGochnarteildOh 400)r Repdits e d w
from excavations at Taylorsgrange and Tirnony have not y et been published in full,
so, although the finds have been listed their context is not detailed, and it is not

known, for example, exactly where each item was located.

Interpretative works on portal tombs, Neolithic monuments and the period in

general are discussed in chapter 3.

15 Aims and objectives.

As stated above, this study was undertaken, in part, by an attraction to these
enigmatic structures and a desire to 6raise
researched monuments of the Irish Neolithic. The structures are worthy of study in
their own right but it is hoped that a greater understanding of their meaning and
significance will also increase understanding of a period described by Whittle (2003,
150) as6 st ubbor nl y nghyg 1 mhert eara mdications that the Early
Neolithic period in Ireland may have been distinctive and not simply a copy or
repetition of what happened elsewhere (Cooney 2000, Cooneyet al.2011, Whitehouse
et al.2014), and it is felt by the present writer that portal tombs, with their island -wide
distribution and distinctive morphology, are particularly suited to add to the
knowledge of this period. It is thus the aim of this study to examine the evidence for
the ritual practices associated with portal tombs and to use that evidence in an

attempt to learn more about the lives and beliefs of those who built and used them.

This guiding aim is pursued through three main objectives. Firstly, portal
tomb ritual is approached through a study of landscape settings (Chapter 4). A
11
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detailed examination of the intimate location of most of the known portal tombs was
carried out in an effort to find a repetitive choice of location, if such existed. These
locations were examined with a view to identifying the possible ritual reasons for
their selection, and for indications of the ritual practices for which they were

intended.

Secondy, portal tomb ritual is examined through a study of the distinctive
morphology of the monuments (Chapter 5). The main elements present in all tombs,
the supporting portals and backstone and the large, tilted capstone, were studied with
the objective of discerning any ritual intention which might have influenced their
morphology. The architecture was examined in an effort to ascertain the ritual
practices which might have been enabled or constrained within and around the
structure, and consideration was given to the act of construction. These practices
might reveal or suggest aspects of the ideologies and beliefs of those who built and

used them.

The third objective of the study is an exploration of the ritual revealed or
suggested by the sequence of construction and usage, including depositions
(Chapter 6). It is likely that human burial was one function of the portal tombs, but
they were not merely graves. The deliberate, structured treatment of human remains
is a ritual matter, and the occasion of their deposit would have been a ritual occasion.
In addition, a typical and repetitive suite of other objects in the tomb also indicates

deliberate choices, most likely of a ritual nature

An investigation into the meaning and significance of a ritual str ucture of the
21st century would be unlikely to consider that such matters as agriculture, craftwork
or diet were relevant, but in the early Neolithic it is generally accepted that ritual
infiltrated all aspects of life, the mundane as well as the sacred, (for example Barrett
1988, Bradley 2005, Whittle 2003), and so this study examines these aspects of past life
as part of the wider context within which ritual of portal tombs should be considered.
In particular this study suggests that the adoption and sp read of agriculture may have
resulted in such a significant change in lifestyles that it would have been reflected in

belief systems and demonstrated by the ritual practices of the period.

12
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1.6  Methodology.

The three aspects of portal tombs outlined above were examined through
study of the literature, maps, satellite images and evidence of the environment at the
time. It was found, however, that site visits provided the most important tool in the
study, and therefore most of the portal tombs (more than 130) were visited and

assessed inperson.

During the course of the present research the landscape setting of the portal
tombs became the most fruitful area of study. The siting of the monuments was
assessed atifferent levels. Initially, distribution was studied from maps and aerial
photographs, and the underlying geology and soil type noted. Older maps, in
particular the Ordnance Survey of Ireland 6 inch maps, 1st and 34 editions, were
invaluable in assessng landscape features, like wells and springs, which are no longer
visible, and in indicating many monumental structures which have vanished. On a
smaller scale features like altitude, topography, glacial landforms, major water
features and the presenceor absence of contemporary archaeological features may
provide clues to the intentions of the builders and users. On field visits the purely
local, intimate setting of the monument was assessed. Attention was paid to small-
scale water features like waterfalls and any audible sounds of water. Local rock
intrusions and glacial erratics were noted. The presence of the monument in its
landscape, dominant or discreet, visible or concealed, was a possible significant factor
and was therefore assessed. Presentlay agricultural use may give some clues to
ancient land use and information provided by local residents proved valuable; they
are aware of features which may be evident only at certain times of the year, and have
a feel for the spirit of a landscape which may not be experienced by a visitor.
Surveys, inventories, catalogues and excavation reports, essential tools in a study of
this nature, have been discussedabove (1.4). In addition, maps, satellite images and
site plans, ther dpebduimae@asdedi scussed by
employed as tools in this study, particularly in assessing the nature of the site selected

within the wider landscape.

The morphology of each portal tomb was also studied at a purely physical
level, through examination of reports, photographs and drawings, from writers past
and present, and, most significantly, by field visits. The human body was used as a
measuring device to ascertain whether the chamber was accessible or not, and

13
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whether post-construction ritual activity was rendered possible, probable or
impossible by the architecture. Consideration was given to possible bodily postures
like standing, kneeling, prostration, and the view of activity inside the chamber which

might have been visible from outside was assessed. Variations in tomb morphology
were noted in an effort to see whether they resulted from different practices at
different periods or were the result of the local geology. Antiquarian reports and
drawings were particularly useful in gaining information about the many portal

tombs which have been demolished or damaged, and the skill and attention to detail

e

Drawing by Du Noyer 1866. N ' Photograph 2013.

Fig. 7. Gaulstown Co. Waterford.

shown by an artist like Du Noyer (1866) (Fig. 7) or Beranger (Harbison 2004) can often
reveal the true nature of a monument in a way that a camera misses. The type of
stone used, and, if possible, its origin in the landscape can suggest whether it was
local, or whether it was selected from a distance, whether it was quarried or an erratic
boulder. Portal tombs frequently exhibited a striking contrast in appearance from
different angles, so that, for example, a structure with a closed, forbidding aspect

from the front might display impressions of openness from the side (Fig.8).

With regard to study of the rituals of construction and use the main source of
information was the excavation reports. Tirnony portal tomb Co. Derry was
excavated during the course of study and the excavation site was visited in 2010. The
finds from Tirnony, Poulnabrone and Ballycasheen were examined and photographed
and a consideration of the context of all finds was undertaken, where such detail was

available. The deposited contents, found during excavation and in stray find s, were

14
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6Frontdé of monument

Side of monument.

Fig.8. Drumanone Co. Roscommon.

meagre and, in many cases badly recorded with no contextual detail. Nevertheless

they were particularly important for their chronological evidence and for the
indications of societal lifestyle. The context of a piece of pottery or bone is important

in assessing its significance, and the pres:
of objects can be revealing. They ale provided some clues as to the possible sequence

of construction and activity in the monuments, and indicated a similar choice of

deposits throughout the excavated sites.

1.7  Structure of this thesis.

The first part of this thesis, chapters 2 and 3, presents the background to the
subject. Attention is given to previous and current understandings of the Neolithic
period, particularly in Ireland, and to the Mesolithic/Neolithic transition. The
construction and use of monuments is seen as one of the sigifiers of the Neolithic in
Ireland and an examination of the origins, chronology and inter -relationship of portal,
court and passage tombs is undertaken. Other aspects of the Neolithic, the adoption
of agriculture, sedentism, new forms of lithics, and the introduction of pottery are
discussed, particularly in their relationship with portal tombs. A consideration of the
significance of stone, both material and conceptual, leads to a discussion of the likely

structure and lifestyle of the society who built an d used the portal tombs.

15
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A review of the literature includes interpretations of the organisation of
society, lineage and the ancestors, possible ritual practices, early religions and the
possible belief systems of Early Neolithic Ireland. Suggestions that the portal tombs
signified territorial marking or indications of routeways are assessed, and the very
large literature on relevant landscape archaeology is reviewed. A discussion of the
varied theoretical approaches which have been applied to the subjectis included, with

details of the methodology and interpretive approach followed in this study.

Chapters 4 to 6 detail the evidence in the three main areas of landscape,
morphology and the sequences of construction and usage, with discussions of their
possible significance. Each of these chapters includes a case study of a particular
portal tomb which illustrates the concepts under discussion. The relevance of a
possible patterning in relation to landscape siting is discussed, with reference to a
perceived preference for particular water features, altitude, geology, geomorphology
and soil bands. The association with other tomb types and settlement evidence is
assessed and the relationship between early agriculture and the tombs is considered.
The architecture of the tombs is examined and attention is paid to those elements of
the structure which are essential and those which may be optional. The likely
sequence of construction and use is studied in the main through excavation reports
and depositions. With regard to the contents there are difficulties as the evidence is
very skewed towards one site, Poulnabrone, and the context of the various other
depositions is often unknown. Preservation of bone is poor over most of the island
which leads to a problem with exact dating. The evidence which exists is examined
for signs of a significant patterning, and for indications of possible ritual importance.
The existing evidence of human remains is contrasted with evidence in contemporary

tomb types.

Chapter 7 concludes with an overall discussion and an attempt at

interpretation.

During the course of the study it became obvious that pictorial appendices
were needed to illustrate some of the suggestions and conclusions. Appendix 1
provides maps of the soil classification of Ireland with the location of each portal
tomb superimposed, while Appendix 2 lists those portal tombs which appear to
demonstrate a site selected on the boundary between cleared land suitable for early
farming and unfelled forest or unsuitable terrain.

16



2. The Early Neolithic.

Chapter 2. The time of the Portal Tombs 0 the Early
Neolithic.

2.1 What was the Neolithic?

Mesolithic societies participated in the natural world; Neolithic communities
acted upon it,
Richard Bradley 2004, 113.

The different interpretations of the Neolithic in Britain and Ireland can be
summed up by considering three papers by widely respected archaeologists, written
at approximately 15-year intervals. In 1969 Humphrey Case published his influential
dNeolithic Explanations dwhich not only stated the accepted interpretation of the time
but also directed the resear chtocefrievd derwmin f ut u
conditions of t hduce N@ne Icanteftions whéch raagp grovel eseful in
limiting the range of explanation i fCasxgome d
1969, 176). He concentrated on the introduction of agriculture as the defining feature
of the Neolithic and discussed how and when (but not whether) pioneering colonists
arrived in Britain, bringing not only new knowledge, technologies and domesticates
butalso6a geneti c wi ndf adbred socetiésibid). |Hststedg ofaead c | o
routes, winds and tide s and probable boat type (he believed that a hide-covered craft
like the umiak of the Inuit or the traditional Irish curraghwas the most likely) are still
valuable today, and his consideration of the difficulties of transporting cattle in small
open boats should not be ignored. He suggested that the time and energies of the
colonisers would have Dbeen concenthouseholdd i ni
| uxu (potterg@nd 61 ar ge r i(nonueénts)were kos the products of the
earliest Neolithic (Ibid. 181). This, hefelt, explained the different evidence between
pottery and monuments in Britain and those in Brittany, northern France and
Bel gi um, whence the colonists came. - Whi |
carbon dates are outdated, his ideas include concepts which have been reexamined

and found to have merit many years later.

I n 1988 Julian Thomas considered Case?:s
Neolithic Explanadedoess amReed s ht engaaboeconbmico m t
orth o d ooktlyedoervading view and suggested an interpretation based firmly on the

Neolithic as a change in conceptual worldview of the indigenous British population,
17



2. The Early Neolithic.

who adopted certain aspects of Neolithic culture over a long period as they saw fit.
His conclusions were mainly based on evidence from the south of England, the
OWessexbo ar ea, and pl aced monumentality, wi t h
centre of Neolithicisation. He saw no evidence of, or need for, pioneering or
colonising farmers, and believed that the Mesolithic way of life in regards to
nomadism, hunting and gathering, persisted for much of the Neolithic. This
interpretation has been very influential, and was extended to cover the whole of

Britain, and, almost without consideration, to Ireland.

Ri chard Br adIlNeyodlsi tdhh ap tEBEMmidet a 2G03I) nvasd
expanded i n Th2 @ &f theibegimning, changing configurations in the
British and IHéshedleeotliethi tBhe fact that Caseds

it

m

unf ashi onabl e, and pointed out that there is a dan

t haew or t(Bradtby 2098047 throwing out the baby with the bathwater, as

David Anthony (1990) puts it. He stressed the regional variation shown in, for

example, Ireland, and is unsurprised at Neolithic diversity, pointing out that

influences may have reached these islands from many different parts of Europe with

their different Neolithic traditions. He presented a balanced view of the evidence;

new dating and statistical analysis and new archaeological discoveries have thrown

into question some of Thomasds assertions and
experienced as a sudden, sharp change with the
Bradley (2008)characterised the start of the Neolithic with the appearance of timber

buildings, the growing of crops, accumulation of substantial middens, forest

clearance, largescale production of axes, reduction of fishing with a change to the

consumption of terrestrial protein, and the production of a unifor m style of pottery

(2008, 45) and heagrees with Rowley-Conwy ( 2004 ) tlitleatd sudggésear e was 06

prolonged period of ac c ubutdoes,dadwevernfeebttiatttishe nat i ve
initial, energetic adoption of Neolithic practices lasted only for about 300 years

(Bradley 2008, 46). Possible climatic change, disease, soil erosion, land exhaustion

(Ibid. 46) may all have contributed to the reduction in agricultural evidence as noted

in lreland by O% Qai),nbatl cbnflicgs ovwdrotdrritooy could have

existed: evidence of violent injuries is found at some monumental sites (Ibid. 47).

Advances in archaeological investigation, more defined AMS radiocarbon

dating and the use of Bayesian statistical modelling have clarified the material record

18
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Fig. 7. Proposed spread of the Neolithic (Whittle et al. 2011, 869).

of the Early Neolithic. Gathering Time \hittle et al. 2011) is a multi-authored
examination of the probable origin and dating of the various Neolithic indicators in

Britain and Ireland; this study suggests that the Neolithic lifestyle most likely arrived

in Ireland (east coast) from Britain at between 3800 and 3740 cal BC. These dates

(Fig.9) are calculated by excluding the suggested construction date of ¢. 4000 cal BC

for Mageraboy (Danaher 2007, 112) and the v
(Woodman et al. 1999) and by accepting the original interpretation of the dating at
Poulnabrone which placed the construction date in or after 3165-2830 cal BC (Cooney

et al. 2011, 604). If the Poulnabrone dates are readjusted to 3873725 cal BC,
(Schulting 2014, 108) , and i f clidadhthem ¢he 6 s Ma
suggested ©o6arrivalé of the Neol iearlierthani n | r
portrayed in Fig. 9. Lynch (2014, 175) suggests a Neolithic presence in the Burren, Co.

Clare by 3900 cal BC, or shortly later, and discusses the possibiliy that the Neolithic
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2. The Early Neolithic.

was adopted earlier in western Ireland than suggested by Whittle et al.(2011). She
descri bes ianpgeseasi ®@In fd Neolithia indicatiores Soegihning to
emerge along the west coast of Ireland Cynch 2014, 194). Thereis the now well -
authenticated date for Poulnabrone, the late 50 millennium date for Magheraboy
causewayed enclosure (Danaher 2007), the early passage tombs at Carrowmore
(Bergh & Hensey 2013) and possibly the
(Woodman et al.1999). If these are taken into consideration Lynch suggests that the
beginning of the Neolithic in the west of Ireland might be closer to 4000 or 3900 cal BC
than to 38153760 cal BC as suggested by Whittleet al. (2011, 663). This would hawe
some implications for the origin of the Neolithic pioneers; Brittany might seem a more

likely source of the first colonists than Britain.

A recent study by Rowley -Conwy (2011) supports the belief that in Britain and
Ireland the Neolithic was introduced by colonising farmers from northern Europe.
He finds no evidence to support the model of gradual adoption of aspects of farming
by a preponderantly mobile indigenous population, and discusses evidence to
support the abrupt arrival of incomers who introduc ed the Neolithic way of life in a

Geries of di spar at e a rllid. 443).c BHeé als® tonsidarshtees
Gur pri si n ghatfaoningmidht have arrved in Ireland before Britain ( 1bid.).

Differences about the nature of the Nealithic, and the diffusion/migration
arguments continue to divide the archaeological community, particularly in Britain,
but the differences are often more perceived than real, and elements of both points of
view are probably relevant. The Neolithic was no t a monolithic, unvarying concept,
and took different forms in different areas. Attempts have been made to combine the
two possible scenarios for the introduction of the Neolithic, i.e. that some people
moved from continental Europe into Britain and Irel and, bringing their material
culture and concepts, and that, at the same time, some indigenous inhabitants
adopted new practices directly from Neolithic populations elsewhere, and that the
two populations intermixed and combined to produce a Neolithic that was initially

cohesive and derivative (for example by Garrow & Sturt 2011, Cummings & Harris

2011) , but these attempts are not omrdyloneafy s

t hem c anBradey 2008,giH).t 8vhitfle (2007a) writes about  seeking

very

of

wel

ear |

advan

c ome.

@ompromi ses bet ween t &éind suggeses ndifferemtnneethedd of posi t i ons d

change in southern Britain, with most colonisation in the east and more indigenous
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2. The Early Neolithic.

contribution in the west, but advocates the abandonment of the debate. He believes
that there are too many variables in the record to support one or other side of the

argument, and prefers to investigate diversity, convergence and enablement.

Gabriel Cooney has also attempted to move the debate, which he characterises
a s anaghronistica n d u n h(Edomey @000, 544), away from argument and
confrontation, particularly with regard to Ireland. A consideration of environmental
material and genetic evidence lead him to broad agreement with Whittle that the
earliest Neolithic appeared c. 4000 BC, and became fully established by c. 3800 BC as a
r e s u lboth small gréups of people coming to Ireland and Britain from coastal and inland
areas of nortlwest Europe, and their influence and interaction with indigenous hunter
g at h glbick 558).0 He views the early Neolithic as a period of particularly strong
human impact on the Irish environment, rather than one step in a gradually evolving

process.

Despite disagreement about when and how it happened there is broad
agreement about the different aspects of material culture which, together with their

entwined concepts, defined the Neolithic.

2.2  Aspects of the Neolithic.

The physical properties of the Neolithic landscape are important in the
interpretation of megalith s. Any consideration of their significance needs to consider
what the conditions were like at the time they were built and used. These conditions
include climate, vegetation, bedrock, soil and sea level.

The adoption of agriculture is certain ly one of the most important changes in the
Neolithic, and was regarded as the defining aspect for many years. The actual date of
the use of domesticated plants and animals is easier to estimate in Ireland than in
some other areas as there are no native eithle grasses or pulses, and no record of
cattle, sheep or goats. The presence of domesticated animals can be detected not only
in animal bones, but also in the dietary signature in isotopic analysis of human bone.
The influence that the introduction of cattle had on the Irish diet is incontrovertible.

Isotopic analysis shows an almost complete change from a marine based diet in the
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2. The Early Neolithic.

Site Region Species 14C date BP 313C (%0) | Reference A
Ferriter’s Cove | Co. Kerry Bos taurus OxA-3869=5510£70 -20.5 Woodman and O’Brien 1993;
Woodman et al 1997;
Schulting 1999
Kilgreany Cave | Co. Waterford Bos taurus OxA-4269=5190+80 -22.5 Woodman et al 1997
Dalkey Island Co. Dublin Ovis aries OxA-4566=5050+90 -19.6 Woodman et al 1997
Bos taurus OxA-4571=4820+75 -21.4 Woodman et al 1997
Sutton Co. Dublin Bos taurus ? 0OxA-3691=6660+80 -20.5 Woodman et al 1997
same bone OxA-3960=6560+75 -23.5 ibid.

Fig. 10 . Radiocarbon dates for early domesticates in Ireland. (Tresset 2003, 26).

Mesolithic to one in which prote in was obtained almost entirely from terrestrial

animals, even in coastal areas (Schulting 1998, Schultinget al.2012. A similar abrupt

shift in diet at the start of the Neolithic is noted from Scotland, many parts of

England, Brittany and Denmark (Tresset 2000, 18).

Such a complete change in

lifestyle implies the influx of new people with new habits rather than acculturation.

The introduction of domesticated animals to Ireland may have had a much greater

effect on lifestyles and ideologies in Ireland than in Britain or other areas of north -

western Europe where red meat from deer and aurochs was available. In a country

with no large indigenous mammals the arrival of cattle and caprovines would have

accentuated the differences between the diet and dayto-day living of settlers and of

their Mesolithic counterparts. The husbandry of such impressive creatures may have

led the early farmers to celebrate their qualities in a symbolic way and to stress their

significance.

Another indicator of Neolithic agriculture is contained in the pollen record,

where analysis of core sediments reveals both the date of forest clearance and the date

and

speci es

of

far med

pl ants

(cereal s).

clearance has been dated in various partsof Ireland as lasting from ¢ 3750 6 3500 cal

BC with sporadic indications of early farming activity dating from 40 00 cal BC

(O6Connel |

& Mol |

oy 2001,

Mo |

l oy

model for early agriculture in Ireland as an i nitial introduction of limited, small

-scale

clearances within the woodlands from 4000 cal BC for periods of some two hundred

years, followed by the establishment of intensive felling (by axe) and intensive

farming (mainly pastoral) activity by larger, more cohesive groups for a period of

some 200 to 300 years before tree cover regenerated and farming activity declined.

The decline may have resulted from over-farming and soil exhaustion, or from

climate change, or crop disease or predation.

other writers (Monk 1985/86, Edwards & Hirons 1984).
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2. The Early Neolithic.

expanding evidence available from charred cereal grains in British and Irish contexts.
Using only evidence which he considered to be very secure he found a marked
concentration of Landnam dates ranging from 3800 6 3300 cal BC, with scattered
indications of earlier cereal growth at
(2001) Brown emphasises the period of 150-200 years prior to the Landnam and the
earliest likely date for megalith construction (c. 3800 BC) as being of particular interest
in the earliest manifestation of the Neolithic, which is a question also raised by

Whittle (2007a) with regard to Britain and Ireland.
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Fig. 11. Simplified pollen diagram from
Lake Sheeauns, Co. Galway, sho wing pre -
elm decline grassland pollen, ¢.4000 -4250
BC. Landnam identified at 3798 -3470 cal
BC. ( O6 Cé&n Wdldyl 2001, 112).
Ballynew portal tomb lies 50m to the north

of the lake.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

A mult i-disciplinary study by Whitehouse et al. (2013) assesses the dating
evidence for the introduction of agriamdul ture to |
and abrupt transition toagriculture from c. 3750 cal BQbid. 1 ) and aHismdf snbbot e 0
earlier farming in a number of sites. They believe that there is evidence of widescale
intensive woodland clearance and the adoption of agriculture from 3750 cal BC, a date
which coincides with the 6house horilatten o, already
et al.2011), and with the construction of court tombs (Schulting et al.2012).1t should
be noted that the Bayesian analyses of rectangular houses and court tombs referred to
above are based on a small number of examples and are not accepted by somwriters.
The early dating of human bone from Poulnabrone causes a problem; they admit that
itismore di ff i c@hitthouseoet al.i2®l4 &7y and Gefer to work in
preparation by Schulting. T h eterm, fixadgpipes ert t hat f ar m
gar ddhidsly. (
The issue of settlement evidence during the early Neolithic has been involved
in the debate concerning acculturation versus colonisation, and is still used to support
each point of view. The scarcity of evidence from England led to the acculturation
proponents claiming that Neolithic society, particularly in the early part of the period,
was semi-nomadic, still following hunting and gathering lifestyles, and thus most
likely to be indigenous people who adopted only those asp ects of Neolithic culture
which suited them. The substantial structures which did exist were more likely to
have had ritual or sosespeaetiasignefli sanoetupeshapso:
the activities of an extended community rather than a domé ¢ (Ghoroas £©986,12).
Whittle (1996b) agreed that the lack of permanent settlement evidence pointed to a
transient use of the landscape. This view of Neolithic society was extended, almost
automatically, to Ireland. Cooney, writing in 2000, pr otested at the assumption that
Irish and British evidence could be conflated, and at the implicit belief that, if early
Neolithic inhabitants of Wessex left no evidence of sedentism then neither did the

inhabitants of Ireland.

