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Stonehenge: The Age of the Megaliths

The late Professor Richard Atkinson, leading authority on Stonehenge, once replied to the question about the purpose of this monument: "There is one short, simple and perfectly correct answer. We do not know and we shall probably never know". Perhaps one of the reasons for this uncertainty is that Stonehenge evolved. It was not a constant monument, but a continuous one. Whilst this certainly meant that the area’s importance was constant, the purpose of the monument itself was almost without doubt varied.

Throughout prehistory, around the world, men and women have always expressed themselves within their landscape - taken time out from subsistence to go to the enormous effort of creating a physical expression that took life and existence onto another level. The Neolithic period between 5000 and 1000 BC was no exception.
 
The distinguishing feature of the Neolithic - the new stone age - was a gradual transition from hunting and gathering to farming. The spread of agriculture over Europe represented a major cultural transition. It was a gradual process, and took several millennia after the earliest farming in the Near East. One reason for the delay was the climate - north Western Europe was colder, and these conditions required adaptation.
 
On a global perspective, agriculture was able to support increasingly large numbers of people, which led to new forms of political and social organization. Societies became more hierarchical.

Leaders were now buried with marks of their special status, ranging from the treasures of the graves of the Tiszapolgar cemetery on the Great Hungarian Plain to the splendor of the Egyptian pyramids. Craftsmen thrived in this new social milieu. New materials came into use - gold, copper, and its alloy, bronze. The smelting and casting of metals began to be developed. The growing bureaucracies encouraged the adoption of writing. Larger city states stimulated the development of warfare, which stimulated larger defenses. The first cities were being born in the fertile valleys of the Nile, the Tigris and the Euphrates, the Indus and the Yellow river. These were the four primary civilizations of the Old world.
 
But in Europe, it was the age of the megalith, and here, perhaps the most prestigious megalithic monument is Stonehenge, presiding on the rolling hills of Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, England.

What is Stonehenge?

Stonehenge is a megalithic monument. Megaliths, literally meaning large stone slabs, had become the most conspicuous forms of expression within the European landscape for the people of this time. Indeed, by 2000 BC, Stonehenge had become the ritual center of southern Britain. Archaeologists define a 'henge' as an earthwork consisting of a circular banked enclosure with an internal ditch.
 
At Stonehenge, the stone circle enclosure is over 300 feet in diameter, containing a complex arrangement of ritual pits, abandoned stone holes and circles made from bluestones and sarsen stones, approached by an avenue. Many henges were created in this Neolithic period, but what makes Stonehenge unique is that it had trilithons - towering stone structures measuring over 24 feet in height. Standing in open grassland, it can be seen from afar at any viewpoint. One can easily imagine the effect this monument would have had on the Neolithic mind.

When was Stonehenge built?

Archaeologists have now been able to establish when the construction of Stonehenge began.
 
Between 3100 and 2800 BC the Great Cursus 300 yards from Stonehenge had been constructed - nearly one and a half miles long and 150 yards wide, on an east-west alignment. This was a ditch hewn in the chalk 6 feet deep and wide, and would have appeared brilliant white in the green of what had now become pastureland. Was this used for chariot racing by the ancient Britains, from 'cursus', the Latin term for race course? Or was it a processional way, a path for the dead? The placing of burial mounds, known as the Cursus Barrows, on their edges may support this view.

Around 2700 BC, the henge was constructed. Using only picks made of deer antlers, a ditch about 6 feet deep was dug. The spoil from the ditch was used to make the bank on the inside. On the north-east of the henge, an entrance was created by a gap in the ditch and bank. Within the bank, a circle of fifty six pits known as the Aubrey holes were dug.
 
Over the next 200 years, between 2700 and 2500 BC, a large number of wooden posts were erected. The ones at the north-eastern entrance may have served as markers for astronomical measurements, in particular the extremes of the moonrise and moonset. Other scholars feel these may have guided people through narrow paths to the ceremonial center, adding a mystique to the entry. When looked at from the center of the monument, we can see that the entrance stakes line up - these small posts are six rows deep. The four larger posts furthest away are located in what was later to become the Avenue leading to the north-east. They were perhaps 1m in diameter, possibly whole tree trunks.