During recent years the identification of large numbers of Neolithic houses in
Ireland has changed the perception of the Irish Neolithic. In 1996 Grogan was able to
present details of over 50 Neolithic houses to the Neolithic Studies Group, but the
recent increase in developmentled excavation has led to many more house sites being
identified. Mulligan (2010) discussed 62 different sites in his thesis (Fig. 12), but
Smyth (2014) lists 104 and the number is still growing. The distribution evidence is
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biased due to the fact that site location was determined by infrastructural

development.

circular.

been firmly dated within a very narrow t ime frame of just over 100 years (McSparron

2008, Whittle et al. 2011, Whitehouseet al 2014. The short span of usage of these

structures is striking ( Fig. 13).

2.

Maullaghbuoy

Rough Island

100km

Fig.12 . Distribution of habitation sites. (Mulligan 2010).

The Early Neolithic.

Houses of two different styles have been identified, rectangular and

Of these the rectangular structures belong to the early Neolithic. They have

Phase Irish houses

- Sequence Irish houses

Boundaryend houses

c Phase houses

| Boundary|

start houses

—

- Sequencel

Irish houses (sen
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Boundary)
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3700cal BC 3600cal BC

Fig. 13. Early Neolithic

rectangular houses in Ireland
(Whittle et al. 2011, 599).
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2. The Early Neolithic.

Intensive cultivation of cereals implies that a permanent settlement site was
likely, but animal rearing could have involved a seasonal movement to make use of
the maximum amount of pasture, i.e. transhumance, or booleying. This practice
might not have been common in the Early Neolithic where farming was most likely
conf i nlendgt ¢ rom,06 fi xed @Nhitehoase et al. 2@L4, rartt ehe slebse
native forest cover, in areas outside these plots, would have been unsuitable for

grazing. Examples of temporary encampments like those at Townleyhall, Co. Louth

and Knocknarea Co. Sligo may, as suggested by Waddell (1998, 42), have been used

by some communities engaged in fishing or food gathering, or specialised activities
such as the procurement of raw materials for craftwork. Bergh (2009) has suggested
that the huts on Knocknarea may be connected with the extraction of chert and the

manufacture of specialised scrapers linked with the passage tombs on the hilltop.

Smyth (2010) suggests that a link exists between the introduction of
agriculture and the adoption of sedentism on two levels; there was a practical,
material need for groups to remain together for a prolonged period to cultivate,
harvest and process grain, while at the same time there was a need for a symbolic
focus for kin-based societies who wished to emphasis and pass on their separate
rights and identities. Thus she believes that the early homes were likely to have been
constructed by incoming pioneering groups or colonists ( Ibid. 2). No such needs were
present in the Mesolithic and the very earliest farmers may not have had the time or
commitment to a specified space to erect such astructure. Smyth considers that the
comparatively swift abandonment of rectangular houses might have resulted from a
change of emphasis towards the ©O6houses
2010, 13). As local groups grew larger and more co-ordinated there was a need for a
focal point which would accommodate larger numbers than the houses, and wooden
structures were exchanged for more permanent stone. In support of this suggestion
she mentions Ballyglass Co. Mayo, where a court tomb was build on top of a

rectangular house (Fig. 14).

Circular houses have also been identified from the early Neolithic period, but
dating is less precise than for the rectangular houses. In some areas the two were
contemporary. Within the early Neolithic field system of the Céide fields the
rectangular structure beneath the court tomb at Ballyglass 1 (Fig. 14 is within 5

kilometres of a circular house at Glenulra with similar deposits and dating (Cooney
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2. The Early Neolithic.

Fig. 14 . Ballyglass Co. Mayo - court tomb built over rectangular house. (Waddell
1998).

2000, 68). While the rectangular stylemay have lasted for little more than a hundred

years circular houses remained the norm in Ireland for some three thousand years.

The use of new technologiesd the introduction of pottery and of new styles of
stone tools d is regarded as one of the markers of the Neolithic in Ireland. Stone tools
were an essential part of everyday life, but their presence as common deposits at
ritual, as well asdomestic, sites indicates a perceived significance and stresses the lack
of separation between ritual and domestic life in the Neolithic. Woodman ((1993, 217)
has isolated what he believes to be a core Early Neolithic assemblage, consistingf
large, leaf-shaped arrowheads, scrapers and plancconvex knives, and he considers
that it is remarkably similar to British material of the same period, in striking contrast
to the situation which had existed in the later Mesolithic ( Fig. 15). Waddell (1998)

agrees with this list and adds lozenge-shaped arrowheads, or possibly javelin points.

Concave and hollow scrapers are very common inthel r i sh evi democeear,
| ess tonrelapdi (Basgh 2009, 105). It is believed that they first appered in the
Middle Neolithic and disappear suddenly from the record at the end of the Neolithic,

perhaps due to changing ritual beliefs and practices (Bergh 2009,111, Woodman et al.

2006, 164). Bergh feels that the presence@a n e xt r a o muhiber afcandawe hi g h

scrapers in close proximity to the passage tomb on Knocknarea Co. Sligo may indicate
that they served a purpose in the associated rituals (2009, 110)The black chert from
which these tools were made may have derived an extra significance from its location

so close to a major ritual site.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

Ty

Fig.15 . Irish Neolithic stone tools. Nos. 10 and 11 are Mesolithic Bann flakes
(Woodman 1993, 214).

One of the most important items of ritual deposition in the European Neolithic
was the polished stone axe. Polishing the cutting edge of an axe will increase
efficiency, but overall polishing, laborious and time -consuming, improves only the
appearance. In Ireland there is evidence that some stone axes were polished during
the Mesolithic, as in the cache found at t he Mesol ithi
(Woodman et al. 1999), and stone axes continued in use well into the Bronze Age
(Sheridan 1986, 27). A stone axe was obviously a woodworking tool, but its
importance in the Neolithic was greater than it s mere functionality, as demonstrated
by the high degree of polishing. Cooney (2002, 179) finds a strong suggestion from
archaeological and anthropological studies that, while pottery production is
associated with women, the making and using of axes is normally carried out by men.
Pottery is breakable and made from soft, local materials, while stone axes are hard
and permanent and sometimes used exotic materials. Patton (1991, 69) sees the axe as

a male phallic symbol, linked to reproduction and the fer tility of land cleared by the
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2. The Early Neolithic.

axe and describes some of the depictions in Breton passage graves as overtly sexual
symbols. Battaglia (1983) describes mortuary exchange feasts of the Sabarl people of
Papua New Guinea attended by kin and trading partners of the deceased.
Greenstone axes, perceived as male and obtained from other islands, play an
important part in the ceremonies by representing the dead person and demonstrating
his new life as an ancestor. Ray (2004) assumes that axes are an archetype anegards
the presence of miniature and highly polished, non -functional forms as emphasising

t heir symbolic importance. Hpart physigaband part t h e i
C 0 n c e fibidu@l). orhey are the quintessentially deposited item, in special places,
with other special artefacts and human remains. He regards their form as seedlike,
symbolising fertility and regeneration, and feels that they may have been important

as bride-wealth (ibid.)

Suggestions that the axe was representative of anothermeaning are worth
remarking, but it could also be said that the axe itself, the tool that felled the forests
and shaped the timber, was a symbol of Neolithic life and ideology potent enough to
stand on its own. Bell & Noble (2012) believe that the potengy of the symbolic nature
of the axe dehrei vaxe ofsr oenf fecti veness in all
undertaken ... its abilityo transform the environment and alter the balance in the relationship

bet ween peo(lpi.8).and pl acebd

The non-functional significance attached to polished axes is indicated by the
use of non-local material. Patton (1993, 1995) discusses the fact that, in both Brittany
and the Channel Islands, perfectly suitable stone could have been sourced locally, but
non-local stone was often preferred. The same could be said of Ireland where stone of
varying types is easily available; even in areas with limestone bedrock there are

glacial erratics and intrusions of metamorphic rock types eminently suitable for tools.

Pottery was an important new technology introduced in Ireland at the start of
the Neolithic which may well have brought with it an extra layer of ritual
significance, a further demonstration of the transformation of material substances into
new objects. Its use indicates and encourages sedentism by constraining mobility
(Cooney 2000, 184); early pottery vessels were heavy, fragile and lacked handles, and
were also round-bottomed.

The material qualities of pottery have been invaluable in building a
chronological framework for the Neolithic. Detailed studies of the typology, for
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2. The Early Neolithic.

example by Sheridan (1986, 1995), can result in acceptable dating sequences and
indications of movements of technologies and concepts, and of changing lifestyles
within a society. It also gives indications of the level of technology practised by
society: Neolithic pottery was made by hand, dried in the open air and fired on an
open bonfire. Pottery is a skilled craft and may indicate the movement of selected

people rather than a whol esale migration.

The main material constituent of pottery is clay 0 readily available, easily
worked and of the earth - and its transformation into a pot produces a meaningful
object.  Material qualities of plasticity and malleability were harnessed and
materialized by tempering, modelling, shaping and firing. Firing of the clay results
in a permanent chemical change to ceramic d Gibson (2002 viii) describes it as an
6industri al transformative processd. t hldt, coul d al
to use Richard Bradleyds evocative title for his
The clay base for a pot had to be tempered with another material for strength and to
prevent shattering in the fire. Gibson (2002, vi) suggests that this may have added
another layer of mystique to the process o Neolithic potters knew that a tempering
agent was essential but not why, and may have constructed mythological

explanations.

There is a high level of acceptance that early pottery was endowed with
conceptual significance (Gibson 2002 Petersen 2003, Thomas 1991a, Cooney 2000) and
its significance is demonstrated by its deposition in ritual sites, even in tiny pieces.
The earliest pottery found in Ireland was plain and uniform in style, similar to that
found in northern Britain at the time ( Fig. 16). Petersen (2003, 11) believes that the
homogeneity was due to strict rules and procedures tightly bound up with the
introduction of a new and mystic craft; only one design and one method of working
were seen as acceptable.Although undecorated it is remarkably accomplished,
unlikely to have been made by a totally inexperienced potter, suggesting that the
earliest potters may have been instructed by experienced craftspeople or might
themselves have come fran elsewhere, bringing their skills with them.  The fact that
no examples of the sort of clumsy, baglike pots deemed to be the earliest efforts of
new potters have been found in Ireland is another reason to suspect that the earliest
potters came from elsewhere, or perhaps that imperfect pots were destroyed, deemed

to be unworthy of such a magical and significant craft.  This situation did not persist;
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2. The Early Neolithic.

Fig. 16. Early Neolithic pottery. (Cooney 2000, 182.)

Fig.17 . Badly made beaker -type pot from Kent. (Gibson 2003, viii).

examples of imperfect or clumsy pots from later periods have survived ( Fig.17).
Later examples were less restricted in their choice of shape, fabric and design,
perhaps reflecting the fact that potting had become a more accessible and widely

practised craft, lacking the mystique and exoticism of the earlier examples.

Pottery is found as a common deposit in both domestic and ritual sites
throughout Europe. Pots may have been concerned with the preparation, storing
and serving of food; with the introduction of agriculture a whole new range of
foodstuffs became available and pottery both enabled and was inspired by new
cooking methods. More formalised methods of eating food may have evolved,
leadingto act i viddieasl 6y signi fi cant (Thomast(19e9r

125). In fact, it enabled such formalised dining occasions, and may have been
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instrumental in introducing the ritual of daily shared meals still practised today.

Megalithic mon uments, the highly visible feature of the Neolithic in
western Europe, concerned as they are with the disposal of the dead, may convey
most information regarding the beliefs and ideologies of this past period. In Britain
and Ireland they date from the early, but not the earliest Neolithic. The period
from c. 4000 60 3800 BC probably saw the smaltscale adoption of agriculture,
pottery and other Neolithic elements, but the earliest megaliths seem to be slightly
later, with, as discussed above (.2, 2.}, the possible exception of portal tombs.
Court tombs were probably constructed from 3700 6 3570 cal BC (Schultinget al.
2012) and the small tombs at Carrowmore, possibly the earliest passage tombs,
revenal c@ !l t ur aarlier thani3d58 nat BCEBergh & Hensey 2013, 258).
The preceding two centuries remain unclear and it is possible that some, at least,
portal tombs were constructed then: dating for Poulnabrone is discussed below
(2.3.1 and Chapter 6.4.4.

Monuments were not built for concre te reasons like shelter. They often
contained human remains yet they were not simply graves. Some may have been
erected as markers of routeways or territorial boundaries, but their complexity and
patterned design indicate a desire to convey another message. Apart from their
physical presence and indications of societal organisation, monuments reveal the
existence of beliefs and ideologies and an attempt to preserve and broadcast them.
Pre-literate societies may have relied more heavily on the communication of ideas
through material forms than mode rn literate societies (Tuan 1979, and monuments
may have acted as mnemonic devices, designed and built in a planned way and sited
in a particular location to act as a permanent reminder of the beliefs of their builders.
Their appearance near the beginning of the Neolithic period is an indication of a
probable change of beliefs and ideologies which needed to be stressed and broadcast.
New lifestyles brought about new ways of understanding the world, and new beliefs
encouraged new ways of living. The existence of a monument gave physical form to

these ideas and beliefs, but also defined and refined them.

Most megalithic monuments which have been excavated contain human bone
or traces thereof, but as Fleming (1973) points out their design made some more
useful than others as graves, and some appeared to be intended for one usage only

whilst others seemed designed to facilitate re-use.  Styles like court tombs which
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include a defined audience area are clearly intended for group participation, and

those with a narrow entry suggest limited access to selected individuals. Closed
monuments with no perceived ent rance may have been intended for one use only,
where the actual process of construction may have been the most important (Richards
20044, b).

The study of monuments has been both a product of, and a source of
knowledge about, possible beliefs and ideologies of the Neolithic. To some, the
indications of new beliefs and ways of thinking are the most important indicators of
the Neolithic, and the sudden introduction of monumental construction conveys a
sense of a new direction in understanding of the world, and an attempt to display this

understanding and to direct it.

2.3 Monumentality in Ireland.

Although it is generally accepted that megalithic monuments in Ireland dated
from the Neolithic period, there are suggestions that certain Mesolithic sites migh t
provide a link between ritualised natural places and ritual structures. Axe quarries,
some of which may have been used in the Mesolithic, were natural places, but they
were altered by quarrying; they were not built monuments yet were sites constantly
revisited (2.2.3). Some have evidence of intentional deposition (Cooney 2008) and
they are often situated in liminal, remote locations, fulfilling many of the criteria of
Re nf r e wa)sndidatbr® & dtual. Suggestions have also been made that mddens
might be described as Mesolithic monuments. Cummings (2007), who believes that
megaliths were constructed as a reaction to, rather than as a signifier of, the Neolithic
6packagebo0, suggests that | ate Mesol ilachsi
in the landscape which were revisited and often contained manipulated dead bodies,
could have inspired early Neolithic megalithic monuments. They were thus likely to
indicate the acculturation of the indigenous population rather than a new idea
impor ted by colonists. To this writer however, the differences between middens or
guarries and megaliths, monuments purposely constructed from large stones, are

fundamental, and the sites are not comparable.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

The separation of the Irish megaliths into four dis tinct classes was, in the
main, the work of de Valera and O Nualldin in their monumental undertaking the
Megalithic SuMolvliglp6l)o Although edma strdctures were difficult to
classify and had to be 0squerd eoatidugs to bethe one categ:
generally accepted model. As Kytmannow (2008, 6) points out, it is important to

remember that the classification is ours and not necessarily that of the builders.

The distribution of each monume nt class is somewhat different (Fig. 18). Court
tombs are almost entirely situated in the northern half of the country, with the
exception of a number in Co. Clare and a small number in north Munster, e.g.
Shanballyedmond in Co. Tipperary. The most notable feature of court tomb
distri bution is the extremely prolific distribution around Donegal Bay and the north
Mayo coast. Passage tomb distribution is perhaps most notable by its absence in large
areas of the country, and by the linear nature of the great cemeteries across the centre
of the country from east to west. A cluster appears in the south Dublin area with a
small scatter extending to the south. Linkardstown cists are comparatively scarce and
are located in the southern half of the country. Wedge tombs probably date from the
Chalcolithic period (O6Brien 2012) and are not <co
period of portal tombs. Portal tomb distribution covers elements of both court and
passage tomb distribution. They are commonest in the northern half of the country,
particularly in the central Ulster area, and there is a small cluster in the south Dublin
mountains. A notable spread occurs in the southeastern part of Ireland where there

are no court tombs and a small number of passage tombs.

2.3.1 Origins. As discussed alove there is no universally agreed explanation for

the start of the Neolithic but the construction of stone monuments was a common

thread running through many areas in the Early Neolithic in western Europe. Scarre

(2002a) mentions the long tradition of maritime links between these areas, but also

believes that the special character of the landscape may have produced a
6characteri st i-e tihil RYgesutiegamthe manstrdction of megalithic

monuments as an expression of beliefs and aspiratbns of communities at a significant

period of soci al devel opment . Ha thesadge gpfelhet s t hat ¢
l'imitless ocean. . . beyon dbidyimady bdve bedménspgedtioas nowher e
similar types of cosmology, and expressed these beliefs through similar structures.
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The detailed design of a particular monument type may, however, be confined to one

particular area and may have resulted from the necessitytoal t er t he O6bl uepri
| ocal interests and i ntent i onthe regionally diversen e c e s
and probably mosaic character of the Neolithic transition( Scarre 2002c, 2.

(1972, 57) mentions threlelchatsomgdf adcdombteil newt
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perfectly possible that a style of monument new to a locality may have been
i nnovative dedesignkrs pmestsndnd craftsmen are not-Wiltied copierd

(Fleming 1972, 70).

The most likely area from which the inspiration for monumental construction
came to Britain and Ireland is northern France. Discussions as to whether the
influences on Ireland came directly from France or were filtered through Britain have
not as yet been resolved; but a monumental tradition was firmly established in
Brittany from the 5t millennium BC (Patton 1993, Scarre 2002a, 7), including meiirs,
standing stone lines, and chambered tombs. It is possible that in Atlantic France
aspects of Neolithic monumentalism were becoming evident in the late Mesolithic. In
the Breton islands of Téviec and Hoedic Mesolithic shell middens contain slab -lined
cists with collective inhumations and small stone stelae (Scarre 2003, 40 no such
continuity has been found within Ireland - cists are unknown within Irish middens.
In Britain the first monumental structures may have been long mounds, burial
chambers of earth and stone encasing stone cists with collective burials (Darvill 2010,
109).

There is some evidence of a ritual treatment of human remains in a formalised
burial in Mesolithic Ireland.  Four cremation pits were found at Hermitage Co.
Limerick and o ne, dating from 7550-7900 cal. BC contained cremated human bone, a
stone axe and scorched microliths, all arranged around a posthole which may have
supported a grave-marker (Collins & Coyne 2003). This is the earliest evidence of a
ritual burial treatmen t in Ireland and has implications in our understanding of
Neolithic rituals, not least in the deposition of 12 axes in the surrounding area. A xes
are often accepted as Neolithic artefacts but here they seem firmly linked with
Mesolithic activity. The ri tualised treatment of human remains is also surprising at
such an early period, and the probable erection of a post as a grave marker could

suggest a very early indication of ancestral veneration.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

2.3.2 Chronology.

&hronology is not an optional extra €. [t /7 es at t he

understanding of agency, of locating what people in the past did at particular
ti mes and places. 0

Whittle et al.2007.

The chronology of the four great tomb types is now fairly well understood,
with the possible exception of the earliest passage tombs. Earlier attempts at dating
and sequencing reflected the archaeology of the time, so that, for instance, at one time
portal tombs were believed to have been modelled on the side chambers of court
tombs and were thus late in the sequence. The politics of the archaeologist
sometimes influenced interpretation; Estyn Evans worked in Belfast and believed that
court tombs were an Irish version of the Clyde chambered tombs which were first
brought to Ulster by Scottish settlers (Evans 1938, 11), while de Valera insisted that

they were brought by 6Celticd Bretons t

rest of the country (de Valera 1965, 29).
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2. The Early Neolithic.

As discussed in 2.1 it now seems likely that Poulnabrone was constructed c.
3800 cal BC (Schulting 2014, 108), and thus predates both court tombs (3768670 cal
BC, Schulting et al. 2012) and rectangular houses (371600 cal BC, Whittle et al.
2011). It also appears to predate the Landnam period when agriculture became
widespread, and may have been constructed during the narrow period between the
arrival of the first settlers and the Landnam proper, when the first sporadic tracts of
forest clearance and grain pollen were becoming evident (Section 2.2 above). The
Poulnabrone dating is the earliest currently available for a portal tomb and it is at
present unknown whether other portal tombs were constructed at the same period.
The presence of Ealy Neolithic pottery in most excavated portal tombs (Chapter
6.7.2) suggests that these tombs were constructed during the period 400® 3600 BC, so

the possibility that they were all contemporary is quite tenable. The morphology of

portal tombsissosimi | ar i n the basic design features

in all its features that it could be
impression that they may be contemporaneous, but further excavation is essential

before such a claim can beverified.

Passage tomb construction continued over some centuries, with the small
early ones like those at Carrowmore showing use believed to date from c. 3750 cal BC
(Bergh & Hensey 2013, 356) and the complex examples from Brd na Boinne probably

not appearing until ¢ 3000 BC. Wedge tombs are the last in the line and are believed

descri

and

to have been constructed duringthe Chal col i t hi c 0l2)eandimaydhave O0 Br i en

been connected with the earliest use of metal in Ireland. Some portal tombs may thus

have been in use at the same time as court tombs and some passage tombs.

2.3.3 Non-megalithic structures. While megaliths are the most obvious evidence of
monumentality other structures have been revealed which seem to have been of a
ritual nature. Causewayed enclosures are relatively common in Britain and are dated

to the Early Neolithic and to date two have been located in Ireland, Donegore Co.
Antrim and Magheraboy in Sligo. Donegore has similar construction dates to the

British examples (c.385508 3665 cal BC, Whittle et al. 2011) but Magheraboy seems
considerably earlier with possible construction startin g at 41008 3950 cal BC (Danaher

2007, 104). This dating would place a causewayed enclosure as the earliest form of
38
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2. The Early Neolithic.

monumentality seen in lIreland, but further dating will be undertaken. The

depositional material recovered from Magheraboy is similar to th at of Donegore and

typical of Early, but not earliest, Neolithic. The evidence from Magheraboy points to

the possibility of an earlier adoption of Neolithic practices in Ireland than that

suggested by Whittle et al.(2011); portal tombs may also substantidge this perception

of 6earl inessa, as do the very early date

Cove (Woodman et al.1999).

Megalithic monuments contained burial material but they were not graves.
Linkardstown cists, which appeared ¢ 3500 BC, were a new form of human burial
sites which may have indicated a new form of belief or a changed structure in society,
although, as discussed in Chapter 6.6, some are contemporary with and located
beside portal tombs, so may have been used by the same peom at the same time.
Their distribution is mainly in Munster and south Leinster, areas where early
monumental structures are scarce (Fig. 18 Typically they contain the complete
remains of a single individual, usually male, and while not strictly monument al in

nature they were constructed of stone and covered by sometimes very large cairns.

2.4  The importance of stone.

2.4.1 Why stone? The selection of stone as the material for constructing the
Neolithic monuments was a conscious choice. Timber was widely available and
relatively simple to work and was the material of choice for dwellings (e.g. Mulligan
2010). Rectangular timber houses in Ireland have been dated from as early as 3715 BC
(McSparron 2008), so expertise in building large timber structures was available.
Timber was also connected with early mortuary structures, for example at Dooeys
Cairn (Ap Simon, 1985/85). Soil was the material used for the cairns of the earthen
longbarrows, probably the earliest monumental type structures i n Britain (Darvill
2004, 97). Stone was a challenging, labour intensive material for early societies, but
was the selected material for all the great Irish monuments. Soil and turves were used
in some cairns (e.g. Knowth , Waddell 1998, 62) and the pasage roof in Newgrange
passage tomb was sealed with burnt soil, an!
but the structural elements of all the great Irish monuments were of stone.
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Stone was not only widely available, it was very visible in the landscap e.
Forest clearance would have revealed rock features, cliffs, outcrops and screes, and
erratic boulders from retreating glaciers would have littered the landscape. Scarre
(2009b) describes the O6targeted selechiond of i n
ascribed with their own identities, and suggests that in Brittany even unworked
blocks may have had elements of anthropomorphism, a concept which is revealed
more strongly in some later Neolithic structures which appear to have been
engendered (lbid.). It is possible that the good survival rate of stone is responsible
for a perception that it was the structural material for ritual monuments, but recent
discoveries have revealed evidence of timber houses and earth henges, so its ubiquity

does seem to be arue reflection of its actual presence.

2.4.2 The material qualities of stone. The physical, material qualities of stone
make it an eminently suitable material for a significant structure, attracting attention
and suggesting ideas and concepts Stone is of itself monumental in nature, with
what Lewis-Wi | | i ams & Pearce (Bhe@EpoterkedM®) dlescrhéef asmbd
of outcrops, cliffs and hilltops it may have been recognised as forming a natural
monument, imbued with significance and with the ability to have ideas pinned onto it
(Bradley 2000a). Some striking natural stone features may have been revealed for the
first time as the forest was cleared. Cliffs, outcrops and ridges may have looked
significant and inspired the idea of nat ural places as ritual sites, perhaps to become
transformed into built monuments at a later period. Conversely such natural features
may have influenced the form of built monuments, by creating them in such a way
that they mimicked the significant, natural , features (Tilley 2007). The tors in
Cornwall are fantastically shaped granite outcrops which Tilley and Bennett (2001)
d e s cr isbuwep earsn plécas ofaedrl§ ritual importance, with solution basins and
horizontal fissures caused by weathering, leading to a belief that they were possibly

created by the ancestors in their own images.

One of the most important physical attributes of stone is its enduring nature.
Many of the monumental structures of the Neolithic have survived almost unaltered,;
artwork and significant structural detail can still be identified. Consideration should,
however, be given to the question as to whether this enduring nature was recognised
by Neolithic builders who also used stone to make tools that were readily discarded
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and replaced (Cooney 2009). It seems likely, however, that the large size of the stones
selected for monuments was an indication of permanency; any object which required

so much effort to put in place must have carried with it a promise of longevity.
Certainly it seems highly unlikely that stone could ever have been considered to
exemplsiof y néss or wat eri ness  (Parkep Rearsoa 20902, t vy
203).

Cooney (2009) stresses the ubiquity of stone in Neolithic culture. Stone was
usednotonl y for tools and structures; what he ¢
place as the material used for pathways and threshold spreads, as packing stones
around post holes, interspersed with other materials in pits, in foundation trenches
forrectanguar houses and as a Oblockingd structure
was no | onger to be wused. He feels that s
casual act but was often as significant as the selection of the material for ritual
structures, and may, in the case of pit deposits, have had elements of a miniature
ritual structure, for example the pits at the quarry on Lambay Island which included
stones in their deposits and which were covered by miniature cairns. Many
monuments were surrounded or covered by cairns, constructed mainly of stones;
their functions may have included protection for megaliths as well as providing
structural support and perhaps an element of concealment, but cairns may also have

carried a ritual significance of their own ( 1bid.).

The texture of stone is a variable quality which may have been recognised in
megalithic design. Bradley (1989) points out that certain areas of megalithic tombs
were intended to remain in darkness; movement through the monument would have
emphasised differing stone textures as participants used their sense of touch to guide
them, and the use of differently textured stones may have been a purposeful choice to
facilitate movement. Thomas (1990, 175) believes that the interior of the Boyne
pass age wduld e satugated the consciousness of the human subject through touch,
smel |, Vi si on anadnd tna the efabarate artwork \sap meaamt §o,be
touched as well as seen, while Cummings (2002) suggests that oppositions between
rough and smooth stones within monuments may have echoed the landscape setting
with its different textures. The inclusion of stones with differing textures can be
achieved by selecting stones of different types, mixing for example, sedimentary rock

with glacial erratics of metamorphic origin. Tilley (1996 a) noted this feature in
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Scandinavian megaliths where he found a clear preference for local sedimentary rock
for the upright orthostats topped by igneous capstones. A similar contrast can be
achieved by working or dressing s ome stones and leaving others in their natural state.
Quarried stone may be smoother on the side removed from the parent rock, and
boulders have a rougher surface on their exposed upper side while the underneath
remains protected (Tilley 1996a, 124). These differences would have been much more
apparent at the time of construction than now, when centuries of exposure have

smoothed the surfaces (Scarre 2002, 10).

The physical qualities of material influence the way in which it can be used
and also encourage or create certain qualities in those who make or use it. Stressing
the need for a material-based approach to human culture, Boivin (2004, 69) believes
that a more balanced approach will lead to a consideration of the possibilities enabled
andtheconstraints imposed by virtue ofatetalsei r very m
possess inherent physical properties that make them more appropriate for certain symbolic and
met aphorical uses and (Bbivins2004,69).p he mentioastde f or ot her
example, the material properties of soil (clay) which encourage communication of
ideas (pots) but also constrain mobility, thus encouraging sedentism. The durability
and hardness of stone directed its use for certain structures and objects, but it also
directs an understanding of the meaning of these objects. Some interpretations are
firmly ruled out by the physical qualities of the stone & ér'he material nature of stone sets
limits on how it can be understodd ( Par ker Pearson 20kManax 03). The u
does not encourage a belief that the tool was an unimportant and disposable object,
and a monumental stone tomb will never be interpreted as the temporary dwelling of
a nomadic family. Boivin ( 2004, 67) expands her above statement by suggestig that
the initiation of metal -working enabled the masculine warrior ethos of the European
Bronze Age, which continued in the chiefly values of the Celtic Iron Age and
ultimately to the medi Wwahokuni g(Ranfrev ®R@INzedi et vy .
13t Here woul d have been WihoutBtore amd ds plygieal war ri or i d
qualities, could there have been Neolithic monumentality, with its concurrent beliefs

and ideology?
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2.4.3 Materiality of Stone. Stone, with its varying physical pro perties and
widespread availability, is an ideal material for displaying ideological concepts.

Colour, texture, local or exotic origin, quarried or boulder, worked or unworked, are

all variables which provide scope for the concept of materialisation, the @ctive process
whereby these materi al objects carry meani
(Scarre, 2004). Stone is an unchanging part of the natural world, suitable for
conveying concepts of cosmological beliefs, and, through its communal work ing into
monuments, demonstrating and expanding ideological concepts of group culture.
Conneller (2011, 82) believes that the selection of stone for monumental structures is
Overgi ng o nf ceuaini siorees dreadedn.to have been specially seleet for

reasons other than practicality then the materiality concept is stressed.

Stone was the material of choice for the first tools, used by hominids over
100,000 years ago (Renfrew 2007). It is likely that it was first selected on grounds of
suitability and availability, but by the Mesolithic period there are indications that
some stone tools, especially axes, were becoming of symbolic as well as of practical
importance. Stone axes were polished to a degree unnecessary for use and were
found in ritual deposit sites from Ireland (Collins & Coyne 2003) Brittany (Patton
1993) and Scandinavia (Tilley 1996a). Their symbolic importance was stressed by the

use of exotic and imported materials.

The importance of stone as an expression of concepts ad beliefs, and as an
active agent in expanding and promoting these ideas, is well documented in
ethnography. Paul Tagon, examining the culture of the Neolithic people of Arnhem
Land, Northern Australi a, naadwtfunctignalist vigvdof g o
stone tools and stony parts of the landscape (Tagon 1991, 193). The Ancestral Beings
created the landscape and many of them were believed to have been turned into
stone. Certain stones, especially quartzite, were particularly significant. The
Rainbow Serpent, one of the most potent of all Beings, swallowed other ancestors, and
then vomited their bones which became rocky quartzite escarpments in the landscape,
used for quarries. Stone tools from certain quarries were believed to have special

gualiti es and were reserved for use by men (bid.).

In early Mesoamerica obsidian, a black, glassy rock, was imbued with
ancestral power (Saunders, 2001). It originated from volcanoes, the dwelling place of
the ancestors, and its physical tendency to fracture into sharp points made it

43



2. The Early Neolithic.

supremely useful for making blades. These knives were used for human sacrifice to
the gods who created the world. The underworld contained three levels made of

obsidian 0 perhaps inspired by the obsidian mines.

Indications that the source of stones for building and tools was regarded as a
special or even sacred space are of increasing interest. The use of exotic stone for
Neolithic polished stone axes is seen as conferring significance to the objects and
adding value to its use as a gift or exchange item. Stone axe quarries have been found
at remote and inaccessible places like Tivebulliagh Co. Antrim (Sheridan 1992) and
Lambay Island off the coast of Dublin (Cooney 1998), and Cooney suggests that white
inclusions in the stone were representations of ancestral bones. Bradley & Edmonds
(1993) found that the most worked areas of the stone axe quarry in Cumbria were
often at the most inaccessible places where the stones were no better than at easier
locations, indicating perhaps that special significance was given to stone from

dangerous places.

An indication of the ritual importance attached to stone as a building material
was found by OdBrien (1999) in his investigations
both Toormore and Altar wedge tombs he found evidence of the careful disposal of
stone debitage from the building blocks in pits at the entrance to the tomb. He
suggests that this demon émbuedwith specialtsigrificanch,e st ones
befitting their use in a saerd st r While wedge Gombs are late in the chronology
of megalithic monuments it is entirely possible that such a practice had originated at

earlier structures.

244 Colour. The stones of megalithic monuments as seen today present a
very diffe rent appearance from when they were first built. In most cases the surface
of the stone is obscured by lichen, and many monuments are also concealed by ivy,
brambles and moss. In extreme cases it is not possible to identify the type of rock
used, or to ascertain whether all stones in the monument are of the same type. A
property of stone which may have been significant when it was first selected is its

colour, and this can now be difficult to discern.

A study of the significance and meaning of colour in the archaeological record
is an area of current i nt @lsaisties are coBcerges aboput 999 ) bel i
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c ol oand dones & MacGregor (2002) suggest that one of the reasons that
archaeol ogi calf asrctienfaatcetds adsrHwvireooloom pre Imengicch 6
gold and jewelled ornaments, paintings and glass. Such objects are not evident in the
Irish Neolithic, but it may be possible to distinguish a conscious selection of stone, in
both structures and artefacts, based on colour. Thepresence of a stone or stones
different from the main body of the monument or transported from a distance may be

an indication of a conscious colour choice. Darvill, in his study of the use of quartz in
Neolithic monuments on the Isle of Man (2002), points out that there are two different
explanations for the selection of specific colour; it may be a universal preference or it
may be socially determined and specific to certain communities. A contextual

analysis and consideration of ethnographic analogies may indicate whether the colour

of specific stones was a significant factor in Neolithic monuments.

The importance of white and black (or light and dark) as the basic, and
earliest, colours recognised in ethnographic studies of small-scale societies is acepted
as a generalised, crosscultural phenomenon and, by using Parker Pearson and
Ramilisoninabds scheme of ethnographic anal o
probability to Neolithic societies. Linguistic studies by Berlin and Kay (1969)
confirmed t hat white and black were the first colours identified in all languages they
studi ed, and that the next col our allikebemn t i f i
human societies, past and present, made/make wide use of colour both general and for specific
pur p o qlleidk) Cdlour perception is accepted as an embodied, crosscultural concept,
but the categorization of colours is culture specific and thus revealing of past societies

(A.Jones 1999, 340).

A concentration on these three colours is evident in many small-scale societies,
both past and present. Paul Tacgon, studying the native Australians of Arnhem Land,
found that black, red and white were the colours of choice in body painting and rock
art, and were often linked to bodily fluids (Tagon 1991). Mos't of the earlier stone tools
from the Kakadu region, dating from ¢ 4000 BC were made from grey or white
quartzite or deep red chert (Ibid. 207 . Darvi I | (2002, calou) not

t r ihasdéen recorded in African societies in Zambia and Sulan.

Indications of colour selection in such societies is strong enough to justify an
examination of such preference in the Irish Neolithic. No coloured artwork has been
identified from the Irish Early Neolithic, nor has ephemera like clothing which migh t
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indicate a colour preference, so a conscious choice of differently coloured stones for
structures and tools is the only possible indicator of a colour preference. The most
obvious demonstration of a colour choice in megaliths is in the use of quartz & pure

white. On a material basis this is an obvious attention-focussing device, answering

one of Renfrewds | ndi caa bl). $he extavakr of Aclanbcre¢ Renf rew 19

in Scotland descri bes t he whenweldoked ipte theak
chamber from the out si @Seithtl8/2, guotedinoDargill 2802,

81). It is an attractive, shining stone, widely available throughout Ireland, and Tagon

e

spread v

i I I umin

(1999, 120) statesthab most human societieisalareseatofr aételdj ot

t hat are bri ght o rBrillamtishiny bbfectd tend te begpéestigiausa r t z ) 6 .

and desirable, as exemplified by the enduring allure of diamonds. Quartz is used in
structural elements, both as quartzite stones and as stons with quartz vein
inclusions, and as pebble spreads marking certain areas, particularly entrances. The

reconstructed fagade of the large passage tomb at Newgrange is a particularly good

Fig.20. Quartz pebbles from Poulnabrone.

example as the white quartz is interspersed with dark grey granite, forming a striking
colour contrast. The quartz was transported from the Wicklow mountains, indicating
its importance to the builders (Cooney 2000). Quartz pebbles were found in a layer
around the entrance to the wedge tomb
has been linked with many stone circles in Britain and Ireland (Burl 1979). Quartz
crystals have an unusual material quality, the development of an electric potential
under the application of stress & piezoelectricity. This means that when two crystals
are rubbed together they produce a spark, and this property may have increased its

attractiveness as an object which could convey an immaterial meanng.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

It is likely that quartz was not selected merely for its material properties.
Quartz has a strong ritual symbolism in other cultures and Lewis -Williams and
Pearce (2005, thdwhoitthes woddqeartztcltysdats ..ae associatedith
spi rit ua&ahul Tagh beleeved that in Western Australia the stone was imbued
with spiritual significance and was often associated with sacred rituals and shamans
(Tacon 1991). Darvill (2002, 73), who sees quartz as a substance in which colour and
material combined to give a symbolic meaning, believes that folklore and the
persistence of ancient traditions point to the perception of quartz as a universal

symbol, involving cosmological concepts.

Quartz has many indications of endowed significance during the Neolithic in
Ireland, and its use in so many ritual structures increases this significance while at the
same time adding ritual importance to the structure. Bergh (1995, 153), noting its
association with burial deposits and the property of piezoelectricity, suggests that it
has a certain meaning in relati oaoanleseen dse
giving the dead the power to undertake the jourreyhe otherworld. (It) .. can also have
symbolized life, an assurance ofbré r tDhrdll. (2002, 114) also suggests that quartz
pebbles symbolise the soul, and may have had the idea of a passport into another
world. Quartz has been connected with both the sun and the moon. Its presence at
Newgrange, with its astronomical orientation, may indicate a link with the sun

(Darvill 2002, 114), while Burl (1987, 37) suggests that the bright chips of quartz in

de

stone circles were seen as particles fallen fromthe moon 66 |-g if i ng st onesd.

The intensity or absence of light is an important consideration in revealing the
colour of stone. Sunlight is the most important, but torchlight within a passage or
chamber would also have revealed nuances of colour, sparkde and shine, and also
illuminated otherwise unobtrusive stones like the underside of capstones. The
diurnal and annual movements of the sun would have changed the perception of
stone colour, and emphasised different stones at different times, whilst the movement

of a torch bearer inside a monument could have purposefully increased the

theatricality of the event. The penetrat

Newgrange during the winter solstice sunrise is well known, but Hensey (2010, 146)
believes that the entrance to Cairn G at Carrowkeel, previously thought to provide an
6inexactdé route for the summer sol stice

all ow the sundés ray to travel along the
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2. The Early Neolithic.

turn. In considering the layout of megalithic tombs in Brittany, Britain and Ireland,
Bradley (1989) believes that their design was influenced by a desire to create areas of
light and darkness within, with certain stones and artwork intended to be illumina ted
while others remained hidden. Some later Breton passage tombs were angled in such
a way that the light was deliberately excluded from the interior, and Bradley ( Ibid.)
suggests that the blocking of entrances in some Irish and Scottish passage graves as
intended to achieve the same result, indicating that the dead were now perceived as
being more sharply divided from the living, with no direct communication between

the two worlds. An examination of the colour and light of the stones and interiors of

portal tombs is thus suggested.

2.4.5 Working with stone. If stone was regarded as a material of significance,
imbued with ideas of permanence and ancestry, signifying and signalling concepts
and beliefs, then building a stone monument was an occasion o deep significance. It
involved technological skill and architectural vision, organisation of labour and

physical exertion, but, most importantly, it was the physical expression of an idea, the
creation in stone of a symbolic expression of beliefs which reflected a changed view of

the world and of mandés place within it.

Building a stone monument accomplished more than creating a lasting
structure. The monumentality of the structure meant that many people were working
together, thus building a sense of community solidarity and communal awareness.
The stone enshrined memory in a permanent fashion, as a constant reminder of those
who had gone before and of their beliefs, the building of a stone monument was a
celebration of shared beliefs, achievement and social cohesion. Referring to the
builders Richards (2004b) suggests that they6 ét hr ough t heir l abour const
t hemsel ves and t heiHe belieeek thdt, inconme instandedat leasth er s 6 .
the ritual of the construction activity was primary, and more important than its later
usenétead of seeing architecture as built to be
(Richards 2004b, 73). Evans (1988), while discussing the construction of causewayed
enclosures, felt that the most appropriate way to view these monuments was as
projects where ideas were conceived and resolved through the act of construction.
These concepts are particularly significant if the monuments were conceived as
single-use structures, not intended to be re-entered or structurally altered.
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2. The Early Neolithic.

2.5 People of the monuments & Early Neolithic society.

6Megal iths were as much a cause as a consequenc

Sherratt 1990.

Early agricul tural societies have been
ant hropol ogists Johnson and Earle (1990) an
and Bahn (1991) use the same criteria to ic
that the concept of a tribe implies an acceptance of a common ethnic identity which is
not evident. These models have been broadly accepted for this study, although a
caveat is entered in that these writers suggest that a villagebased society was the
norm whilst in Earl y Neolithic Ireland the evidence points to a dispersed settlement
pattern with occasional small clusters (Grogan 1996, 2002, Cooney 2000, Mulligan
2010). Sherratt (1990) believes that as the Neolithic spread to marginal areas of
western Europe dispersed rural settlement was the norm; megaliths took the place of

the village tradition of central Europe, and the two were mutually exclusive.

Because of their visibility and comparative abundance in Ireland megaliths have
traditionally been used to interpret t he social structure and lifestyle. It is only
recently that the numerous Neolithic houses uncovered have allowed settlement
evidence to be added; the material culture revealed is remarkably similar to that
found in excavated megaliths (Grogan 1996, 2002. Although the dating of portal
tombs is very sparse it is possible that their construction predates the rectangular

house horizon by c. 100 years (Chapter2.2).

The construction of a megalithic monument indicates that a society had reached
a certain level of organisation, technical competence, and group coherence. An
understanding of the physical properties of stone and of how to transport it was also
implicit. Excavations have revealed a suite of typical depositions so it is reasonable to
assume that there was a pre-conceived ideal and a strong degree of connection
between the societies who built and used them. While a small simple monument,
like some at Carrowmore, could have been the work of an extended family (Bergh
1995, 152) large and complex strutures obviously needed large and complex societies

to build them.

The material culture of the Irish Early Neolithic can also reveal aspects of the

nature of the society. The introduction of pottery demonstrates increased cooperation
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2. The Early Neolithic.

and communication, and also suggests changed patterns of daily life, like diet and
dining styles. Serving food from containers may have encouraged a more formalised
approach to meals, bringing regularity to the daily routine and enabling an orderly

presentation of food at gatherings and possibly feasting.

The architecture and setting of monumental tombs can convey information
also about the social organisation and ideologies of the societies who built them. The
ideological basis of a society may be reveagéd in the nature of built ritual monuments,
and may have beenaltered by the use of such a s$ructure. An examination of the
layout of ritual monuments may make it possible to suggest that a society was either
egalitarian and unstratified, or hierarch ical and elitist. If part of the structure was
divided from the rest, or was constructed in such a way that access was limited to a
small number of people, it may be an indication that society was also structured and
that some elements were more privileged than others, although it may reflect the

nature of religious practice and the existence of religious specialists or shamans.

Information about social structure can be conveyed by evidence of patterned
deposition practices but Richards (1988, 42) cautiors against this use of mortuary
evidence asaddi rect i ndex o fof the dead) and prefergthahtheyat i on &
should be examined for indications of social practices and relationships among the
living. In his examination of the chambered tombs of Orkney he believes that it is
the design of the cellular tombs, rather than the mortuary treatment, which indicated
an increasing stratification within society, as the ritual space became more and more

centralised and restricted to a small number of ind ividuals.

Bradley (1984) suggests that the monuments preceded the emergence of elites
but their increasing complexity may be an indication that differences in social
structures were beginning to emerge, either in the area of construction or of ritual
expertise. The construction period of portal tombs may have been just on the cusp of
the egalitarian tribe developing a ranked society; in fact the construction of portal

tombs may have initiated the change in social structure.

An emphasis on the cognitive changes between the Mesolithic and Neolithic
was carried out by Barnard (2007). He used anthropological studies in southern
Africa to demonstrate t hat t he process of 6Neol

cognition, with a contrasting understanding of what was thought desirable amongst
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groups with different lifestyles. His findings regarding the change in attitudes

towards leadership and equality are particularly relevant in a consideration of the
monument builders: he found that groups of early farmers wi th a Neolithic way of
life were more likely to accept that an unequal society with leader(s) was the natural

way to live than those who lived by hunting and gathering (Fig. 21).

MESOLITHIC MODE OF THOUGHT MESOLITHIC MODE OF THOUGHT
Leadership Negative (associated with Equality Natural (equated with social
self interest) harmony)
Followership Positive (associated with deferencd Inequality Unnatural (equated with antisocial
to the will of the community) behaviour, boasting, etc.)
NEOLITHIC MODE OF THOUGHT NEOLITHIC MODE OF THOUGHT
Leadership Positive (associated with Equality Unnatural (equated with stagnation)
high status)
Followership Negative (associated with low Inequality Natural (equated with ability to
status or possibly lack of initiative) accumulate, achievement, competition,
Leadership. Equality.