From about 2500 BC onwards, the first stones arrived. The bluestones were erected and the Avenue, a grand-scale earthwork monument sweeping nearly 2 miles from the River Avon to the north-eastern entrance of Stonehenge, was begun. Aligned on the midsummer sunrise, was this a ceremonial approach to Stonehenge? Or perhaps the route used to transport the bluestones of Stonehenge from the river to their final destination? The Heel Stone was erected in the middle of the Avenue. When viewed from the center of the stone circle, it shows the direction of the midsummer sunrise. Immediately within the bank, the entrance was marked by three standing stones, one of which remains lying on the ground, and is now known as The Slaughter Stone. The tall Altar Stone, which was later to feature in the Sarsen ring, made its appearance at this early stage.
 
Now, at an accelerating speed, the next hundred years, around 2000 BC, saw the construction of the sarsens. This was the final splendor of Stonehenge, the pinnacle of its construction - a continuous ring of sarsens 90 feet in diameter elevated in the air. This was to become the first and only raised stone circle known.

Who built Stonehenge?

Given the length of time taken to create Stonehenge, who could have carried out such a feat? We now know that just as the monument was constructed in distinct stages, its builders belonged to distinct groups.
 
The first group, the Windmill Hill people, named after one of their earthworks on Windmill Hill, near Stonehenge, built the large circular furrows and mounds. They had collective burials in large stone-encased tombs. Most of their burial mounds point east-west. Originating in eastern England, they were one of the first semi-nomadic hunting and gathering groups with an agricultural economy, maintaining a strong reverence for circles and symmetry.
 
The second group - The Beaker people - is thought to have originated in Spain, migrating northwards and colonizing north-west Europe. Their name comes from their ancient traditions in which they would bury beakers, or pottery drinking cups, with their dead.

Instead of burying their dead in mass graves, they showed more reverence for death by placing them in small round graves marked by mounds called tumuli. It is assumed by archaeologists that the Beaker People were more warlike in nature than most tribes of their time because they buried their dead with more weapons, such as daggers and battle-axes. The Beaker Folk were highly organized and industrious, using sophisticated mathematical concepts, and they managed their society by using a chieftain system.

The Wessex People are considered the third and final group to work on the Stonehenge site. They arrived around 1500 B.C. at the height of the Bronze Age. They were among the most advanced cultures outside the Mediterranean during this period. Since their tribal bases were located where ridgeways, or ancient roads, met, we can assume they became skillful and well-organized traders, controlling trade routes throughout southern Britain. These people are thought to have been responsible for the bronze dagger carving found on one of the large sarsen stones within Stonehenge.

How was Stonehenge Built?

The fact that Stonehenge was not built overnight does not in any way diminish the scale of the undertaking. But how could this have been achieved by a Neolithic society? Given the sheer size and weight of the stones, what ingenious devices were employed? And what of the stones?
 
They are not typical of the local geology- indeed, the source of the bluestones, the first stones erected, has now been traced to the Preseli Mountains of south-west Wales. Somehow these enormous stones were transported to the Salisbury Plains. The stones were surely too heavy for timber rollers. Perhaps they were transported on sledges, on greased tracks of wood, pulled by rope that had been made from the plant fiber of the indigenous lime bark soaked in water for weeks. Modern engineering simulations have surmised that the massive uprights were hauled into place then tipped, using stone counterweights, into position, demonstrating an understanding of the center of gravity.

The technology was staggering. For example, even though the ground is slightly sloping, the lintels are perfectly horizontal. The craftsmen employed carpentry techniques - the lintels were dressed with mortises that would have fitted securely on to the tenons on top of the supporting sarsens, while tongues similar to toggle joints linked each lintel in the outer circle to its neighbor. It was in effect an enormous three dimensional stone puzzle.
 
To get the 9 ton lintels into place, the most likely method of construction may have been via the use of an earth ramp piled up against the uprights. The lintels would then have been hauled up the ramp by ropes into their exact position.
 
Whatever the methods used, for we are still not certain, they demonstrate an astounding level of both achievement and ambition.

Why was Stonehenge built?

As to the purpose of Stonehenge, again we can only surmise. But clearly, the very scale of this unique megalithic structure suggests that the area itself was of importance. But for what? Was Stonehenge a temple to the gods? Who were the gods? It is tempting to assign the giant sarsen stones to astrological alignment. The danger here is that you can find an alignment to almost anything if you search hard enough.
 
But one presents itself immediately - Stonehenge is aligned northeast-southwest, and it has been suggested that particular significance was placed by its builders on the solstice and equinox points, so for example on a midsummer's morning, the sun rose close to the Heel Stone, and the sun's first rays went directly into the center of the monument between the arms of the horseshoe arrangement. It is unlikely that such an alignment can have been merely accidental.
 