Fig 21 . Suggested Mesolithic and Neolithic attitudes to leadership and equality.
(Barnard 2007).

2.6  Summary.

Portal tombs were constructed in Ireland during the Early Neolithic period, p ossibly
before 3750 BC, the generally accepted date for the introduction/adoption of the
Neolithic proper. Before this date there are scattered indications of small-scale
farming ventures and there is a possibility that one large ritual structure, the
causewayed enclosure at Magheraboy, was already in use. New analysis on the bone
from Poulnabrone has validated the early dating for this monument. There is very
little dating from other portal tombs, but the depositional evidence does not
contradict the possibility of early construction, and the closely similar pattern of
design strongly suggests that other portal tombs were contemporary with

Poulnabrone.

The widespread changeover to the Neolithic way of life probably took place in
Ireland at around 3,750 BC when agriculture, sedentism, pottery and monument
construction seem to have been adoptal within a brief period. Court tombs were

probably constructed within a hundred -year period which coincides with the
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building and use of rectangular wooden houses. Portal tombs were in use then, either
as a continued usage of century-old monuments, or as contemporary constructions.
In the course of this study comparisons are made with court tombs, in regard to their
siting, morphology and depositional practice, in an attempt to illuminate their

relationship.

The most likely scenario for the introduction of the Neolithic seems, on balance,
to have resulted from the arrival of a number of colonists, bringing with them
domestic animals, seeds, new lifestyles and technologies, and beliefs. The early signs
of very small-scale farming might have resulted from unsuccessful attempts made by
some of the indigenous Mesolithic population, or, more likely, might represent the
very earliest arrival of newcomers, too few in number leave signs of a permanent
settlement. The origin of the settlers is normally accepted as being from northern
France or Britain; no definite place of origin can be stated at present. It is possible that
individuals may have originated from both these areas, and settled in different parts

of Ireland.

The advent of the Neolithic brought major changes. The adoption of an
agricultural lifestyle was accompanied by changes in the material culture in pottery,
lithics and domestic structures, resulting in, or from, a major shift in ideology and
beliefs demonstrated by the construction of stone monuments. The material evidence
of portal tombs is studied in an effort to explain the ritual significance of the tomb
deposits, and to enlighten the discussion on a possible sequence of construction,

which might have been ritually determined.

Megalithic mon uments in Neolithic Ireland were part of the monumental
phenomenon of the Neolithic in Western Europe, but showed strong local influences.
None of the monument types of Ireland are copies of monuments of western Europe;
they demonstrate regional designs, aspirations and requirements within an
overarching tradition. The small number of portal tombs in Wales and Cornwall
suggest links with the communities in Ireland, but none has dates as early as
Poulnabrone. Consideration is given to the nature of the ideology and/or beliefs

which necessitated these structures.

The Neolithic is the New Stone Age, and stone retained its significance, both

material and conceptual. Stone was selected for building ritual structures, and there
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are indications that its sourcing and use was intentional, both in the monuments and

in the lithic tools which were often deposited there.

It is believed that most people in Early Neolithic society lived in small,
segmentary egalitarian tribes or bands. In Ireland, unlike the situati on in central
Europe, the most likely pattern was dispersed rural settlement. Monuments may
have replaced the large longhouses of central European villages as focus points for

group cohesion, as well as displaying the concepts of ideology and belief.

The emphasis on this period in Ireland seems to be on change, change in
lifestyle, material culture, rituals and beliefs; portal tombs may demonstrate all of

these.
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3. The Study of Portal Tombs.

Chapter 3. The Study of Portal Tombs & Recent and Current

Interpretations.

6 When | us e -atmeaosyust what!choose it to mean d neither
more nor | ess. 0
Humpty Dumpty. Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll.

3.1 Introduction.

Previous interpretive works on megalithic monuments have studied them
from all angles, and through a variety of theoretical viewpoints. Aspects of their
function, use, intention and influence have all been deduced through focussing on the
landscape setting, architecture and sejuence of construction and deposition. This
study focuses primarily on the ritual significance and intentions of the monument
builders, drawing on previous examinations of chronology, typology and regional

setting.

This chapter considers the most influential studies of portal tombs and other
monuments, both recent and current, and those with most relevance to this thesis.
Studies in related fields are included where they are relevant to the present work.
Mythology and the views and interpretations of anti quarians and early archaeologists
were discussed in chapter 1.2. Other work will be referred to at the appropriate
points, but an attempt to summarise the current state of interpretation of megalithic
monuments, in particular of portal tombs, is made here . In the interest of clarity the
interpretations are discussed under headings regarding the primary concept that the
writer wishes to stress. For example, the concept of ritual belief may be inferred by
different writers from a study of the morphology of the tomb, its place in the

landscape or its contents.

3.2 Interpretations of Society.

A conviction that the lifestyle and ideologies of society can be studied through
a consideration of their ritual structures, or lack thereof, has become a common theme
throughout recent literature. As discussed in Chapter 2.5 monuments were, until

recently, the only archaeologically visible Neolithic remains in the Irish landscape and
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their depositional contents provided the best clues to domestic life and ideal s, but the
significant number of early Neolithic rectangular houses now known (Smyth 2006,
2010, 2013, Mulligan 2010) has added considerably to the knowledge of Ireland at that
time. The artefactual evidence from these houses is remarkably similar to that from
contemporary monuments, stressing the lack of a distinction between the ritual and
domestic spheres, as discussed by many writers, for example Bradley (2005), Barrett
(1994). The contents of monuments, deposited in a repetitive fashion, were included
with a purpose; they signified something to those who used them and were important
signifiers of concepts about death and the dead. The treatment of human remains
may indicate views on gender relations, age differentiation, social stratification,
exclusion and inclusion. Interpretations about the mundane details of everyday life
have also been made from monumental evidence, particularly from the depositional
artefacts, but also from a consideration of landscape settings and how they related to

the natural world of topography, geology, soils and vegetation.

3.2.1 Lineage. It seems most likely that society in the Irish Early Neolithic was
organised in a system of small tribes or local groups of farmers and pastoral herders,
with permanent, dispersed settlements, burial mounds and shrines. Religious elders
may have conducted calendrical rituals and rites connected with changing identity
within society like initiation into adulthood and death, as suggested by ethnographic
evidence from early farming societies (Sahlins 1961, Service 1962, Johnson & Earle
2000). Recognition of a shared lineage was probably an important part of group

solidarity.

An analysis of the design of Irish court tombs by Powell in 2005 interpreted
the differing layout of the courts, galleries and cells as indications of lineage-based
societies. He recognised that the meanings of material structures are dependent on
the context in which they are constructed and used, and that the elements of court
tomb design reflected and reinforced themes within society. Powell ( 1bid.) argued that
the design represented a group with a common descent and lineage; the separate cells
(modules) gave the opportunity to display different identities within the common
lineage, like marriages, divisions from the common group and alliances with
outsiders. The insertion of subsidiary chambers in the cairn gave scope to reflect
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relationships of increasing complexity and may have marked the inclusion of an

unrelated family group.

Although most of this paper i s concerned with court tombs Powell includes a
short section on portal tombs. He suggests that the singlecelled nature of portal

tombs represents a group who laid little emphasis on extended lineage connections

with their emphasis on ancestral importance. The 6highly conspic

of the portal tombs may have indicated a group who had moved to new and

unoccupied territory, and were the first

(1961) system whereby the first tribe in a new area was unlikely to develop a
segmentary lineage system but to remain autonomous, and suggests that the
similarity between portal tombs and the side chambers inserted into court tomb cairns

may indicate that these independent groups developed over time into a | ineage-based

society marked by their absorption into the larger group of the court tombs.

This is a valuable paper, suggesting an intricacy of social relationships with
aspects of development and even evolution displayed by the different architectural
styles. It should be borne in mind when examining other aspects of monume nts, like
landscape siting, sequences of construction andc ont ent s. Powel |
court tombs and portal tombs were constructed by groups with different social
structures (Powell 2005, 20) may be an illustration of the likely chronological

difference between the tomb types.

3.2.2 Societal structure. Hodder 6 s 1S9ntba@lic ama Strlkactural Archaeology

was a most influential publication presenting new theoretical approaches to the study
of archaeology. Amongst the contributions was a chapter by Michael Shanks and
Chr i st oph eldeologyi Isymbolic podwer and ritual communication: a
reinterpretation of N e @ papet whichcattempts to interpret
mortuary evidence as an indication that beliefs of class divisions and antagonisms
existed throughout prehistory. In their study of m ortuary evidence from sites in
Southern England and Sweden they claim that the human remains were deliberately
manipulated to present an incorrect view that society was egalitarian and to conceal
the existence of an elite. This, relatively short, paper has had an immense influence
on interpretations, with many regarding the conclusions as factual and proven. It

should be borne in mind that Tilley has expressed the rather startling opinion that
57
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archaeology should change the past to suit the needs of the preent (Tilley 1989).

Acceptance of the idea of deliberate manipulation entails accepting not only that there

was an existing elite but al so that the o6workers
inferior status or unable, physically and mentally, to combat i t . Barrettds 1991 cri
is very valid: the ritual treatment of the human remains which Shanks & Tilley

identified as manipulation of the evidence had to be observed by those who were to

be manipulated, whereas in fact they were concealed from all except the elite, as

noted by the writers themselves.

Hensey (2010) suggests that Marxistinspired notions of the prevalence of elite
mani pul ati on hawvientlkekepomd ed® v earnd commonly accept
sufficient material evidence. In the present study it is felt that if two different
interpretations are present then the simplest seems the most feasible, or, as Patton

(1993, 15) puts it, the Realist aproach, is preferred.

The Archaeology of Death and Buriat Parker Pearson was published in 1999.
Parker Pearson also believes that aspects of the structure of society are revealed by the
treatment of human remains, but he reaches a different conclusion from that of
Shanks and Tilley. The book lays much emphasis on ethnographic information and
analogy, and includes studies of the changing style of British funeral practice, recent
and current. Of particular relevance to this st
rites, involving a two -stage treatment of human remains, with final deposition in a
different area. Disarticulation and a differential treatment of different parts of the
body are, he believes, assertions of the importance of the collective over the

individual.

Alison Sheridan has written extensively about many aspects of the Neolithic,
including the Mesolithic / Neolithic transition and has directed her attention to the
architecture of Il rish passage Megafiissandi n 1985/ 6.
Megalomaniadis still accepted asa good model of the chronology of passage tombs.
She used te changing features of the monuments 8 design, size and contents - to
explain the changing nature of the structure of society. She admits that it is not
possible to offer an unequivocal explanation of the structure of society from the
material evidence in tombs, but feels that the passage tombs can be viewed as
&onveyofs)o f i nf dlbidn2r}. i She suggests that the passage tombs were used
as symbols of power and mediums for inter -group competition, revealing increasing
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social stratification duri ng the period 3800 6 3050 BC, with a change from an
egalitarian society to one which used the passage tombs to display their conspicuous
consumption and prestige. The emergence of a powerful elite was paralleled by a

linkage between temporal power and r eligious authority, strengthened by notions of

ancestral, divine authority, established by the time of the great passage tombs of
Newgrange and Knowth. As evidence for this model she notes the increasing size

and decreasing number of the monuments which indicated a pooling of resources as

smaller groups combined to form larger alliances, and the increasing sophistication of

grave goods like the maceheads which might have been symbols of high status. She

believes that even the earliest, simple tombs played a vital role in maintaining the

cohesion and traditions of society and that they were thus used purposefully to
demonstrate i ncreasing weal th and power
consumptiond. The increasingly @lttebor at
emergence of a priestly elite, whose prestige and authority increased as they
demonstrated and interpreted the celestial orientation. She sums up her arguments
thus:6él ri sh passage tombs can best be unders
groups to outdo each other in the hall owing
have been harnessed closely to the power politics of the living, and used as a medium for the

asserti ofbido29). st atus. 0

Sheridands c¢hr on os$sagg fombadevelopmehieid outside the a
scope of this study but, if it is accepted, her interpretation of the social structure at the
time of the early passage tombs at Carrowmore is relevant to portal tombs. Although
these structures are less complex thanportal tombs her belief that monuments played
a vital role in maintaining the cohesion and traditions of society can be considered in

interpreting the social structure of the portal tomb builders (Sheridan 1985/86, 27) .

FIl emi ngds TonBsYorthalpievri nb(g 6 suggests that ma
a key maletannbng the structur e (it 188)oHd e mpo
believes that the impressive visual nature of the monuments, and their enduring
quality, were intentional, and were cons tructed as signalling the power and position
of the leader(s) of those who built them. In an effort to understand whether the
emphasis was on their importance as tombs or as grandiose signals he compared
mound sizes and chamber capacity and concluded that as the monuments increased

in size the equivalent capacity for mortuary remains decreased. The development of
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long mounds instead of round mounds increased both internal capacity and visual
impressiveness without involving increased labour; Fleming conclu des that
monument design underwent a continuous process of improvement, and was not
l'i mitadbchyi daal ly det(bid a87)n &k tolmbs werg deliberdatety. 0
designed to rivet the attention of living individuals, both on the rituals perform ed
there and of the meanings of those rituals, and on the power and position of the
individuals connected with them. They may have had a role in instituting and
maintaining a hereditary leadership. As agriculture was adopted the size of societal
groups increased; the leader was no longer so familiar and obvious and needed a
complex signalling system. In the absence of portable statussymbols, which Fleming
says were absent in the Neolithic, the leaders used monuments to validate their

authority.

On this last point, polished stone axes (discussed in section6.5.2 were widely
available in the Neolithic (and indeed in the Irish Mesolithic) and could have

performed the function of badges of office, or status symbols very well.

Clues to the nature of societal structure at the time of the construction and use
of portal tombs were sought in an examination of the monuments during this study.
The morphology was examined to ascertain whether there was a structural division
between participants and onlookers, and the deposits were assessed for evidence of
elite items or differing treatment of remains which might have indicated the existence
of a stratified society. Changes in the structure of a society may have been due to a
change in lifestyle (adopting agricult ure, or becoming sedentary) or to an alteration in
beliefs. Although portal tombs have a similarity in their basic structure there are
some differences, particularly among the examples in the Southeastern region, which
might be due to an evolving chronolo gy of the sort Sheridan suggests for passage

tombs, but the available dating is insufficient to follow this interpretation.

3.2.3 Society 0 material aspects. The mundane, or everyday, pursuits of
society can be interpreted from the material record, (discussed in chapter 2.2), as well
as from settlement remains. Most excavated monuments have revealed traces of

pottery, lithics and other items both inside the ch amber and in the environs, and
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chance finds have been added to the catalogues. These artefacts have been studied to
construct models of typology which have been used to suggest dating and
chronology, movement of people and artefact exchange, construction methods and
likely work places, but they also increase our knowledge of what everyday life was
like.

Bradley (2004) discusses the ways in which material culture changed at the
beginning of t esarlitl éMesolititich pedods hdman beings had been
integrated into the natural wor !l d, b(bid. i n t
110). He points out there was a major elaboration of material culture, in both quantity
and variety, at the same time as the adgtion of agriculture, exhibitng 6 comp |l e x i t
abundance afbi). |Raising elomesticatéd animals and cultivating grain
involved a new conception of time, and introduced the concept of ownership. These
concepts were materialized in new aspects of material culture, artefacts like pottery
which demonstrated complete transformative processes of the material. Most of his
paper concerns early Neolithic material culture in Scandinavia, and so he attributes
this change in material culture to the adoption of agriculture rather than to sedentism.

The construction of monuments, where these new artefacts were deposited, may have
resulted in the mat er i .athdase @mactices bhecamé imbubdewstre o |
greater (lbibY Ina) iridumad i&Zed some of t(bid 118)aedme nt s
resulted in a new understanding of the environment and the place of humans within

it.

A very detailed paper by Sheridan (1995) describes the generally accepted
sequence and dating of design in Irish Neolithic pottery. In this paper s he reviews
models made by Case (961), Piggott (1954) and Herity (1982) and refines her own
earlier sequence (Sheridan 1985 The earliest pottery in Ireland was made ¢.4000 cal
BC and is found in different site typ es, for example rectangular houses as at
Ballygalley (Simpson 1996, 124), the causewayed enclosure at Donegore (Sheridan
1995 17), Kilgreaney Cave (Dowd 2002, 81) and Creggandevesky court tomb
(Sheridan 1995 8), as well as in portal tombs, all of which may have been
approximately contemporaneous. The acceptance of this dating sequence has left
other writers free to concentrate on the conceptual importance of pottery during the
Neolithic, and on its significance within everyday life. Some have concentrat ed on the

potter and her/his place within society, whilst others have turned their attention to
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the actual pot and its influence on changing lifestyles within the Neolithic. Pottery is

discussed in this thesis in Chapters2.2and 6.3.

There is general acceptance amongst writers that early potters were women.
This opinion is based on ethnographic analogy, and is expressed by, amongst others,
lan Hodder. His influential 1982 work Symbols in Actiondescribes the potters of the
Baringo area of Kenya, all of whom were female and who had learned their skills
from their mothers. Other writers have followed this opinion, but a note of cau tion is
expressed by Edwards & Pope (2012, 465) who believe that this opinion is
unsustainable and supporte d o n | .ynfoftupate Gecourse to anecdotal ethnographic
a n a |. dtgsyp@rhaps, safer to take the view that there is a strong likelihood that the
early pottery was made by women; perhaps Neolithic society revealed gender

differentiation without nec essarily gender hierarchy.

A view that the potter was held in high esteem, and possibly regarded as a
magical practitioner, has been expressed by some writers, notably by Thomas in 1996,
when he devoted a whole section of his Understanding the Neolithito pottery (Thomas
1996, 89125). Thomas examines pottery in two ways. On the physical, purely
material level it was a new technology requiring a new skill in the Neolithic, and it
both enabled and encouraged new forms of cooking in the form of porridges, soups
and stews (lbid. 96). Pottery vessels made mealtimes more formalised and socially
significant, introducing the concepts of ritual feasting at important occasions ( 1bid.99).
They may have become part of a gift circulation network, gaining identiti es and
histories of their own as they passed from one group to another. On the conceptual
side Thomas takes the viaWwltmateraal Hoddeur deic$s am
and he considers the materiality, the significance with which a pot was imb ued or
which it gathered into itself through patterns of usage. In a preliterate society
material objects may have been used as mnemonic devices through which past
traditions were maintained and emphasised, and pottery, with its range of possible
shapes and applied decoration, was an ideal medium for this ( Ibid. 93-94). Thomas
feels that the process of making a pot was so new and significant that it was regarded
as an arcane, almost magical process, whose practitioners were regarded as special
and highly esteemed. The process of making pots may have involved socially
significant occasions @ locating and gathering suitable clay and temper, shaping the

pots, building a fire and keeping it at a constant temperature, and the whole process
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could have formed a ritual performance of its own, thus both recognising and
increasing its significance. Thomas suggests that the fact that pottery sherds were
deposited at monumental sites increased both the importance of the site and of the
artefact; he uses ethnographt analogy to assist in his understanding that the addition

of certain objects into a sacred space adds the powers and significance they possess
(Ibid. 96).

Most excavated monuments have contained deposits of lithics, including items
of purely domestic nature like scrapers and small knives, and also what could be
termed weaponry. Again these give information regarding society on two different
fronts, the mundane details of everyday life and the ideology of how a society was

structured and ordered itself.

Gabriel Cooney has investigated, described and interpreted Irish stone axes
from their initial extraction to their final deposition, and his many publications on the
subject cover all aspects (for example 1998, 2000, 2002, 2008). The most popular stone
for Irish axes was porcellanite from Co. Antrim; it was used to make axes found all
over the country and also in Britain, demonstrating the existence of trade or exchange
routes. Reciprocity is shown by axes made from Cumbrian tuff found in Ireland,
demonstrating that Neolithic societies from both sides of the Irish Sea were in
communication with one another, and held similar views on the importance of axes.
Cooney believes that the quarry from which the stone was extracted may have
become a place of ritud importance through its association with a symbolic artefact of
such importance (1998, 109), and this may have led to societal occasions when
journeys to the quarries may have become formalised ritual occasions, undertaken by
selected members of society. He sees the act of extraction as showing many of the
classic signs of ritual activity o multiple, repetitive, formal actions taking place at
formally defined locations - as listed by Renfrew (1994, 51). Quarries were often
located at liminal places, on islands like Lambay or high clifftops at Tievebulliagh.
The work of quarrying therefore became more than a mundane task; it demonstrated
again that there was little conception of a division between the mundane and the

sacred.

Other lithic objects are also common articles of deposition in megalithic
monuments. Knives, points, arrowheads and scrapers, the ubiquitous tools of

Neolithic life, have all been found in all excavated portal tombs, and are still picked
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up from their environs (for example Kytmannow (2008), found two flint artefacts
during her survey). Stefan Bergh (2009) has written about the chert lithics found in
the Knocknarea area of Co. Sligo and has interpreted the evidence both in terms of
their place of manufacture and their likely usage in Neolithic lifestyles. Hollow and
concave scrapers are unique to the Irish Neolithic, and Bergh also speculates that
scrapers made from black chert in the ritually important area of Knocknarea may
have been regarded as of particular significance, carrying a special meaning linked
with the important ritual location ( Ibid. 111). This is somewhat similar to the way that
stone axes from particular quarries may have had increased importance, transforming

them from useful, everyday tools into prized reminders o f significant locations.

In this study the interpretation of depositions is somewhat limited due to the
very limited contextual information available. Portal tombs are, in the main, situated
in very accessible locations and are open to the elements, andto predators, of the
animal and human kind. All excavated portal tombs showed indications that they
had been disturbed; artefacts may have been removed and displaced before they
could be recorded. When Drumanone, Co. Roscommon was excavated, fragments of
iron and modern china were found in the socket of one of the sidestones (Topp 1962,
41). Nevertheless, the deposition of material objects in portal tombs was purposeful

and should be considered for aspects of ritual.

3.3 Ritual practic e.

Elements of ritual practice have been interpreted from different aspects of
megalithic monuments. The architecture reveals patterns of movement, bodily
posture and access which may well have been included to cater for the needs of the
ritual practices. The inclusion and treatment of human remains demonstrate the ways
in which the dead were treated, and the practices of the survivors. Material deposits
may have been included as parts of the ritual paraphernalia. The situation in the
landscape, particularly if there is evidence of repetitive selection of preferred sites,
can be used to interpret certain practices, such as formal movement (processing),

group participation or secretiveness.
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3.3.1 Indications of performance. A belief that past rituals involved elements of
performance, involving both participants and audience, has been suggested from a
study of monumental structures, both their architecture and their landscape
placement. Fleming (1972) used the design features of monuments tomterpret their
functions and stresses that British and Irish monuments should not be viewed as mere
copies of earl i er desmmets,ipresthandctaftsmendre hoshitltiedd é
c o p i (kid. 0). AAll rituals, he believed, necessitated an area for the participants and

an area for spectators, and represented an exercise in problensolving in order to
reconcile these two elements (bid. 52). Where the monument included a burial site
there was a need for some sort of container, and this wauld have become the focal
point. The O6modul ard design of court tombs
device for increasing the accommodation while retaining the design requirements of
the ritual. Fleming suggests a diachronic approach to design may be evident in multi -
period sites in order to accommodate two -stage rituals, such as initial cremation or

temporary inhumation followed by collective burial at a later time ( 1bid. 68).

A completely different approach to the same subject is provided by T homas
whose 1990 study of the interior of Irish megalithic tombs remains one of the most
influential and inspirational papers on this subject. Almost en passanit includes a
forthright defence of the subjective interpretive view, contrasting it with the ultimate
in objectivity, the aerial photograph, unobtainable in the Neolithic. Thomas describes
the phenomenon of movi nwr ilddadcdiol he etxinigdand g h  t
passages of the monuments, constrained and enabled by the architecture, stoopingo
enter small spaces, stretching to view artwork, bending to avoid low stone lintels.
Using this physical experience he interprets the probable practices they indicated, and
the means by which these practices were reinforced and emphasised by constant
repetition. He does not dwell on portal tombs, regarding them as simple large stone
boxes with only a division between the outside and the inside of the chamber, but
stresses how the addition of a mound and a court transforms them into monuments
with obvio us paths of movement and orientation, with only one way of experiencing
them. It became necessary to approach court tombs from a certain direction, a feature
which became even more restricted and sophisticated with passage tombs (bid. 173).
Access to the central ritual area became progressively more complex and constrained,;

Thomas sees t his aarsc harmthe githd, eviihpa cortesponding
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differentiation between those with full access and those who were excluded (Ibid.

175)..

In the present study of portal tombs it was found that the basic structure does
not encourage the sort of movement described by Thomas, and in some cases actively
prohibits it, with obvious implications for the nature of the ritual practised there. It
appearsthaa Fl emi ngd interpretation caremdliecelyapplied to
that, in many cases, practitioners and spectators were all situated outside the tomb

due to the constricted nature of many of the chambers.

3.3.2 The ritual of construction. An interesting concept, that the ritual

importance of megalithic monuments lay in the act of construction, rather than in the

later usage, has been suggested by some writers. The monuments are so large and

needed such considerable inputs of labour, pre-planning and engineering skill that

this is an attractive proposition. It was the physical expression of an idea, the creation

in stone of a symbolic expression of beliefs which reflected a changed view of the

worl d and of mands pl ang this thdory Richardsi(2004b, 73)l n advanci
talks about the 8 ar ge number s of people .. raadquired for
Whittle (2004, 81) says t hatanachiewemenbaf specialuct i on mu ¢

virtuebo.

Richards (2004a) discusses this ida in an examination of the great stone circle
of Brodgar, Orkney. Ofi ttshiactmanumesreand hee ssadays idG s G
stresses the theatrai crailtiutayl opfr otchees(lbiil.ci@8n soifonp eér f or n
He suggests that the creation of the stone circle would have involved a mnemonic
recitation of genealogies as each stone was placed and that the act of construction
&¢reated a network of relationships tmhat enmeshed
later contributi on (2004b) he applies this theory to the construction of Carreg Samson
dol men in Wal es. mMies ctoamlclept aboaut thetdhhe notion t
provide a funct i on(lbid A2). yHe befieves that calcutasonsrotitket i o n o
amount of labour required for monumental construction are misguided and
unhnecessary,; t he const r uao éxiravagantvespeessionhoésooiac c asi on f «
| abour and ef f or (Ibidé73)rin thegeaaktivite® idwad esdemtial that 6

largenumber s of peopl e wer e i navonlevteworikn oofr dreerl attoi ornes
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(Ibid. 74). His theory may be more difficult to apply to monuments with evidence of
continued usage, such as deposits of different dates, unless these later deposits were

unplanned and came about due to changing ritual practices.

Alasdair Whittle (2004) also suggests that the act of construction was of
paramount i mportance. Hi s discussion of ©06s
building the monuments was an act of transformation, that the act of raising the
capstone was of supreme importance and that the purpose of the upright stones was
to display the capstone rather thansihge def i
act of (lbid. 85a mady davé refererced a mythic view of the creation of the

world, a common theme in mythology.

In an examination of the Neolithic monuments of part of southern Portugal
Philine Kalb has a similar suggestion. In some cases the stones for constructing these
monuments were transported over distances of 6 at | e aaadtfroni differénteies
(Kalb, 1996, 683) andshe believes that there was no techical reason for this choice.
She suggests therefore that the whole process of construction, from quarrying to
transport and eve nt u a | erecti on, WDNStownme e i oathkerca s e il
than their later use. The whole process might have been perceived as a victory of

technology over nature 66t he f ai t h t hdlbid68®.ves mount ai nsod

A conviction that the act of construction may have been regarded at the time
as the prime ritual celebration does not necessarily rule out later ritual practice at the
same structure. Both beliefs and practices may have undergone constant
readjustment and alteration over time; the memory of the intense group experience of
construction, and the presence of a striking ritual structure would surely have

stimulated continuing ritual practice.

3.3.3 Other Neolithic ritual practices.

The indications of ritual practice in portal tombs lack some of the features
identified at other Neolithic ritual sites. Artwork, so profuse and detailed at the later
passage tombs, is entirely absent, with the possible exception of some simple

cupmarks, which may not have been original. The passage tomb artwork has
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suggested that hallucinogens were a feature of ritual practice (Lewis-Williams and

Pearce 2005), so perhaps its absence suggests that the practices connected with portal

tombs did not involve hallucinogens. Shamans, or other ritual specialists, are often

associated with the use of consciousnessaltering devices like hallucinogenic drugs;

this suggests that the ritual practice may have been at a simpler, less intense level at

portal tombs. Societal structure may have been egalitarian and open, with no need for

6special 6 people, and the introduction of passage
period, ritual became more complex and necessitated more complex practices and

performers.

The deposition of quartz pebbles, on the other hand, might have been part of
the paraphernalia of a shaman or ritual specialist, and were found in portal tombs.
The importance of quartz is discussed in Chapter 2.4.4and Whitley et al.(1999) use
local ethnographic examples to explain the existence of quartz depositsin a ritual site
at the Mojave Desert and conclude that shamans may have used the quartz in rituals
of weather control. The occurrence of quartz deposits might indicate changing ritual
practice, with the increasing influence of religious specialists and possible elaboration

of society.

3.4 Beliefs.

While indications of ritual practice can be seen in the archaeological record the
beliefs which they were celebrating are less clear. A patterning of depositions wit hin
a monument could indicate, for example, a belief that the ancestors should be
honoured, or that the spirits of the earth should be appeased. Signs of organised
movement inside or around a monument might result from formalised seasonal

celebrations or from ceremonies that marked the passage of the dead to the afterlife.

Ethnographic analogy provides one method of assessing possible belief
systems. Elements of religion, or belief in some aspects of the supernatural have been
recorded in all societies and most prehistoric cultures have left traces which cannot be

explained as part of the mundane business of living.
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3.4.1 Early belief systems. It is believed that systems of beliefs linked with
the supernatural, which might be termed religion , have existed from very early in
human history. Discussions of the earliest signs of beliefs in humans are contained in
an important book Becoming Human: Innovation in Prehistoric Material and Spiritual
Culture (2009) edited by Colin Renfrew and lain Morley. Indications of supernatural
beliefs have been detected in preHomo sapienkominids; for example de Lumley ( Ibid.
19) describes a 300,000 year old burial of 3Hlomo heidelbergensis Leon in Spain. The
bones were accompanied by a number of handaxes, including a particularly
magni ficent p i.avidently) a &umetawy igitt.e thedfirst expression of ritual
t h o u ¢gelrly Bumans demonstrated strong belief systems in their cave paintings in
widely separated areas like Australia and southern Europe, where the depiction of

animals and of human-animal hybrids are frequent.

A conviction that religious beliefs arise directly from the structure of the
human nervous system and are thus common to all societies is expressed by Lewis

Williams and Pearce in Inside the Neolithic Mind2005).They argue that commonalities

Experience

3 The three interlocking
dimensions of religion. Euphoric
and transcendent religious experience

derives from the human nervous system.

Religious beliefs derive fundamentally from

attempts to codify religious experiences.
Religious practices lead people into religious
experiences and manifest beliefs.

Belief

Fig. 22 . The three interlocking dimensions of religion.
Lewis -Williams & Pearce, 2005, 25.

of religious beliefs and experiences which have been recorded around the world can
onlybeexpl ai ned umycttitopemi ng of the uni(biddb.al
They describe religion as having three different but interlocking dimensions : euphoric
or transcendent experiences produced by the human nervous system, beliefs which

arise from an attempt to explain or codify these experiences, and practices which are
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an expression of these beliefs (Fig. 2P Certain religious practices in turn provoke

experiences which may strengthen beliefs and re-stress practices.

The concept that all religious beliefs derive from the central nervous system is
credible, but difficult to prove from archaeology. Lewis -Williams & Pearce use the
perceived similarities of megalithic art to entopic images experienced during periods
of altered conscious to substantiate this theory (2005, 48f), but this proof is not
available for portal tomb practice, yet the monuments are perceptibly of ritual

significance.

Stressing their belief in the universality of human consciousness Lewis-
Williams & Pearce believe that this led to universal beliefs encompassing such
concepts as a threetiered cosmology, the opposition between heights and depths both
in the physical and metaphysical world, the perceived spiritual significance of stone
(particularly quartz), the importance of the sun, the significance of domestication of
animals (Ibid. 140). They illustrate all their points by referencing archaeological sites,
myth and ethnographic examples and point out the close connection between
shamans and certain animals as depicted in Catalhdyuk (Ibid. 145). This may
demonstrate a belief that shamans gathered a supernatural potency from their
relationship with large and potent animals like bull aurochs, which may have been
sacrificed as part of ritual practices. The importance of cdestial events is illustrated by
the midwinter solstice orientation of Newgrange, emphasising continuity, while
guartz is of ritual importance amongst simple societies in many parts of the world
and in many prehistoric sites, but the existence of shamans n Early Neolithic Ireland

is unconfirmed.

Bradley & Nimura (2013) discuss the existence of belief in a threetiered
cosmos in early Scandinavia, as revealed in the extensive rockart of the area. They
base their analysis on ethnography from the circumpol ar zone, which, together with
the archaeological evidence, may demonstrate that the three levels of the cosmos

came into contact along the shoreline, the location of most of the rock art.

Mythology may indicate the existence of early beliefs, transmitted orally
through the medium of story -telling in pre -literate societies, and many themes are
universal. Indications are that such myths may have endured for millennia in some

cultures. Group memory surviving in mythology for many centuries has been
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identif ied, for example, amongst the Tlingit peoples of eastern Alaska (Crowell &

Howell 2013). Archaeological and geological studies have confirmed the accuracy of
mythology concerning the foundation, use and abandonment of a cliff fort over a

period of some 800 years, and the writers mention other examples of embedded oral

traditions which may be 2000 years old (lbid. 5). Damm (2005, 76) believes that the

or al traditions of the Sami p e oigsight .s intothe nor t
cosmos of theed y N o r s 8he points buéthay sbhme academic researchers accept

t h araditiadnal knowledge and memory may carry information about periods as far back as
the | ate Pl ei st oclleih7), aachpdrsorallyratcgpts the relevaneernok 6

oral traditions.

An important paper by Alasdair Whittle (2004), mentioned in section 3.3.2in a
discussion of the ritual importance of the act of construction, suggests that portal
tombs may illustrate a common theme in mythology, that of the creation of the world .
Mo st early religions have a version of t he
preserved in later world religions like the Judaeo/Christian story of the 7 -day
creation of the worl d. In Whittledsrinter
chambers but rather O0floatingd stones whicl
rose from the earth to the sky at the very beginning of time (lbid. 86). Such concepts
have been recorded in other societies. Alternatively, the capstones could have ben
viewed as a belief that earth and sky were once joined. 6 Co n s t remarks Whittled
G@&mphasises stone from the earth, and presents great raised stones for display and
c o nt e mp(lbid. 87). oThe. typical tilt of the capstone may represent the first rising
of the earth, or portray the inversion of normality amongst the first humans. As
discussed in Chapter 1.2 Whittle does not classify portal tombs as a distinct type of
monument; he includes them with other monuments only distinguished by the
existence of a large capstone, but this does not mean that his ideas are not relevant to

Irish portal tombs.

3.4.2 The ancestors. A conviction that the influence of the ancestors held a
strong place within the belief systems of early societies is widely held. Steadman et al.
(1996) mai ntain that ancestor worship 1is é
obviously be of great assistance in interpreting Neolithic monuments, but the opinion
of the writers is not universally accepted. They argue their point by re -examining the
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results of a well-respected ethnographic survey by Swanson in 1964, The Birth of the
Gods, which found that ancestor worship was frequent but not universal. By
including ghosts, spirits, totemic animals, shades etc. under the umbrella term of
ancestors, and by widening the term worship to include reverence or respect,
Steadman et al. (1996) manage to include all those groups which Swanson had
believed did not pr actise ancestor worship. They therefore claim that ancestral
worship is, and was, universal, and can be seen today in world religions which

emphasise metaphorical common ancestors rather than actual kin-based ones

A detailed use of ethnographic analogy was undertaken by Parker Pearson
and Ramilisonina (1998a, b) in an effort to understand the concepts associated with
Stonehenge. Monumental construction has been noted in many pre- and non-literate
societies with simple agricultural systems, no metal usage and a low level of
technology, and, as discussed above, ancestor worship is a frequent feature, although
Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina do not accept it as universal ((998a,310). They
used the formal analogy of standing stones erected by one such soity, the Medina of
Madagascar, and similar standing stones in Neolithic Britain to examine the
possibilities of conceptual similarities between the two societies, and in particular to
illuminate the great stone monument of Stonehenge. They stress the factthat the
material component of the monuments was stone, a substance which by its physical
gualities inspires concepts of longevity and the eternal, whilst resisting associations
with softness and decay (lbid. 310). In Madagascar the standing stones repreent the
ancestors, regarded as significant and powerful members of society, whose memory
should be venerated. Using the entwined principles of standing stones and ancestors
the writers apply them to the archaeological evidence from Stonehenge and suggest
that the stone monument was the realm of the dead ancestors contrasted with the

domain of the living at the wooden henge at Durrington Walls ( Ibid. 316, Fig. 7).

Critiques of this paper were presented by Barrett and Fewster (1998) and by
Whittle (1998). Barrett and Fewster described the interpr:¢
recommend a more sceptical approach towards universality of ancestor worship; in
fact, Parker-Pearson and Ramilisonina (199&, 310 did not claim this, but state that
6 For mal anoestardis gpfeatoré of many societies, primarily in Easti, and they
also question Steadmanetald s 1996 c Barett andsHevestery1998, 849)lso

dispute the equation of the hardness of stone with the dead, male ancestor, and softer
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wood with females and the living, thus calling into question the whole interpretation

of the greater Stonehenge site Whittle was much more supportive of the paper, but

gueried the exclusion of people (the living) from the site o a..the power of the monument
rested ... on t he wa Whiitld 1998,8853). v Kelpgintsiout that | v e d
there are many, rather than one, different types of kin-based ancestry in the Neolithic.

While he strongly supports the use of analogy in interpretation he questi ons the

validity of dividing analogy into different types and suggests that spirits, creators and

gods were just as likely as ancestors to have been represented by the stones of

Stonehenge.

An overall criticism of the emphasis on ancestral importance has been made
by Whitley (2002) who i doooiMaintyc eddnmotemada tor 5 6
British archaeol ogi cal ..uhe universalgncestor hasgonsfommg e s
being a suggesti on t(lbid. bl8)ara niiticisgs the roverase bfh o d o x
certain ethnographic analogies, in particular the Merina of Madascar, in support of
this concept. He prefers limiting the term ancestor to named, remembered
individuals rather than to an amor phmosts col
ethnographers have noted that ancestors are remembered first as individuals before sinking
into a collective anonymity Ibid. 122).  This criticism may have some validity, but
there does seem to be general agreement that ancestral veneration was frequa and
important, a concept of particular relevance in examining a monument which
includes human remains, or which appears to have done so in the past. It is possible,
however, that Whitley may have identified a changing attitude towards the ancestors
during the Neolithic, the period of usage of the portal tombs. Initially, at the time of
construction, portal tombs may have commemorated individual, named and
remembered ancestors (our grandfather who first cleared this part of the forest, my
aunt the potter), moving to a later, expanded concept so that the portal tombs were
continuously used as sites of generalised tribal ancestry. This suggestion is explored

throughout the study.

3.4.3 The spread of beliefs. Sherratt (1995) suggests that monumens in
Neolithic Europe may have served the purpo
Mesolithic populations to the beliefs of Neolithic farmers, thereby leading to an
acceptance of their technologies and presence. He believes that this is demonstrated

73



3. The Study of Portal Tombs.

by the architecture of the great megalithic monuments, situated along the Atlantic

seaboard where Mesolithic communities were stable and flourishing, and the

6 mpressive architecture was us25d). 8he stame f orm of S
chambered tombs introduced the idea of an enclosed ritual space where impressive

rituals could be conducted by initiates, leading to an acceptance of new beliefs and a

willingness to accept the new ideologies of social structure based on lineage descent

which were necessary for the practice of agriculture. His belief that the process of

conver simileniad o b b albich 25€)vienot(now supported, at least partly

because it is believed that the Neolithic was been adopted very swiftly. It does seem

that Neolithic features like sedentism, intensive agriculture and lithic changes were

adopted quickly in Ireland. Sherrattds paper h a
regarding the spread of the Neolithic ideas and was borne in mind during the study;

like other suggested functions for portal tombs his idea that they acted as signalling

devices for the new order seems less likely when the frequently discreet situations of

portal tombs is considered.

3.5. Interpretations of Landscape significance.

3.5.1 Introduction. The subject of landscape archaeology has become hugely
popular over recent years, and many important papers have been written concerning
the position of monuments in the landscape. The interpretation has fallen into two
main themes; monuments in their actual physical landscape, and monuments in the
conceptual landscape. Barnatt (1998) sets out clear, structured elements of the
landscape which need to be considered when interpreting the individual choice of site
for a monument. He lists the concepts which could be estimated from an examination
of the site of a monument, including opposing principles on social levels (mobile
versus sedentary, regional versus local, central versus peripheral) and on a more
conceptual level (the everyday worl d versus other worlds, the living versus spirits
and ancestors, procession versus arrival etc.). His ideas were valuable in the present
study as portal tombs are monuments which display opposing principles 0 large and
impressive structures which are frequently situated in a discreet, inconspicuous

locations.
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A summary of current approaches to landscape archaeology is provided by
Thomas (2012). He also recognises two separate understandings of the term
landscape; as a visually recognised territory and as aset of relationships between
people and the land. A discussion of the influence of visual imagery, including
photography, satellite images, geographical information systems and maps notes how

such imagery, perceived to be objective, can be selected to preent the desired effect.

Thomas discusses ethnographic analogy that suggests that landscape may have been

viewed as an animate being, involved reciprocally with human beings. His

discussion of megalithic monuments in the landscape is particularly relevan t, with a

defence of Tilleyds phenomenol ogi cal wal k

which he describes as o6enrichingd the under

maps or field visits (Ibid. 179), although he does make the related point that heis
capable only of encountering the world through the body of a male 21 st century
academic. As a result our understanding of the past can only be a contemporary one.
In the present study the use of maps, both and current and antiquarian, proved
immensely helpful, as did satellite images, but GIS was not attempted. Site visits,
with an exploration of the monuments and their surrounding landscape, proved to be

most revealing.

Gener al wor ks on |l andscape archaeol ogy

d.andscapes f Neol i t hThis islan eValabld stidy with wide -ranging
discussions and interpretations. He contrasts the earlier view of monuments as
important fixed foci for mainly nhomadic communities with his assertion that they
were indicators of a complex, sedentary social landscape (bid.127, Chapter2.2). His
view that mampemesrtde @ ur el y(lbitl. A30)id illusrated Iby
detailed studies of individual sites. He believes that the hilltop location of many
passage tombs suggsts increasing control of the ancestors while the more domestic
locations of portal and court tombs indicated integration into daily life ( Ibid. 113, 142):
thus both local lineages and ancestral veneration were acknowledged. His
suggestion of the increasingly complex nature of a likely ancestor cult during the
Neolithic might be shown at an early stage in the changing attitude revealed in portal

tombs, as discussed inthis study, (Chapter 3.4.2.

Cooney acknowl e (199§ studp of ahe limpagrtédnsce of natural

places as ritual sitesand cites megaliths which may have been built on or over such
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sitestodi ncrease t he (Caneg2080y93)o This suggestspghataelemnebts
of pre-construction ritual practice might be evident in portal tomb sites, possibly
extending knowledge of religious beliefs. He suggests that religious beliefs may have
been bound up with the landscape and its seasonal changes and expressed in the
ritual of the monuments ( Ibid. 88); consideration of possible seasonalimportance
should be considered in relation to portal tombs. They were erected by early farmers;
the annual cycle of crop rearing and animal husbandry must have been of crucial
importance and may have been ritually marked and celebrated, even though the

sophistication of the winter solstice celebration at Newgrange is not apparent.

3.5.2 Regionality. An attempt to recognise regionality in material culture was a
preoccupation of early archaeologists. Culture historians classified the typology of
artefacts and structures in order to illustrate their preconceived ideas about the
movement of people and cultures, mainly from east to west, and from south to north.
When the introduction of reliable radiocarbon dating did not support these theories
attention became focussed on smaller areas within what were seen as areas of similar

cultures.

Defining a Regional Neolithjcedited by Brophy and Barclay 2009, contains
papers presented at the Neolithic Studies Group Seminar in 1996 which examine the
guestion of regionality in Britain and Ireland. Amongst the contributions Jones

discusses the broad scale distribution of monuments in Ireland. He defines a region

asban area defined by the intensi (doges 20D9) i t

and considers how the landscape features constrained or enabled that
communication. He believes that regions overlap and do not necessarily have a
physical boundary; different people, perhaps defined by gender or social standing,
may have a different view of their region, manifested by their experience of
communication (1bid.120-121). The example of similar burial practices extending
across a large area is given. Within this ritual region there may have been different
regions based on, for example, trade exchange or marriage, which may have been
experienced differently by people of different status, age or gender. He suggests that
the physical landscape of Ireland was one of the factors which influenced
communication. Due to the topographical features of mountains and bogs
communication was much easier in an eastd west direction than from the north to the
76
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south. North & south movement was facilitated primarily along the east of the island,
where the coast was more sheltered and the sea less dangerous. Other barriers to
communication were bogs, drumlins and floodplains. Jones applies these physical
landscape features to the location of megalithic monuments and suggests that their
distribution demonstrates the probable communication routes between regions;
people did not necessarily move along these routes but ideas and symbols were

transferred or constrained according to th e landscape.

This paper outlines a clear and logical explanation for the broad distribution of
monuments. Although it must be conjectural, nevertheless it suggests an acceptable
model for regionality which should be considered. The emphasis on symbolic
transference rather than diffusion is important. The presence of a large number of
portal tombs in a band from Dublin south to Waterford is cited as suggesting
communication along the north -south routeway evident only in the east of the island,
but no reason s given for the absence of court tombs in this area. If communication of
portal tomb ideas was enabled by the physical landscape features in this region, then

it seems strange that those for court tombs were not.

Vicki Cummings has discussed regionality in the Irish Sea Zone, in which she
concentrates ondhow people in the past may have <c
(Cummings 2011, 33), and makes some pertinent points. She notes that many regions
have been defined on the basis of presentday boundaries, so that, for example,
studies continue on areaslike Scotland and Wales which had no prehistoric identity.
She emphasises the difficulty in defining conceptual regions during the Neolithic but
feels, like Jones (2009) that they may have been recognised on more than one level. A
region based on kinship ties, for example, may have encompassed, or been
encompassed by, a region based on land usage and settlement. In one regional
concept an individual may have seemed at the core, while in another his position is
much more marginal or peripheral. This inte rplay between differing scales can be
exemplified by the landscape setting of megalithic monuments. On a purely local
level the monument may be sited in relation to a specific feature of the local
landscape, while on a larger scale it may be placed with regard to a wider set of
concepts within the wider Neolithic community ( Ibid. 37). This is a valuable concept
which has practical application to the study of individual sites. Difficulties arise in

A

recognising which local features are significant; Cummi ngs & wor k on 6vi e
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and significant relationships with outcrops (for example Cumming s 2004 2009a,b
are discussed below. It has been criticised by, amongst others, Fleming (2005) and
Barrett & Ko (2009).