Or is this too simple? Turning 180 degrees, another alignment becomes apparent…..at the precise moment of the winter solstice, the sun sets exactly between the largest sarsen stones.

To validate this, we must look at the society of the time. It had become a society now dependent on the seasons, which determined the success of agriculture. Would mid-winter have been more important to a society that had now become dependent upon the fortunes of these seasons? Psychologically, mid-winter would have been more of a critical turning point than the balmy days of summer.
 
Perhaps therefore it is a mistake to overstate the monument’s spiritual significance. Certainly the area had been of importance prior to its construction, but it had become more than that - Stonehenge was a clock, a clock that foretold the time not only of the solstices but perhaps also of sun and lunar eclipses. This is not to say, however, that the priests did not utilize this very functionalism for religious importance - he or she who could announce or predict the return of the growing season would have wielded great power.

The area around Stonehenge

That Stonehenge was of significance is obvious from its splendor and the sheer amount of time dedicated to its evolving construction, but what emphasizes this is the fact that the area chosen to place it in is steeped in prehistoric importance. The barrows around Stonehenge are not rare for their individual structure or contents, but they certainly are for their unique grouped and dense distribution. Numbering some 460, there are 6 types - bell, bowl, disc, long, pond and saucer.
 
Constructed in 3600 BC, West kennet long barrow - the largest chambered tomb in England - represented a prelude to Stonehenge. The 45 burials, carried out over 25 generations, were of powerful individuals, as demonstrated by the accompanying gold breast plates, bronze daggers and quantities of rare mace.
 
A few miles further on lies Avebury, built between 2500 and 2200 BC, shortly after the stones began arriving at Stonehenge. It is the largest stone circle in Europe, containing 100 stones encircled by a 20 foot high ring mound. Nearly 30 acres in size, the equivalent of 15 football pitches, it has 4 causewayed entrances, leading in to 2 inner stone circles. These sarsen stones, quarried from the Marlborough Downs, are gigantic although not as elegantly dressed as those of the neighboring monument.

Shortly before the construction of Avebury, what is now known as the Durrington Walls was built - a massive circular earthwork, or henge, 300 yards in diameter. It would have contained 2 circular buildings, roofed and thatched, used for ceremonial and trading purposes.

Directly south of Avebury sits the vast and silent Silbury Hill. It is the largest man-made mound in Europe, 130 feet high, 500 feet in diameter, and occupying an area of 5 acres. Built around 2660 BC, it was carefully engineered in a series of stepped horizontal layers created by concentric rings of chalk blocks. Containing no burial or shrine, the hill’s purpose is still a mystery, but it is a striking indication of the labor resources available in early southern Britain.
 
Woodhenge, lying just over a mile north-east of Stonehenge, was another Neolithic monument, originally made up of a series of concentric circles of wooden poles within a circular bank and ditch. It would have been of a similar size to Stonehenge, originally consisting of 6 rings of wooden posts radiating out from a central point. It is tempting to assign this as the precursor to the neighboring megalithic monument, but dating the structure tells us it was being made as the sarsen lintelled circle was being added to Stonehenge.

Stonehenge conclusion

We must not underestimate the capabilities of ancient man - Stonehenge is proof that the Neolithic population was capable of observing the rising and setting of the sun and moon extremely accurately, and interpreting the results in order to predict both the seasons as well as the terrifying disappearance of the sun or moon during an eclipse. But Stonehenge should really be seen as the jewel in the crown.
 
The sheer scale of activity within this region of England during the Neolithic period is staggering - a scale of activity that can be compared with that of a modern Olympic village. The numerous and varied structures were being created and used concurrently, over hundreds of years, and many generations, for ceremonies, burials, trade and astrological predictions. It was a region of the utmost importance.
 
As to Stonehenge itself, in effect, it spanned two eras - Britain was nearing the end of the Stone Age and the start of the Bronze Age, and as such the monument represented a social revolution. This prehistoric renaissance in Europe saw tools of wood, bone and stone being replaced by metal. It saw society changing from the communal to the powerful individual. Stonehenge was the product of a chance succession of distinct cultures, each lending to it their own particular values. Perhaps it was this unique cocktail of influences which produced a megalithic monument that was to prove to be utterly unique.
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