Attempts to define broad -based regions on the basis of similarities of
monumental type and/or landscape siting have been made by different writers, and
all are problematic, perhaps an indication that this approach is not justified. O
Nuallain (1983) divided the country into 8 different portal t omb regions, based on
differing topographical factors of the landscape siting. This results in such
discrepancies as the inclusion of the whole of Co. Cork, with only two portal tombs in
the extreme west, being included with areas like Waterford with its coastal cluster
and an inland county like Carlow with its imposing, complex structures along gentle
agricultural valleys. Portal tombs in the neighbouring counties of Donegal and Derry,
of similar morphology and based in similar landscapes, are assigned to different

regions.

Kytamnnow (2008, 2010 has attempted a similar regional division. She
divides Ireland into only five different regions but runs into similar difficulties,
particularly as she does not explain her reasons for the divisions. Her region 5 covers
all portal tombs between Dublin and west Kerry, a distance of some 400 km. which,
even mor e t han D Nuall 8i nds region 8, i ncludes
monuments at all. There seems no reason why the portal tombs in Monaghan should
be divided from those in Cavan and Longford; both counties form part of the wide
drumlin belt which defines the northern edge of the limestone central plain, and the

portal tombs are similar in size and siting.

Cummings (2009a) attempts to treat the entire easern part of Ireland as a
regi on, linked with parts of western Britain in
zone aax |l éar and distinctive distri b(lbid.i on of t he
Cummings 2009, 2) vy et themediamd clear and bbaious breaktmer el and 6
di stri but i on(lbid.R). her geagnaphy is distirctly muddled; she chooses
Lough Neagh asthecutof f point to demark the theeae¢ern | i mit
l ess monument s(lbit.)pa stathneent whdch is sinapfy ingotredt, as shown
in her distribution map. She then includes monuments in Derry and Tyrone, which
lie well to the west of Lough Neagh. The inclusion of counties Carlow, Kilkenny and
Waterford as part of an Irish Sea zone mustalso be questioned; Carlow and Kilkenny
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are typically midland counties, and the Waterford coast lies at the Celtic Sea, not the
Irish Sea. Confusion is increased by the inclusion of two different maps, one of which
is enthel bdi §(bidBpga &0 d e fEhrly Newlithit ehambéred tombs in
t he | ri s [(ibid®¥.dn tliscsecend tap the Irish Sea Zone has now spread as
far west as Donegal and Sligo. Her attempt at a regional division seems based on a
preconceived conviction that such a region existed, followed by attempts to find it in

the archaeology.

Small-scale regional studies on selected site types are more successful than
attempts to identify large -scale regions. Of particular relevance to this study was one
on the 49 megaithic tombs of Co. Leitrim in 1979 by Gabriel Cooney. Although this
survey concentrates on the physical aspects of the landscape the information
discussed can provide pointers into the perceived significance of the sites. Cooney
compares the siting of the tombs between the two distinctive topographical areas of
the county 0 the high tableland and deep valley area of the north and the drumlin belt
south of Lough Allen. Areas of rockland, with thin soil cover and frequent rock
outcrops occur throughout th e county, and Cooney found that these were the
preferred areas for monument sites. These were also the areas which may have had
the best soil for early farmers, with less dense woodland and better drainage (Ibid. 81).
Cooney suggests that this may revealthe location of settlement sites and that this may

support Renfrewbs (1973, 1976) view that

mar k ear ssy ndb o | of cont i nbidmsg). A canefulrstudy ofchis t he

maps reveals that portal tombs tend to occur on the edge of, rather than in the centre

of, these specific areas (Fig. 93, this study).

3.5.3 Landscape features. Richard Bradley continues to be one of the most
influential writers on prehistory with a willingness to consider all inte rpretative
viewpoints and the ability to weave disparate opinions into a coherent whole. With
regard to monumentality his belief that natural places in the landscape were of ritual

significance in the Mesolithic (1990) leads seamlessly to his (1993) viewof how
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changing attitudes and beliefs i n the wearly

construction of monuments at significant locales.

A completely different approach to defining monuments by their position in
relation to landscape features was undertaken by Tilley (1994) in an extremely
influential book A Phenomenology of Landscapghis work introduced his ideas about
phenomenological interpretation in archaeology, encouraging many imitators and
provoking many critics. His walk along the cursus mon ument of Dorset details his
conviction that he can recreate the bodily experience of a Neolithic man, marking the
various views and monumental alignments, but of most relevance to this study is his
section on the monuments of South Wales in which he surveyed 26 separate locations
with records of burial chambers. The monuments varied greatly in size, morphology
and preservation, a point which he stresses 6 . . archaeological morphology of the
monuments i s par differengd isbeihgyassdriefbid. r9G),dut gome of
those he mentions are accepted as portal 6dol
tombs. Despite the morphological differences Tilley believes that their landscape
situati on thar losatiominlretation t6 topgraphic features of the landscape is
hi ghly struct ulbie 83) da givesraalgitadled detsdriptian @f some sites
and claims that each is closely connected with nearby rock outcrops which are larger
and more conspicuous than the monuments,t hus t he &eytthe monpnsentsd é
into the | andscapeé. ma(kid. 8. @nhk ef e difictltes s peci al
with this study is the very varied distance between the monument and the outcrop
which Tilley claims is significant. He con cludes his description by remarking that
Ghere are only a few monuments whose placement cannot be accounted for in relation to
coast al cl i ff s, (lidrl85), a statementwhichkseemsivierg obuiqussird

a coastal area of mountainous Souh Wales.

This work has been extremely influential, encouraging many imitators and
followers, and has had a strong influence on landscape studies, but it has also been

deeply criticised, both as a theoretical model and on flawed methodology and specific

N e c

mens

p |

det ai |l in the dat a. Joanna Br¢gck (1998) descri b

account of hi s own per s p eweltwrittee, coberent andc haeol ogy,

i nt er @bidt24)bugfinds the section on his three study areas to be disappointing
and lacking in insight. She believes that his claimed universality of the human

body, and therefore of bodily experience, i s
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varies so much across time and space, between genders and cultures that no such
generalisation can be perceived. Tilley, she believes, has ignored the different
conceptual frameworks through which past and present individuals view and

interpret their world ( Ibid. 28). The human body is a socially structured entity, our

reactions are embedded within specific cultures and values. It is simply not possible

for a 20" century, highly -educated, well-nourished, suitably -dressed man to
experience, and therefore to understand, the landscape in the same way as his

Neolithic predecessor. The secondpart of the book, a concentration on the physical
features of the | andscape, seems to contrad

apart from the activities in which it is implicated.

Br¢ckds critique is measur dshe beliehesthat ht f ul
the study merits wide attention. Fleming (1999) is more robust in his criticism and
makes the serious assertion that Tilleyds d
Br¢ck he finds muchstoifmutlhaet i fnigr sdbid.dkl@pdmitri souna s G
observations and interpretations in the three study areas are not factually based. He
n ot e shighhhfel ebxdetérmimation of intentional proximity of a monument to a
natur al f eat uratongsid aa g d n® g few husdted metres away, to
twelve kilometres distant, all apparently significant features in the site selection of a
monument.  Fleming obviously knows the Welsh monuments intimately; he
contradicts Till eyds fctive lisd of phHotegeaphs ant maoyn s  a n
places. He also questions the concentration on only one factor in the placement of
megaliths, and swiftly lists eleven valid alternative hypotheses. His critici sm of
phenomenologically 8based interpretation, (which he describes as postprocessual
landscape archaeology) of both Tilley and Cummings, is continued in 2005 and 2006,
and he beldtehe s e tihadistadee rdlatonshids evithgrock outcrops is

effectively nore x i s Eleming Z005( 923).

Far from being deterred by such cogent criticism Tilley continued with similar
studies, such as that on the landscape of West Penwith in Cornwall (Tilley & Bennett
2001). In this they suggest that the natural outcrops (tors) in the landscape were
themselves objectso f venerati on, and were regaanded b
ancest r a/(bidc44e aheiwaterd produce no evidence for this theory; they

then suggest that the local monuments (dolmens) were purposefully erected to
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imitate the shape of the to r s théddlmens were the tors dismantled and put back together

a g a(ibid.345).

3.5.4 Viewscapes. One of t he mo st prolific writers
phenomenological approach to landscape siting, and to expand it, has been Vicki

Cummings. She has witten about the Neolithic landscape in Scotland, England,

Wales and Ireland (2004, 2007, 2009a, 20098010,2011) and has recently O6speci
in the Irish Sea zone. She agrees with Tilley about the significance of natural outcrops

in the micro-siting of monuments (Cummings and Whittle 2004) but expands the

concept to encompass the study of ©O6Viewscapesd an
of monuments. Of the many papers she has written on this subject one chapter from

The Neolithic of the Irish Sezone Cummings and Fowler 2004) will demonstrate her

Vi ews. She ébetlhiee vbeusi Itdhearts 6seem t o have construct
create connecti ons ac r(lbic 289 andteat thesedcennectionrsi sh Sea zo
were achieved by careful placement. It is occasionally possible, in good weather, to

see the Irish coast from certain parts of Wales, but she does not claim that many of the

Wel sh monuments were placed with thishedirect vi e\
monuments of the e@sn Irish Sea have views of mountains which in turn have views out

over t he(lbid.r30)which geaeilltly demonstrates that the said monuments

were connected with monuments in Ireland. Those monuments which cannot be

explained inthiswayaredes cr i bed as being | i nksindarithof t he | ands
set t(lbichd 6) . She summéamoseme btys smygy nlgave been | o
order to have views of distant places, or of mountains which had views of distant places from

t hei r gswvbiohnseems © cover most locations Fleming (2005) cannot accept

these views. Because, he explainspl f ound it difficult to | ook st
straight face, and explain, on site, how the ideas of Tilley (and now Cummings) are supposed

to wo r (bi@.930) he dissects her work mercilessly. He contradicts some of her

fieldwork observations and criticises apparent selectivity. His selection of certain

phrases and comparisons effectively holds the paper up to ridicule; 6 s o t hat al | of tF
landscape features ar eandeiewslhitefindingsiasdbdepemdernthvomsi bl e
rhetoric, speculation, argument by assertion, and observations not always replicable when
checMHedi 8 prepared to accept Til Ixpeyinbestall 994 wor k a

hypothesis, but is particularly scathing about the fact that Cummings has used this
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phenomenol ogi cal appr omocrhmaa s d$tutheewrgidiends.af wer e
Cummi ngsd i nt e chpareanade byeBareeth gnd Koa(2D09) who claim that

t he approach of peiee rihe methoddlogiaali certsensusé of scientific
archaeology(lbid. 276). These writers believe that, whatever interpretive method is

chosen, the evidence can, and should, be agreed onlbid. 277).

A study of the landscape siting of portal tombs must include a consideration
of the points of view expressed by current writers on the topic, and their opinions
should be tested. The studies of Cummings, Tilley, Whittle and Richards are
connected, in the main, with British monuments, but this does not render them
irrelevant; the similarities between the Welsh and Cornish monuments which they

discuss and the Irish portal tombs are so marked that they must surely be connected.

3.55 Routemarkers. A belief that some monuments were functional
structures, erected to serve a single purpose, was a common approach which became
unpopular with the advent of Postprocessual or Interpretive approaches, when
monumentality was seen as one of the important signifiers of the Neolithic,
proclaiming messages of new beliefs and new understandings. To this writer it seems
likely that monuments need not have been either one thing or the other; a structure
could have indicated a pathway and proclaimed a religious belief; it could have been
erected to claim ownership of a territory and at the same time demonstrate the

ideologies of society.

An opinion that some monuments, particularly portal tombs, standing stones
and stone rows, were signalling devices erected to mark paths or routeways is held by
a number of writers, although there is no single paper covering this view. Jones
(2007) believes that the portal tombs of the Burren area in Co. Clare may have been
built to mark important routeways, particularly along the River Fergus which flows
around the southern perimeter of the area and has clear archaeological signs of its use
as a route right up to the medieval period. Two portal tombs, Ballycasheen and
Moyree Commons, are sited very close to the Fergus and may have marked its
presence. Rllycasheen is, in fact, within 500m of its source; the possible significance

of this is considered in Chapter 4.4.5.
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In a study of megalithic structures in southern Spain researchers using GIS
analysis have suggested that some monuments were associatedwith medieval
transhumance routes, which they believe may have been in use during the Neolithic
(Wheatley et al. 2010). Their statistical analysis demonstrates that the monuments
were closer to ancient transhumance routes than could have happened by chance, and

they thus interpret these monuments as

ntent. i

one

that the megaliths under groomiidenrad i @mud pwissielsisleidt

389), and that the practice of transhumance may not have been common in Edy

Neolithic Ireland (Chapter 2.2).

The suggestion that portal tombs functioned as routemarkers is possible in
some areas and should be considered with regard to landscape siting. The orientation

of the monument may have some significance in this regard, and the direction to

which the portals o6é6pointd may be relevant.

streams and valleys may have been used as pathways even in the Mesolithic and it

seems quite possible that their routes were remembered and marked. t should be

noted that there may be an el ement of ©&6chicken

is quite possible that portal tombs were placed along paths, but it is also possible that

paths only developed because a portal tomb was there.

3.5.6 Territo rial markers. A belief that megalithic monuments were
indicators of the territorial rights of a tribe or group has been a constant focus of

attention, although some authors strongly disagree.

One of the most influential papers in this area was written in 1976 by Colin
Renfrew. He claimed that the chambered tombs of northwestern Europe were erected
by small-scale, early agricultural, segmentary societies as territorial markers,
demonstrated by the presence of contemporaneous, regularly spaced megalithic

monuments, indicating repulsion rather than attraction, and generally situated in the

Nat t

an

centre or Ohome ranged of thétherrétoiryori alHediewif

of the terrain is given symbolic eirnuals,ssi onémembe

which are often f oc us(Reafetw 10P6p206).aHe dlysteated Hisi ¢

interpretation by reference to ethnographic accounts of stone monuments in some

Pacific islands, and, most influentially, to two Scottish chambered to mbs, and he
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produced a model of the chambered tombs on the islands of Rousay and Arran which
divided the island s into territorial units based on Thiessen polygons, each centred
around a megalith (Fig. 23). An extension of his interpretation is that Neolithic
monuments were produced by societies under stress; the western expansion of
agricultural introduction had reached its limit and was followed by a decline in

population growth induced by a lower birth rate ( Ibid. 213). Monuments were
therefore constructed some generations after the adoption of agriculture, when
population were under pressure. Segmentary societies attempted to maintain their
viability by strengthening group solidarity with the construction of a central ritual

site.

In a publication in 1979 Timothy Darvill pursued these ideas with reference to
court and passage tombs in Ireland. Although he considered the techniques for
spatial analysis to be inadequate and of limited value in interpretation (6 on | y ha
constructed Thiessen polygon diagrams for both tomb types. He believed that the
presence of neighbouring groups will of necessity result in a boundary line
developing between them, which may or may not be marked by physical features of
the landscape. The uneven teritories generated in his Thiessen polygons of court
tombs result, he believed, from the uneven quality of the agricultural land. Although
the basic structures conform to a standardised and accepted ideal the variety of
design of the individual monuments d emonstrates a lack of a centralised, hierarchical
society, but do reveal contact between neighbouring groups. Like Renfrew he
suggested that the monuments were built as territorial markers, focal centres which
dnvolved the expenditure of a large amouft o e f(Ibicdb 81B)pwith no evidence of a
ranked society. He compares them with medieval cathedrals, built to mark the centre
of a territory (the diocese) and to serve a ritual purpose. A change occurred with the
introduction of passage tombs, marked mainly by the introduction of clusters, or
cemeteries of tombs, often on high ground and hilltops, demonstrating a change in
societal organisation, from a segmentary group to a hierarchical chiefdom. He did not

include (or mention) portal tombs.

Thiessen polygons, initially developed to study rainfall, have been used in

archaeology to define settlement patterns (Renfrew and Bahn 2004, 183).

Neighbouring sites, which must be of similar size and contemporaneous, can display

a polygonal area of influence around them, touching the neighbouring area of
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Thiessen polygons around chambered Thiessen polygons on Arran, Firth of
tombs on Rousay, Orkney. Clyde, Scotland.
(Renfrew 1976, 209.). (Renfrew 1976, 212).

100 Kms.

-

Court tombs with Thiessen polygons (Darvill 1979, 317).
Fig. 23. Thiessen polygons and megalithic distribution

influence. The use of Thiessen polygons in both the above papers does not seem

justified or particularly successful. The sites selected are not of uniform size and the

resulting o6territoriesd seem very uheven.
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monuments were territorial markers of some sort is not supported by the use of

Thiessen polygons; in fact this technique detracts from the interesting idea of possible
territorial mar ki ng. Darvill &s study i
tombs, it gives the impression that ritual monuments of the Early Neolithic were

almost totally restricted to the northern third of Ireland; he did not explain this

omission.

In 1981 the publication of The Archaeology of Deatixlited by Chapman, Kinnes
and Randsborg, provided a detailed study of mortuary practices in prehistoric
Europe. Wit h the ®dtusadtenton upontthe meaning mnd expressian.
of cul tural the editotsifelbthas 6 ¢ cadelma & dl ogi styin need
order to relate the mortuary data at their disposal to patterns of human behaviour within past
human s dCGhapmanieteat 19&1). Within this book the contribution by Robert
Chapman 6 The emergence of for mal di s pegalthc ar ea
tombs in prehistoric Europe 6 remains influential and much quoted. It enlarges on
Renfrewbfs territorial mo de | and illustrates
can assist in interpretation, by indicating possible avenues of comparison. Tilley
includes it in his list of 16 influential articles in his analysi s of megalith texts (Tilley

1999 143).

Chapman agreed with Renfrew (1976) that monumentality emerged as an
expression of territoriality within small -scale segmentary societies. Monumetal
tombs both reflected the importance of a permanent place within society and
strengthened that permanent link to a particular place. In areas where the
agricultural resources became scarce the idea of descent groups and ancestral
significance stressedgroup solidarity and territorial claims, and this was reflected in
the communal burials found in megalithic tombs. Chapman pointed out that in the
Early Neolithic there appears to have been a chronological gap between the
introduction of agriculture an d construction of the earliest megalithic monuments,
perhaps indicating that society was less structured with no need for territorial control
before the advent of monumentality. He concluded by hoping that he has offered
droad correlations between themwary evidence and particular changes in its social and
economi ¢ (lwdo8iy @&histpsint that monuments were not the product of the
earliest Neolithic is considered in chapter 2.2, although it now seems possible that in

Ireland there may havebeen| es s of apredoysypdievedh a n
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The suggestion of a territorial function for megalithic monuments is

contradicted and criticised by some writers. lan Hodder included a discussion of

both Renfrewds and Chapmanos paperldeologyn hi s i mpo
Power and Prehistory1984 edited by Miller and Tilley. 6 Bur i al s, houses, women
men i n the Eur dhpseaa its cévteabtheme the stndlarity between the

longhouses of the LBK culture of central Europe and the long mounds of later ritual

monuments in northwestern Eur ope. Hodder criticises the processualist, functionalist
explanations of Renfrew and Chapman as being conc
| acking evidence to prove the central thesi s, anoc
megalithic monuments and ter ritoriality to maintain their positions. Any other site in

the landscape, he felt, could have acted as a territorial marker just as effectively. He

also believed they underestimate the importance of the specific variations in form and

contents of the various monuments, which in turn leads to ignoring the monuments

themselves in favour of their perceived function. Having thoroughly chastised

Renfrew and Ch ap matrcanaever betpbssihilerto ..i..Islppok the analogy

that the tombs functioed as territorial markers ...without also having some hypothesis
concerning the meaning of t (bid. 53) Hoodersstatesn t he soci e
unequi vobal It ymbs s iandjusfifiesetids viewo with a ksBof eight

perceived similarities, despite the chronological disparity. He proceeds to discuss

what is revealed of early Neolithic domestic society in mid -European 5h and 4t

millennia BC, in particular regarding attitudes to gender and lineage under changing

technologies and suggests that the long mounds of northwestern Europe revealed

similar social concepts. This interpretation continues to be influential even though

some new evidence, for example the rectangular early Neolithic houses in Ireland, has

emerged.

Ten years later Chapman (1995) reconsidered his paper in a chapter irRegional
Approaches to Mortuary Analysisdited by Beck. Whilst retaining the idea of the
territorial mo d e | he answers Hodderds criticisms
presented as the only function for monuments, but as a possible model that could be
useds 6a tool for t he st ud(Zhapmén 1995,e37).aHec haeol ogi c a
emphasisesd that he considered the availability of agricultural land as only one aspect
of territo rial expression, that sedentism was not one of the features of the earliest
Neolithic, populations were fairly mobile, living by a mixture of hunting and herding,
and so the first momplmemrtss i we nather thdniatnttks a a p 6 6
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centres of defended territories. They demonstrated a period of transition in the
appropriation of nature. Later monuments, built when communities were fully
converted to agriculture, might demonstrate such a placement more accurately.
Monuments, as well as acting as containers for the dead and as territorial markers,
could have been manipulated and appropriated by groups within society (perhaps
the same sinister elements who Tilley believed manipulated the actual bodies). The
increased labour requirement for | arger monuments demonstrated a greater emphasis
on social ranking, as they were, initially at least, tombs for only a small section of the
community. Chapman concludes by stressing that while a territorial significance was
still a helpful model he was in creasingly impressed by the differences in size and
shape between monuments and by what that revealed about the changing societies;
he suggests that his ear Ibidd8). Again,ithede iopingpnswa s
may have less relevance to the lish Neolithic than to that pertaining in southern
Britain; sedentism may have been established and the transition to agricultural

practices adopted early in the Neolithic.

These two suggested functions of a monument might have been combined in
one portal tomb. A pathway through the landscape, like a river or change in the
terrain, could have served as a useful place to mark the limits of a territory, while the

boundary of a territory might have become a routeway to another tribal homeland .

3.6  Theoretical concepts in this study.

This thesis has directed study into three main areas d the morphology,
the siting within the landscape, and the sequence of activities, including deposition, of
portal tombs d with an emphasis on the ritual significance of each. Portal tombs are
nearly six thousand years old, have rarely been excavated and are in many cases
badly decayed; an interpretation of their significance needs the assistance of every
possible theoretical approach. Indications that some of the tombs may have been
constructed in stages, possibly on already ritualised sites, and that artefacts were
deposited at varying times during the process, may have relevance in revealing
themes of societal development and/or changing belief systems. The methodology

used throughout the study has been discussed in Chapter 1.6.
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3. The Study of Portal Tombs.

The application of a processualist theoretical viewpoint may not seem the
most natural approach to a study of ritual, but, to this writer, an assessment of the
basic physical, material and cognitiv e aspects of the people who built and used them,
and of the processes by which they related to each other and to other societies is
essential to any consideration of what the monuments meant, how they were used
and why they were built, at a particular time and in a particular place, and so this is
one of the theoretical approaches used in this thesis. The processes by which changes
in economic, social or ritual practices were achieved, and marked, by societies may
have left evidence in the archaeological record, in the form of permanent structures
which can convey information otherwise unattainable from a pre-literate society. The
nature of the environment at the time and place of use seems vital when considering
aspects of ritual practice and beliefs; while the environment would not have
determined ritual it would certainly have been influential. Anin terpretation of ritual
requires, for example, information about the nature of the landscape which could
have enabled or prevented certain practices, and possible beliefs are of necessity
affected by the natural world as experienced by those who developed them. Added
to this is a necessary regard for the cognitive processes of the societies at the time of
construction, in so far as this can be suggested. An explanation of possible changing
trends in societal structure, beliefs, and aspects of cognition isalso sought; change, or
the lack of change, does not necessarily imply progress or evolution; it simply means
change. Criticisms of the generalised nature of this approach can be countered by
studying information from the bottom up, in particular by site  visits to monuments so

that they can be experienced individually.

Post-processual or interpretive approaches have also been used in this study.
Landscape archaeology has become one of the most popular concepts in current
archaeology. By its very nature it encompasses the two aspects of interpretation; that
based on the evidencebased scientific approach and the more theoretically-driven
study of past concepts. It can combine the best aspects of both. The landscape of a
monument can be studied from diff erent distances or scales. A broad, sweeping
analysis will include aspects of topography, vegetation and climate along with
concepts common to the Neolithic world like religious beliefs. With a closer focus
features like water courses and soil composition come into view and aspects of
territorial boundaries and indications of human movement may be considered. At
the tightest focus it may be possible to find indications of farming practice and
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3. The Study of Portal Tombs.

craftwork, settlement type and diet, while local social struct ure and ritual practices

may become visible.

Each of the three aspects of portal tomb studied (landscape siting, morphology
and the sequence of construction and use) provided evidence of a repetitive,
structured choice, and this evidence was considered using structuralist principles.
For instance, in the chosen landscape site, evidence was often found of adherence to a
particular criteria such as a preference for certain water features, and an avoidance of
others, which could not be explained by function al necessity. Attempts were made to
6readd the | andscape and identify possible
displayed by the location of portal tombs, and, on a smaller scale, possible ritual
processional routes towards or around the monuments. The area surrounding each
site may reveal possible ritual practice outside the monument with indications of a
structured division between those who practised and those who witnessed the ritual
performances. Oppositions between the striking nature of t he structures and the
often inconspicuous placement within the landscape, and the frequency of a coastal
location combined with, in many instances, the apparent avoidance of a direct view
of, or from, the sea, were considered to reveal ritually-based choices. With regard to
the morphology, the evidence of a repetitive, structured design suggested that
meanings of a ritual nature were embedded in the structure and efforts were made to
ascertain whether the architecture of the tomb reflected construction and usage by an
egalitarian group, or whether aspects suggested division into participant(s) and

spectators, suggesting some hierarchical stratification.

There is some evidence of a structured approach to the choice of artefacts
selected for deposition, although the small amount of evidence and lack of
information concerning the context of deposition hindered this approach. Deposited
artefacts reveal aspects of lifestyle, with indications that there was no perceived
separation between the mundane and the saced during the Neolithic. The main
source of information was the excavation reports. Stone tools and pottery, which may
have represented the work of men and women, were both deposited. The artefacts
are mainly domestic in nature; in this study the quest ion of why such articles should
be deposited in a ritual site was considered. Again, evidence of patterning in both the

nature and context of artefacts was sought. Comparisons were made with the
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contents of monuments of other types and dates in an effort to identify changing

societal structures and lifestyles. The source of the materials used was considered.

Much of the most recent work carried out on megalithic tombs, particularly in
Britain, has involved interpretation based on phenomenological theo ries (for example
Tilley 1994, 1996b, Thomas 1990, Cummings 2004, 2009a, 2010, Fowler & Cummings
2003, Richards 2004b). Although this writer does not accept the premise that an
individual of the 21 st century can experience, and therefore understand, a prehistoric
monument in the same way that those who built and used it did, some of the
methodology used in these studies is both natural and helpful , as described in
Chapter 1.6. Aspects of the landscape were examined in the same way, with
particular attention paid to the possible significance of site selection based on
proximity to selected | andscape features, and tc
considered vital to the choice of sites within the landscape by current writers (Tilley &

Bennet 2001, Cummings 2004, 2009a, 2010, Fowler & Cummings 2003).

An exploration of the possible religious beliefs which may have inspired the
construction and use of the monuments was undertaken. Ethnographic analogy is a
frequently -used tool and can be persuasive, but itis used very sparingly in this thesis.
Modern -day people with cultures similar to that of the Irish Early Neolithic are
invariably affected by the high -tech global communication systems of the modern
world, so their ritual practices and beliefs may not be relevant. With regard to
historical accounts of such people the background of the writers should be
considered. Gender bias in ethnography is discussed by Johnson (1999, 121)who
points out that a belief that male dominance in society was universal was
authenticated by 19th century European male writers who reflected the values of their
own societies. Christian missionaries may have felt it beneficial to their interests to
exaggerate the O6barbarityd of rituabkmgractice, w
have disregarded ritual evidence in favour of details of military might or useful
natural resources. Thus in this study ethnographic evidence is used as a pointer to
what might be looked for in the archaeological evidence rather than what might be
found. Environmental factors should not be ignored. For example, in looking for
clues as to the importance of water in Irish Neolithic belief systems the beliefs and

practices of Australian aboriginal people, well recorded and frequently employed (for
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example by Tacon 1991), but living in a hot and arid landscape, may not be the most

relevant.

The existence of some form of supernatural belief has been found in all
societies, and has been suggested even for Neanderthals (J.Renfrew 2009, Tacon 2009).
Swansonds 1964 anthropol ogi cal survey of opri
all such societies that he studied had some form of religion, and Rappaport (1971, 23)
could state that no known society, either historical or current, existed without
religion. There is a similar acceptance that certain ritual practices are also universal,
and Arnold van Gennep, in his seminal ethnographic work of 1909, The Rites of
Passagebelieved that ritual ceremonies marking lifetime events, such as achieving
adulthood or dying, were universal, differing from one culture to another only in
detail. In this study it is therefore accepted that at the time of the construction and
usage of portal tombs there was a belief in the supernatural and an intentional ritual

treatment of the dead, which may be used to assist interpretation.

There is general agreement that ancestral veneration may have been part of
the ritual practices of the portal tomb builders, and there may have been a belief that
the ancestors had moved to the aferlife where they could influence events in the
present. Changing attitudes towards ancestors may have emerged during the period
of portal tomb usage, and evidence of this was sought in the study. It is possible that
some form of religious specialist or shaman existed who organised the construction in
an event of group significance, and who presided over the continuing use of the
monument. Alternatively, this type of individual was not part of the community who

erected the portal tombs, but emerged as aresult of its usage.

Worldwide mythology reveals many similarities of storyline and character.
Joseph Campbell, in his 1949 study of worldwi de myt hol ogi edhe bel i
symbol s of myt hol ogy . .. ar e (Gammbeallt1®98,ed,us pr
and he r egar dsecremgpenimg trraightwhiah thé inexhaustible energies of the
cosmos pour into hum@bid 3 THistidea had sonme similaritiess t at i
to the concept that aWwir éddname iy, kesuiirganar e 0 |
universal beliefs and cosmologies (Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2005). In the present
study the structures, their sitings and artefacts are considered in relation to universal

themes of mythology, like the creation of the world and the t hree-fold nature of the
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cosmos, and to the concept of a collective group memory, in an effort to discern a

meanning.

With regret, the romance of Diarmuid and Grainne, the fortunes of the Fir Bolg

and the practices of the druids were not investigated.
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4. Landscape.

Chapter 4. Portal tombs in the landscape.

6Landscape ... [ s a construct of the mind as we.
entity. 6
Tuan, 1979.

4.1  The landscape & physical and conceptual.

The distribution of portal tombs was examined on different scales, focussing
in from the broad, generalised landscape to details of the particular, chosen site.
Similarly, when examining the conceptual nature of landscape, consideration was
given to broadly -based, overarching concepts, common to other similar societies, and
then to possible localised differences expressing local group concerns. Convenience
may have been a factor, but if a consistent patterning is identified then the choice of
site bemmes more significant. AsBar natt ( 19 9.8 the hdicg of gite may i t

reveal how the monument builders saw their |

Culture

Ideological
Aesthetic

Socio-economic Technological

Natural

Natural
environment

Fig. 24. Elements of the landscape. (Aalenetal. 2011 ).

The physical landscape of early Neolithic Ireland was both similar to, and
different from, the landscape of today. The coastal margin had beaches and
headlands, estuaries and mudflats just as it has today, but the change in sea level
brought about by the ending of the last Ice Age meant that such features may have
occurred in different places. The changing relationship between land and sea meant
that in some areas peninsulas became islands and traces of human activity were
drowned, whilst in other places beaches were lifted to cliffto ps and islands became

headlands. On shore, apart from the lack of a built environment, the main difference
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was in the vegetation. Pollen cores have revealed a landscape very different from that

of the present (OdConnell and Moll oy 2001, Mol | o)
Thick woodland, dominated by oak, ash, willow, hazel and holly, covered most of t he

land (Fig. 46) and there was no evidence of blanket bog although some raised bog was

developing in damp hollows and small lakes. Moraines, eskers and drumlins

deposited by the retreating glaciers (Fig. 45) were marked by areas of less dense

vegetation, and may have lacked thick tree cover. At some time around 4000BC the

first signs of man-made changes to the landscape became visible. Small patches of

woodland were felled and grasses and grains begin to appear in the pollen record

(Brown 2007, 1050, Whitehouseet al.2013. Agriculture was making its first tentative

appearance in Ireland and the Landnam proper is recorded as occurring at around

3800 BC, as discussed in Chapte2.21. As trees were felled and clearings began to

appear the landscape was altered and hitherto concealed features like outcrops,

glacial boulders and changes in contours were revealed. In Britain Tilley (2007, 333)

believes that, as landscape was revaled sharply after forest clearance, sight became

the dominant human sense; hearing and smell had been equally or more important to

individuals who spent their lives in woodland, and he feels that lakeshore and coastal

sites were popular during the Mesolit hic, not only for hunting opportunities, but also

because here the sky and the sun were visible. He suggests that the Mesolithic

|l i festyles and cosmol ogi esseveamrd tingmadegmdnitnkefd t
experienced under a dense leaf canopy, wi | e t he nemo (Ne od fi métyh @cu dht o
have been stimulated by these new sensory experiences obtained under clear skies in

open clearings (Ibid. 329).

The conceptual landscape is more difficult to assess and theoretical
approaches to the study of landscape archaeology are discussed in Chapter3.6. Many
writers have suggested that a completely different attitude to the natural world
pertained once agriculture bea&lgtaer. i ngBntlahde ee a r(t1h9d9 3
suggests that @esolithic sociees participated in the natural world; Neolithic communities
act ed (Bpadlay 2004, 118), while Bergh (2002, 139) states th@ne of the features
t hat characterises the Neolithic Stage(2083¢ changed a
42)wr i tes about t he Breton rew mythologres werelbgngd scape, w
created along with the construction of the new monusies with the physical features
of the landscape the conceptual aspects can be examined at differing levels or zones.
Darvill (1997) believes that the rules which underlay the conceptual understanding of
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space were founded on a cosmological viewpoint, and suggests that a perceived
patterning in landscape siting may have existed simultaneously in other aspects of
material culture (Ibid. 7). Thus, for example, pottery with a repetitive bounded design

may have been made by people who recognised a bounded territorial space.

I'n this section an attempt i s made to fi
tombs with regard to features in the landscape which may be of assistance in
interpreting the meaning. If each tomb was intentionally situated, in a specific part of
the landscape, and if this intention is repeated in a significant number of sites then
this may reveal aspects of the ritual practices and underlying beliefs. Similarly, a
repetitive avoidance of certain places in the landscape may have hada conceptual
importance. Barnatt (1998) has suggested a series of structured oppositions, both
physical and conceptual, which may have influenced site selection and may reveal the
intentions behind the selection. He contrasts, for example, a central site with a
peripheral one, the natural landscape with the made, the living with the spirits and
the ancestors and the seerwith the unseen. A once peripheral site may, over time and
usage, become central. This structuralist approach has merit in a study of this kind.
An immediate and obvious paradox in the landscape setting of portal tombs is the
contrast between the striking, attention-focussing nature of the architecture and the

quiet, discreet locations chosen inmany cases.

4.2 Distribution.

60The complex but repetitive patterning of monun
must have meani ngé
Barnatt 1998.
Portal tombs are widely distributed throughout the country and are found in
conjunction with all the other megalith types; distribution maps for the Neolithic
monuments and Linkardstown -type burial cists are illustrated in Fig. 16. Portal tomb
distribution is often said to be comparable with that of court tombs (for example by
Evans 1938, de Valera & Nuallain 1972, 166, Herity 1982, 260), but this is not strictly
accurate. Court tombs are almost completely absent south of a line from Galway to
Dundalk, w hile portal tombs, although most frequent in the northern half of the

country, have a substantial distribution in a line from Dublin south to Waterford.
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Court tombs cluster thickly around the southern shores of Donegal Bay, and along the

north Mayo coast, where portal tombs, although present, are only thinly represented.

The dating for portal tombs is discussed in Chapter 2.3.2 It is possible that their
construction dates were somewhat earlier than those for court tombs, which are
firmly dated within a narrow period between 3700-3570 cal BC (Schultinget al.2012),
but it is likely that the period of usage of the two tomb types overlapped.

Passage tombs, most of which were later than portal tombs, have a fairly
similar distribution, although they seem t o be completely absent from the western
counties of Clare, Galway and Mayo, and are rare in Donegal, where there are many
portal tombs. Like portal tombs, they cluster around the slopes of the Dublin
mountains, but they are scarce in the southeast midland counties of Carlow, Kilkenny
and Waterford. The great cemeteries at the Boyne valley and Loughcrew are not in

portal tomb distribution areas.

Linkardstown -type cists, whilst not strictly megalithic, could be described as
monumental in intention if not in structure, and they are contemporary with the later
usage period of Poulnabrone, the only well-dated portal tomb (Fig. 175). Wedge
tombs, the most numerous of the great megalithic monuments, were constructed
considerably later than portal tombs, most likely during the Chalcolithic period, c.
25062000 BC (OO0Brien 2012, 215), so they are not i

A large number of portal tombs (approximately one -third) are coastal, as are
court tombs. The central plain north and west of the Carlow-Kilkenny region is
avoided by all tomb types and in most of Cork, Kerry and Limerick only the later
wedge tombs have been identified. Three daber
identified on the coast in Cork and Kerry, far from the main distri bution areas (de
Valera & O Nualldin 1982, Walsh 2007). Portal tombs are common in the drumlin
swarms of counties Leitrim, Cavan, Longford, Monaghan, Armagh and Down which
define the northern edge of the central plain and are often seen as a barrier to
communication, but they are entirely absent from the eastern edge of the central plain
along the coastal strip from Louth south to Dublin, where the land is flat and
communication is considered to be easy. As discussed in Chapter3.5.2 attempts at
dividing Irish portal tombs into regions based on their broad distribution are

unconvincing. Consideration will be given to regionality based on morphology in
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Fig. 25 Portal tomb distribution. Fig. 26. Mesolithic sites in Ireland.
O Nuallain (1989) with additions . Allen et al .(2011) with additions ©

Chapter 5 of this thesis; possible regionality based on chosen landscape setting is
examined in this chapter. A comparison of the known Mesolithic site distribution
with portal tomb sites may reveal a continuity or lack of continuity of occupation of a
particular area. This has obvious implications in the ongoing discussion on whether
the Irish Neolithic resulted from indigenous acculturation or from colonisation (for
example Cooney & Grogan 1994, Cooney 1997, 2007, Sheridan 2010a, Whittlet al.
2011). Shee Twohig (1997) states that there i8 mevidence for the building of megalithic
tombs at places whichhadlen used by Mieusanlabroad scale fige.@3p | e 6
and 26) there may be some similarity in the two distributions. The coast is important
for both and many areas of the midlands, Cos. Laois, Offaly, Kildare and Westmeath,
appear to have been awided in both periods. There is Mesolithic evidence for the
Dublin area, with its 8 portal tombs, and the Tramore area of Co. Waterford has 6
portal tombs and considerable Mesolithic indications (the numerous Mesolithic lithic
scatters found by Green and Zvelebil in 1993 in the Waterford Harbou r area are
underrepresented in Fig. 26). When the distribution is examined more closely,
however, a different picture emerges. The dense Mesolithic evidence from the north-
east contrasts strongly with the very infreq uent portal tombs in the area, although it
should be noted that the apparent concentration of Mesolithic dates in the north -east
may be due to a bias in the sampling. Prior to 1980 information on Mesolithic remains
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was very limited elsewhere in Ireland. Co. Donegal, with some 24 portal tombs and
other Neolithic evidence, has few Mesolithic records. On balance, there seems no
direct correlation, and it may be that, as Kytmannow (2008, 176) suggests, the two are
dnut ual | vy Shehleliewes thattesdack of overlapping also exists in those areas
of Wales and Cornwall where portal tombs are located (contra Tilley 1994, 86 and
Cummings 2010) and suggests that areas of Mesolithic influence were consciously
avoided by Neolithic newcomers, probably dur ing a rapid transition to new beliefs

and lifestyles (Kytmannow 2008, 179).

A close examination (Figs. 270 29) of some portal tomb sites could support
Kyt mannowds Vviews. There are eight port al t omb ¢
Howth lie south of the ci ty, in the foothills of the mountains. Mesolithic finds from
the county are from the coastal areas north of the city with the exception of one record
from the mouth of the river Liffey (north bank) where Mesolithic fishing traps have
been found recently (Fitzgerald 2007, 13), and one from Dalkey Island. The portal

tombs seem to actively avoid these areas.
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Fig. 27. Co. Dublin. Mesolithic indications (Stout & Stout 1992)

Mesolithic fishing trap @ (Fitzgerald 2007) and portal tombs  (added.
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Another area with an obvious contrast between Mesolithic and portal tomb

distribution is the area around Lough Neagh, in Northern Ireland. ~ The Mesolithic

evidence is thickly clustered around all shores of the lake, but the portal tombs, well
represented in the general area, seemtotaked ar ge ©6step b a(Eigs®@8f r om
and 29). There is no obvious topographical reason for this avoidance; the area is

farmed right to the lakeshore today (Fig. 30) and Watson (1956, 127) reviewing the
geographical considerations which may have influenced the siting of megaliths in east

Ul st er , .rhe major delss ofdluviglacial sands and gravels around Lough Neagh ...

have very fewNeolithic) sites in spite of widespe a d , light, freely drai
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Fig. 28. Lough Neagh & Mesolithic sites. Fig. 29 Lough Neagh area & portal tombs.

Aalen et al. 2011

Ardmore.

http://www.worldmapfinder.com/BingMaps/En_Europe_Ireland.html

Fig. 30. Good farmland on the shores of Lough Neagh near Randalstown Co. Antrim
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In her study of the cranndgs of Lough Gara Co. Roscommon, Christina

Fredengren (2002) found frequent indications of Mesolithic occupation along the

lakeshore, in the form of lithic spreads found during fi eld-walking and in the

presence of small oOpl atf or mibid ¢32%).nShelglevesvi t h si mi | a
t h all recognisable human activity in the Mesolithic took place in the border zone between

| and a n(tbid. 43¥)bet indhe Neolithic there wasé weaker evidance of acti
the lakeshore. No Neolithic settlement sites have been found in the vicinity and there

are no megaliths on the lakeshore or the islands which were so important to

Mesolithic people. Drumanone portal tomb is s ome 4 km to the west of the lake and

its siting may have been influenced by the presence of other water features- a stream,

a ford and a well o rather than the lake which is not visible from the tomb. It seems

strange that the lake, with its abundant foo d resources and easy communications, was

avoided. Section4.5.3considers this avoidance of lakeshore siting in connection with

communication, but here it supports the contention suggested in this thesisthat portal

tombs avoided areas with a strong Mesolithic presence.

With regard to a link between portal tombs and Neolithic settlement sites,
there is (as yet) no evidence of a shared site or example of a close proximity such as
that found at Ballyglass Co Mayo (Grogan 1996) where a court tomb was built on top
of a rectangular house (Fig. 14. However, studies by, for example, Mulligan (2010)
and Smyth (2013) show that there was Neolithic settlement in the general vicinity of
some portal tombs, for example the south Dublin area, Sligo, north Mayo and parts of
Donegal. In other areas, notably Lough Gur Co. Limerick and Knowth Co. Meath,
there are Neolithic settlement clusters but no portal tombs, while in western Donegal,
the Cavan-Leitrim -Monaghan drumlin belt and much of the south -eastern arc of
portal tombs there is no settlement evidence. The only possible portal tomb as yet
closely Ilinked with Neolithic settlement i s the
Dublin. Excavations during the period 1984 61 9 8 7 r ealage lareadof habitation
feaur es . . .. 30 met r e dKeaew 4985), but enfartunatelg neithert host at s 6
dating nor descriptions for this feature are available. Some indications of a link with
settlement sites might be suggested at Ballynacloghy on the shores of Galway Bay,
where Driscoll (2013) found domestic-type lithics in a ploughzone survey in the
townlands adjacent to the portal tomb. Numerous (more than 139) stone axes were
found in the area during the early 20t century and Driscoll located over 800 lithics in
this coastal area, mainly Neolithic and Bronze Age, with one Mesolithic point. A
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large number of similar, domestic flint implements were gathered by Flanagan (1966)
from Straleel, Co.Donegal These were identified as Neolithic, and, while the exact
find -spots were not identified, they appear to have come from the vicinity of the
portal tomb which is situated at the edge of an area of cultivated land surrounded by
rough, rocky hillside (Chapter 4.7). Amongst the tools were a core and some
fragments, leadingthewr i t er t o b e ldémensteate fuiieactearlyt theenprking
of f 1 i nt(Flanagant1966, 94, which thay indicate local settlement.

Although the often -repeated phrase that absence of evidence does not equate

to evidence of absence mustbebr ne i n mind, so should Rich
against 0 Mr . Mi cawber archaeol ogyd, (Brad
expectation that new evidence wil!/ 6turn wup
studied. It is safe to say that portal tombs are sometimes located in areas with

settlement evidence, and that there is no evidence to siggest that they were

intentionally kept separate.
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4.3  Topography.

4.3.1 Altitude.

40 —

b) Portal Tombs
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Fig.32. Altitude of portal tombs in metres OD (Cooney & Grogan 1994, 69).

It has long been recognised that portal tombs are situated at low altitudes (de
Valera & O Nuallain 1972, 160, O Nuallain 1983, 75, Cooney 2000, Cooney & Grogan
1994, 69). Only two sites(Cunard Co. Dublin and Tawnaghmackhugh Co. Leitrim, a
very doubtful portal tomb) are located at heights of 300 metres OD or just over, and
the greatest number lie within the range of 50 to 100 metres above sea level (Fig. 32).
Within these broad figures it can be noted that most portal tombs avoid the summit of
even the most modest hills; although often situated on sloping ground they are
typically found about one third of the way down from the summit. O Nuallain (1983,
86) states that almost 51% of thed t a | are satlueyed!| ommdghator hi Il | si de
of tweseudally all are on f(lasrlastolsenstiomis very mal | er | ev e
obvious when visiting sites, and some, for example Ahaglasin Co. Cork, (Fig. 33),
Straleel Co. Doneaal (Fig. 34) and Clogher Co. Clare Fig. 77), stand on hillside ledges

barely | arge enoug(hid}t o accommodate them. d

These figures do not always convey a correct view of the location. There are
some portal tombs which, although at low altitudes, manage to give the impression of
being on a mountain, and this is quite striking. Knockavalley ( Fig. 36), Muntermellan
(Fig. 110), Ballyannan (Fig.35) and Legannany (Fig. 103) amongst others, all have a
strong f eel-dutapgo so B  dvii-ranfyikg wiews eover the surrounding

countryside, and an impression of remoteness. Although sites such as these give an
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Fig 33. Ahaglaslin Co. Cork. Fig. 34. Straleel Co. Donegal.

Fig.35. Ballyannan Co. Donegal. Fig. 36. Knockavalley Co. Galway.

Fig. 37 . Cloonlooaun Co. Galway . Fig. 38. Lennan Co. Monaghan.
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impression of height the monuments are never situated on the actual summit.
Muntermellan (Fig. 110) is almost at the summit of the highest point of Horn Head,
but it manages to avoid the summit by being tucked tightly under a steep ridge.
Cloonlooaun (Fig. 37) is situated high up on the side of a steep gorge in a lonely part
of Co. Galway; within metres of the side of the tomb a sheer cliff rises to the top of the

ridge.

Many portal tombs are situated in the major drumlin belt stretching across the
country from Leitrim to Down but only one exampl e is found which is sited on the
long slope of the drumlin. Lennan, Co. Monaghan is unusual in that it is silhouetted
against the sky and very visible (Fig. 38), while the others are discreetly situated

lower down against the short slope.

The comparatively low altitude of portal tombs might give an indication of the
limits of agriculture at the time of their construction (illustrated in Appendix 2).
Mountains and hilltops would not have been suitable for cattle grazing or tillage,
whilst valle y bottoms tend to harbour damp, heavy soil difficult to work with
primitive tools. The labour involved in clearing woodland would have been intense,
and perhaps only deemed worthwhile on gently -sloping, relatively low -lying ground
where farming conditions were at their maximum. It is unlikely that there was such a
shortage of land in the early Neolithic that marginal land needed to be cleared, and so
high ground could be ignored. Some portal tombs are situated at points in the
landscape which even today demonstrate a dividing line between good and less good
farmland. For example, Ballyknock A and B are situated almost opposite one another
on the sides of a north-facing valley 5 km east of the Céide fields (Fig. 39). De Valera
& O Nuallain (1964) describe B al | y khe tomkkstarkds réear the western edge of the
cultivated land of the valley. Immediately beyond the tomb the sharp slope of the mountain
begins. The lower slopes provide rough pasture but further up this gives way ta@gorse
b o g &is sitingTs visible today.

Similar situations with regard to the choice of site are discussed in this chapter
(4.7) and in Appendix 2. Discussing the megaliths in north Co. Louth and eastern Co.
Down (an area with many portal tombs) Watson (1956, 126), in a geographical study
of the siting of megaliths in north -e a s t | r e | suggdstivalyt emdughs the Gnain

groups of megaliths are on tliknges of thepresetd ay h i | |Thegportalzamhsgpf o
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www.aaeoloqv.ie
Fig. 39. Ballyknock A. At the edge of the cultivated land, where the sharp slope of the
hillside begins.

south Dublin are strung out in a line from east to west in the foothills of the Dublin
Mountains (Fig. 27). If the altitude is not noted it could be suggested that they are
sited along a routeway (Kytmannow 2008, 181) but when the tombs are considered in
relation to the altitude it becomes clear that each is sited at the head of a valley. It is
unlikely that a routeway would have followed such a tortuous line, but the tom bs
could have marked the limits of suitable farmland within the valley.
The avoidance of high ground may have been patrtially for practical reasons,
but there may also have been a ritual or metaphysical reason for it. Bergh (2002) gives
several reasons why mountains were chosen as ritual sites as demonstrated by the
passage tanbs (liminality and isolation, intervisibility with other monumental sites,
the embodiment of a deity or ancestral link) and Cummings (2010, 120) also believes
t hat mount ai ns maumtans aftenghavie & ceotalnrole irb mythology and
cosmology. . . sacred |l ocales. .. part o Moumanse ati on
were clearly avoided as sites for portal tombs but she evades this difficulty by
claiming that a choice of site with a view of a mountain would be conceptually
significantand t hat such a view was O6crucialdé to t
the Irish Sea zone (Cummings 2004, 2008 2010). In this study such a view was not
found to be significant (4.4.2) and the tombs do seem to avoid mountains. It is
difficult to exp lain this difference between portal and passage tomb siting preference
on ritual grounds, but it can be stated that there appears to be a different focus, and

possibly practice, between the communities who built and used them.
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The altitude preference of portal tomb sites is ubiquitous throughout the

distribution areas of the monuments. This supports the suggestion that portal tombs
marked the limits of forest clearance and delineated farmland; other factors
supporting this possibility follow throughout the thesis and many examples are

illustrated in Appendix 2.

4.3.2 Foundation stones 8 bedrock, outcrops and glacial features.

Geology
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Fig. 40. Irish geology simplified. Bedrock distribution. Aalen et al. 2011.

The underlying geology of a portal tomb site can influence much of the
landscape above. Although moulded and shaped over the millennia by ice and water
the bedrock is the prime building block of the landscape. In the same way, although
variable in size, shape and complexity, portal tombs are ultimat ely the product of the

stones which made them, and to some extent of those who selected the stones.The
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4. Landscape.
geomorphology, or landform, is the result of the transformation of the basic bedrock

by natural forces like climate and glacial activity.

During this study it was noted on the geological maps that in many cases
individual portal tombs were situated on, or very close to, junctions between two
different bedrock types. In some cases this junction is visible on the surface by an
alteration of contours or an exposure of a different rock type in a cliff face or outcrop,
and sometimes this discordance can affect local hydrology, resulting in waterfalls or
cascades.Some portal tombs are sited so close to such exposures that an impression is

created that the exposure is used for either concealment or for emphasis.

Fig. 41 . Leaguan portal tomb Co. Galway. Fig. 4 2. Bedrock geology at Leaguan

Leaguan Co. Galway is situated on iimestone bedrock at the junction with a
hard schist which appears in the landscape as a low cliff-like outcrop. The portal
tomb is constructed of limestone slabs and built with its backstone only a couple of
metres from the schist outcrop (Figs. 41, 42). Aghavas Co. Leitrim, a very ruinous
port al t omb, i lecal tawver Carboniferous shndstdne which outcrops 125m
to the s ou(tCboneyp 1985). h Ehe lsedracle dt thesite is limestone, but the
sandstone outcrops most spectacularly in a steep cliffy hill which the tomb faces, and
from which a small river falls in a series of cascades or small waterfalls within 100
metres of the site. The reason for selecting a site clge to a faultline between two rock
types may have been simply practical. Cooney (1997), in his repat on his excavation
of Melkagh, Co. Longford, describes the site as lying on the junction between

conglomerate rock and an exposed outcrop of sandstone. The tomb was built of

109



4. Landscape.

Kilclooney Mér 6 bed V.
Ardara granite , ArG1, 2 and 3.

Car " &
- o A Ok
Outcrop of grey granite, ArG2 , 50m from Red granite, ArG3, cliffy outcrop 200m to
PT, possible source of the construction south.

stones.

: W
A: et ==l 4 : gl | at, Tamn 5 ,.“ "1‘ 04 . & \
A piece of red granite, ArG3, beside grey Red granite backstone.
ArG2.

Fig.43 . Kilclooney M6r Co. Donegal. Selection of specific stone for backstone.
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sandstone from the out cr dtpushbe donseradma pogsibilitye ma r
t hat part of the attractiveness of the sit
(Ibid. 235).

Rocks are not only visible at an outcrop but are often very accessible. Exposed
rock faces may become friable through weathering action and crack or break away
from the parent rock, needing only to be moved to the desired site for building. A
possible demonstration of this is to be seen at Kilclooney Mor, Co. Donegal (Fig. 43).
This huge granite portal tomb is situated only 50m away from an outcrop of very
similar stone, exhibiting the same natural depressions on the rock surface. Somelarge
portions of stone have become detached from this outcrop. Another outcrop some
200m to the south has also been used. This is a clffy extrusion of Ardara Granite type
ArG 3 which is of a distinctive red colour. A piece of this stone has been selected for
the backstone of the portal tomb, making a striking contrast to the otherwise grey
megalith (Chapter 5.3.2).

Location beside a cliff or outcrop may have been chosen for more than
practical reasons. As forest clearance progressed and previously hidden stones and
stone features were revealed they may have been imbued with significance by the
early farmers. Scarre (2002, 3) S U g gtehset s s htahraet dthédccoaatdl i t y 0
landscape of Western Europe was responsible for the construction of monuments
along the Atlantic seaboard by different communities of early farmers. He believes
that, as aresult of the use of localstonep . . . qual i ti es @a&rahsfepredwwer s
t he monument s (l@EdniR), resultme in & ldnd sfadidlogue between the
communities and local landscape features. He gives ethnographic examples of
traditional peoples who imbue local landscape features with cosmological or mythical
significancecldos, cliffs and outcrops featur
(Ibid. 16). This interpretation could have relevance for portal tombs: in many cases
they have an intrinsic aesthetic appeal which results from their basic structure and its
interpretation in local stone so that they add to, rather than clash with, the

surrounding landscape.

As discussed (Chapter 4.2) the continuation of ritual usage of a site from the
Mesolithic to the Neolithic in Ireland cannot be ve rified, and it seems more likely,
based on the actual material record, that the opposite was true. This is not the
opinion of some writers discussing megaliths in other areas. Tilley (1994, 87) states
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t hat i n c o dhe overhll didf@bltiens of Msolithic sites and Neolithic burial

chambers ixomplementary rather t han .4 XTd |l ewplhadigd Scarre (2009a
16), suggest s, i n aNcentinuity bfHandscap® wuridérstaading in whicld
landforms were imbued with mythological sacred significance. which go back long before
the Neolithic period Neolithic lifestyle may have followed a different course in Ireland
than elsewhere (Chapter 2) and monuments may have been constructed for different
reasons and in different places than the natural places revered during the Mesolithic,
possibly demonstrating a different emphasis in ritual practice or societal structure
than existed elsewhere in Europe. It is possible that the actual site was already
considered significant; portal to mbs were not constructed at the very beginning of the
Neolithic but somewhat later than the first widescale adoption of agriculture (Chapter
2.32), and the site may have been marked as significant by the earliest farmers,

ancestors of the portal tomb builders (Chapter 6.2).

The conviction by some writers that portal tombs were situated in relation to
natural stone outcrops has been discussed (Chater 3.53). Tilley (1996b), Tilley &
Bennett (2001), Whittle & Cummings (2007) argue t h atepogr@phic features of the
landscape constitute a series of symbolic resources of essential significance in the ... creation
and reprodction of structures of posvr Tlley(1996b, 161)Tilley & Bennett (2001, 344)
suggest that in Neolithic Cornwall tors (distinctive natural outcrops) were regarded
ast hte petrified s hdbde344) aweredhe resulsdf actohs oftleesen g s 6
ancestors, and that the local quoits (portal tombs) were modelled after these tors.
Bradley (1998b, thefe3gemsatq lveeaecansistett aetatiortship between the
forms taken by rock outcrops in sowthe s t England and thdoeae of megal
points out that portal tombs are common in areas without similar outcrops. He
regards t he Cotherocarhanifestation f s aawi der st(thbidctur al trad
20) and suggests that the tors may have been regarded as ancient and ruined portal
tombs by the quo i t buil der s. Till eyds views on the si
indicators of beliefs and social systems are continued by Cummings. She (2007
concentrates on portal tombs in Wales to claim that an outcrop is significant if it is
simply visible from the monument, no matter at what distance, and also claims

significance for some outcrops because they aranvisible (Ibid. 56).

During the course of this study a conscious effort was made to try to discern a

significant relationship between portal tombs and nearby (visible) outcrops.
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Kyt mannow (2008, 127) cal cul at eveuld haveahad as 0 me

natur al rock ouboatoperndehenviconi bydpvicin

1 kilometre in distance. It is difficul t to imagin e how such a distant rock outcrop
would have had any significance in site selection, and in fact the present study did
not identify a significant relationship between portal tombs and natural outcrops.

In many areas ofportal tomb distribution there a re no visible outcrops. The tombs in
counties Carlow, Kilkenny and Waterford, for example, are located in rolling

countryside with smooth fields and gentle contours. In no case was a portal tomb
perceived to be imitatin g the form of a natural outcrop whic h is claimed for some
Cornish quoits by Tilley (2009, 345). Cooney (2000, 131) suggests thafAltdrumman

Co. Tyrone, situated only 3m from an outcrop, may have used the natural stone
structure as a substitute long cairn, but as the monument faces directly into the
outcrop, and as portal tombs with long cairns are normally set at the end of the cairn

facing outwards, this seems unlikely (Fig. 44). Itis possible that some portal tombs

Muntermellan Co. Donegal & concealed by Altdrumman Co. Tyrone & facing directly
an outcrop or accentuated by it? into an outcrop.

www.archaeology .ie
Howth Co. Dublin. Directly beneath a Howth PT (cromlech). Just beneath the
cliff. cliffs of Muck Rock.

Fig. 44 . Portal tombs and outcrops.

113



4. Landscape.

were placed close to an outcrop in order to draw attention to the monument, or to
conceal it, for example at Muntermellan in Donegal (Fig. 44), Aderawinny Co. Cork

(Fig. 76 ), Howth Co. Dublin (Fig.44). In these and other examples the portal tomb
builders may have made use of an existing natural outcrop as a suitable location, but

no suggestion that the outcrop itself was of ritual significance could be supported, nor

was there evidence that the portal tombs were modelled on the shape of the outcrops.
Kyt mannow reaches t thereis reomwedencecthratcrdock auicrops played
an important part in the belief system of the portal tomb build&gtmannow 2008, 129).

| Glacial landforms

E Surface drift of
earlier glaciations

:l Areas with little
or no drift

L Boulder-clay
E Glacial limits

Ne 3 5

D Kames Corries|
Drumlins Eskers

Fig. 45. Glacial landforms (Aalen et al. 2011).

The last Ice Age in Ireland came to an end at approximately 10,000 BC, and the
effects of this glaciation and its melting are moulded into the landforms of the Irish
countryside (Fig. 45). Glacial U-shaped valleys, drumlin swarms, eskers, moraines
and spreads of glacial drift material have had a major effect on the surface
topography, and had to be used or avoided by successive societies. The effect of these
landforms have been considered by, for example, Jones (2009) who suggests that the
distributions of many Neolithic monuments may have been influenced by features of
the landscape which either constrained orena bl ed mov e me nencouragadd t hus

the development of routeways along certain @&thgl. 119). Drumlin belts are normally
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taken as a barrier to communication; the small steepsided hills are closely packed
together in a 0bask eparatedfby lendagds 6f smalb Ipkesganda p hy ¢
boggy marshland. It is quite striking that one area of very dense portal tomb
distribution, occurring in a band from the west coast in Sligo through Leitrim, Cavan,

Tyrone, Monaghan, Armagh and to Louth in the east coast, closely mimics the major

drumlin swarm which occurs along the northern edge of the limestone central plain.

This landscape certainly does not encourage the development of major routeways;

modern road s in these areas are narrow, twisting and hilly, and can bequite perilous.

Eskers, the ridges of gravel deposited by melting glaciers, were used as
routeways at least as far back as the Early Historic period when many ecclesiastical
sites, for example Clonmacnoise, were established on already existirg routes, and
they might have been attractive to Neolithic people with their dry, less den sely
forested, linear nature. The major eskers in the country stretch across the midlands in
an eastwest direction, an area with no portal tom bs. Another major esker area
stretches from north Galway, through west Roscommon to east Mayo, another area
devoid of portal tombs. During this study an effort was made to find whether any
portal tomb was located on an esker, but no such siting was found. While there is no
evidence that portal tombs were sited along major communication channels, and thus
acted as route markers it is quite possible that some smaliscale local routes

developed as a result of their siting.

Glacial drift is also evident in smaller, less defined deposits of soil which is
different from the surrounding area, and often more fertile. Glacial drift in the Burren
area is discussed in section4.3.3,but it is interesting to note that Aalen et al.(2011, 9)
state thatd6t ongues of drift extend up many gl aci
upper boundary often forms a striking divide, determining the altitudinal limits of farming
and i mpr oMe adtitudedsrvery similar to the most usual limit of portal tomb
distribution and this type of glacial deposition may have influenced the location of
some portal tombs, for example in the Dublin Mountains and at Straleel, Co. Donegal

(4.7).
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4.3.3 Soil and Vegetation - what grew there?

The natural vegetation of Ireland was important and influential to the
Mesolithic population, with their lifestyle of hunting, gathering and fishing, but the
influence of soil type became of primary importance with the adoption of agriculture
and the changeover to a settled lifesyle. Pollen cores have indicated that the
vegetation underwent a significant change during the Neolithic, from a mainly
forested land of deciduous trees & oak, holly and hazel - to a landscape with

substantial areas of pasture and some grain tilage (Molloy and O&6 Connel | 2001) .

Fig.46. Raheen portal tomb in Co. Kilkenny is situated in native woodland of oak, holly
and hazel.

It has long been accepted that portal tombs tend to be situated in areas of good
farmland, with light, easily -worked soil (Keeling et al. 1989, Cooney 2000,
Kytmannow 2008, 122). The pollen record shows that, while pasture and stock
rearing was the most important aspect of farming, Neolithic farmers also tilled the
soi l and grew grain crops ( e. gnell2@&é)o Therggis 2000, 45,
no record of ards being used, ground was probably tilled with digging sticks and so

light, friable soil was preferred, and may almost have been a necessity.

During the present study a close examination of portal tomb siting in rela tion

to the different soil types was undertaken and the resulting maps are presented in
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appendix 1. In his 1956 study of the geographical factors of the Neolithic of North -

east Ireland Watson looked at the different soil types of monumental sites and

stressed that presentday soil types are derived from the bedrock or from glacial drift,

in itself a product of the bedrock, so that Neolithic soil would not have differed

significantly from that of the present. Recent studies carried out at the University o f

Ul ster have confirmed this |judgemeateéring t hr o
processes have not significantly altered the geochemistry of the soils .....soil geochemistry can
be effectively used as a proxy for till and that till is primarily localrini og(Dempster et al.

2013). These results were based on 6826 soil samples taken at 2 k#hintervals through

the six counties of Northern Ireland. In the present study the National Soil Survey

maps (http://www.agresearch.teagasc.ie/johnstown/soil maps.asp ) of An Foras

Taluntais were downloaded and each portal tomb was scanned into position. Those

tombs which are situated on blanket bogs were excluded, as Neolithic soil types in

these areas are now invisible. The results showed that in many cases the tomb was

located at the boundary between one soil type and another. It is difficult to give exact

numbers of portal tombs which displ ay this feature but a visual inspection suggests

that about 56% are situated at, or very close to this soil junction. Kytmannow (2008,

122) states thatd many port al tombs would be jhust on

does not consider the typology of the local soil as a contributing factor.

Brown earths. Good fertility, friable texture, easy to work.
Podzols Poor soil, many nutrients leached out, often found in hilly
areas.
Brown podzolics Similar to podzols but more fertile. Suitable &wops and pasture.
Grey brown podzolics Similar, fairly fertile but may be of heavier texture.
Gleys Poorly drained, unsuitable for tillage
Rendzinas Shallow soil, only suitable for grazing.
Lithosols Skeletal, stony soils, frequent bare rockgcropping, rough grazing
Peats Unsuitable for farming. Blanket peat unlikely to be present during
Neolithic.

Table 1. Common Irish soil types (simplified). Data from An Foras TallUntais Soll
Survey Bulletin no, 36, 1980.

There are (and were) @ght major soil types in Ireland (Gardiner and Radford

1980) with differing levels of fertility and friability, compaction and moisture
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retention ability. Basin peats should also be considered as they may have been

present in the Neolithic (blanket peat was not) and would have been completely

unsuitable for farming. Two areas are examined here, others in appendix 1.

Area 1. Co. Clare and south Co. Galway.

e
Barn

Tawin |sland (@

GALWAY BAY o i A

BLACK HEAD,

sheer

fi SOUN

bolin Pt

\ N\ O, i ~.~ .“ o N . R &m
0 10k Source: An Foragllintais, National Soil Survey.
Poulnabrone  Ballycasheen Ballynacloghy Moyree Commons Crannagh Clogher
Soil type.
7 Rendzinas.. 21 Gleys
28 Grey brown podzolics 33 Shallow brown earths.

44 Basin peat.

Fig. 47. Soil types and portal tombs & Co. Clare and part of Co. Galway.
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Most of the portal tombs in the map above (Fig. 47) are located in the greater

Burren area, a region of bare karstic limestone with substantial Neolithic evidence

(Jones 1998b, 2004, 2010). The area has been well studied by botanists,
palaeobotanists and geologists, as well as archaeologists, andhere is a consensus that

the region was once covered with a shallow blanket of glacial till which has eroded

away since the Bronze Age in most areas (Drew 1982, Moles & Moles 2001 Feeser &
OdConnel |l 20009) . This soi |l supperetree andoshrdbd h a v
growth prior to human land use (Drew 1983, 113) and some small spreads of till

mat er i al patclesnd brown eadh derived from calcareous glacial drift in hollows and

v a | | Deey @982, 120) providing comparatively fertile p asture.

Crannagh (Fig. 107) and Ballycasheen are each situated on the junction
between the poor quality rendzina soils and much more fertile shallow brown earths.
Moyree Commons (Fig. 88) is on the boundary between rendzinas and reasonably
fertile grey brown podzolics, while the soils around Ballynacloghy are shallow brown
earths and it is located well to the west of a small area of basin peat. Poulnabrone
seems isolated in the centre of the rendzina soil area, now nostly bare, but is only 50

metres to the north of a deep spread of fertile glacial drift, very visible on the ground.

http://www.worldmapfinder.com/BingMaps/En_Europe_Ireland.html
Fig. 48. Poulnabrone portal tomb with fertile glacial till area to the south.

Clogher (Fig. 77) portal tomb is well to the east of the Burren landscape, and is
situated on the junction between two different soil types, poorly drained gleys to the
north and more fertile grey brown podzolics to the south. It also lies beside, but
avoids, a small area of basin peat. It is suggested that all these tombs have been

located at the margin between soil of poor fertility and soi | of good or reasonable

quality.
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Area 2. Co. Derry.

@)
O
O
O
@)
_ )
0 10 km Source: An Foras Taluntais, National Soil Surlegit@n.
Ervey Drumderg Tirnony Tamlaght/Coagh Crevolea
Soil types.
2 Peaty gleys 6 Brown podzolics 12 Acid brown earths (coarse).
17 Acid brown earths 20 Brown podzolics 26 Gleys.

Fig. 49. Soil types and portal tombs  d Co. Derry.

With the exception of Tirnony (Fig. 124)which is situated just east of Maghera in an

area of gley soil, the Co. Derry portal tombs also appear to be situated at the junction

between soil types. Ervey and Drumderg have similar sites on the borders between

brown podzolics and areas of poor quality peaty g ley soil. Tamlaght and Crevolea

are also at the edge of gleys, beside fertile acid brown earths.  Tirnony seems

different, but although the soil is poorly drained gley it appears to be in good

farml and; D Nuall 8in (ollify®adyr & 0hnd MaSaconetbes it as
a.(2013) al so men t.gudenwelpdeamedu.rbecawsend its gently sloping
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