Ceremony And Ritual
The earliest monuments in the landscape today date from the Neolithic and early
Bronze Age, between three and a half and six thousand years ago. Relatively little is
known of any settlements from this period. It is assumed that they probably
comprised wooden structures and were transient in nature; the widespread adoption
of farming and permanent settlement in Cornwall does not seem to have developed
until the middle Bronze Age, around 1500 BC.
What we do know of these early inhabitants of Cornwall and Scilly comes from their
ceremonial monuments. These were often large-scale structures built of stone and
this has resulted in remarkable levels of survival; Cornwall and Scilly have an
exceptionally rich legacy of such monuments. The profusion of ceremonial
monuments of this period conveys an impression of a society in which religious and
spiritual considerations played a fundamental role in how people perceived their
world.

The Merry Maidens stone circle near St Buryan, West Penwith. Stone circles are
among a range of ceremonial monuments dating from the late Neolithic and early
Bronze Age period which are characterised by upright stones. Photo © Cornwall County
Council Historic Environment Service

Within this society there was clearly a significant degree of communal organisation.
Among the earliest monuments were large-scale enclosures constructed on
prominent hilltops. These are known as tor enclosures; their enclosing banks are built
of weathered granite blocks and they surround dramatic tors, often linking one tor
with another or linking a tor with a smaller granite outcrop. Clearly their construction
demanded considerable man power and organisation and we can imagine them as
symbols of cultural identity to the people who built them, providing a sense of
permanence and place within the landscape and serving as communal gathering
places where festivals and ceremonies were performed.
Other places with spiritual significance were megalithic chambered tombs, long
barrows and long cairns, where the dead were deposited and the community’s
ancestors were venerated. Many of these tombs appear to have been used over long
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periods of time. Their chambers remained open for burials to be added over time and
there is evidence that bodies were left to rot inside or outside the tombs and the
bones then later rearranged.

Chun Quoit, West Penwith. This is one of several surviving megalithic chambered
tombs in the upland areas of west Cornwall. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic
Environment Service

Whereas long barrows and chambered tombs from the Neolithic period were
communal burial places, the round barrows and round cairns of the later Neolithic
and early Bronze Age were used for the burial of individuals.

Brown Willy, Bodmin Moor. Early Prehistoric ceremonial monuments were located in
significant places within the landscape and it is no coincidence that the highest point
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in Cornwall, Brown Willy, Bodmin Moor is marked by two large Bronze Age round
cairns prominently positioned on the crest of the tor. Photo © Cornwall County Council
Historic Environment Service

This change is an expression of a new belief system with a shift in focus from the
community ancestry of the Neolithic to a new social hierarchy where the lives of
individuals were celebrated after death. However it would be wrong to suppose
round barrows and cairns were simply burial mounds; in many Cornish barrows no
human remains have been found. The mounds are very probably sealing and
marking the sites where a variety of ceremonies had taken place. Barrows and cairns
were often sited in prominent locations such as on hilltops and ridges and are likely
to have been used as territorial markers; confirming the ancestral rights of individual
families and communities to the tracts of land in which they lived.
Entrance graves are ceremonial monuments broadly contemporary with round
barrows and cairns, but their distribution is confined to West Penwith and the Isles of
Scilly. They share some structural characteristics with megalithic chambered tombs
in that they consist of stone chambers roofed with large capstones. They are,
however, much smaller in scale. Although burial was their primary function they
probably fulfilled wider social and ritual functions and may have served as territorial
markers or places where offerings were made to ensure good harvests.

Tregiffian, West Penwith. A Bronze Age entrance grave, partially mutilated by the
modern B3315 Newlyn to Lands End road. Photo © English Heritage. NMR23511/11
The monumental tombs of Neolithic people, the quoits and long barrows, were
symbols of permanence; fixed points of reference in the landscape which will have
allowed the movement of the sun and the moon to be related to sacred places on the
earth. Some Neolithic monuments are aligned on important solar directions. One type
of monument which appears to have an astronomical function is the cursus
monument. Although their function is uncertain cursuses are frequently aligned
towards astronomical events such as midsummer or midwinter sunset.

3

In addition to solar events significant alignments with terrestrial features such as
rivers and hilltops were also incorporated into the design of cursuses. The same is
often true of monuments known as henges, which were built during the later
Neolithic.

The stone circle at Duloe, in Caradon. This is the smallest stone circle in Cornwall
measuring roughly ten metres by twelve. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic
Environment Service

Among the most enigmatic and evocative archaeological sites in Cornwall are those
of the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age formed by upright stones; stone circles,
stone rows and standing stones. They were important ritual and ceremonial sites and
were also likely to have had significance as communal gathering places in the same
way as the earlier tor enclosures, quoits and long barrows.

Lanyon Quoit, West Penwith. Many Neolithic and early Bronze Age ceremonial
monuments were deliberately sited so that significant features in the landscape, such
as prominent hills and tors were visible from them. In this way groups of monuments
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appear to form ceremonial complexes or sacred landscapes. Photo © Cornwall County
Council Historic Environment Service

The profusion and variety of ceremonial monuments across Cornwall dating from the
Neolithic and Bronze Age periods, conveys a picture of a society where religion and
ritual was a major part of everyday life, fundamental to the way in which people
perceived their world. Their ritual sites were all around them in the landscape as
they went about their everyday life. The distribution of ceremonial monuments in
upland areas (where they survive in large numbers) suggests that there may have
been special sacred areas associated with ritual or ceremonial activities.

A Sense of Place
Tor Enclosures
Tor enclosures were built around six thousand years ago (4000 BC) in the early part
of the Neolithic period. They are large enclosures defined by stony banks sited on
hilltops and hillslopes. They are irregularly shaped and usually have several
entrances. They are so called because their enclosing banks, built of weathered
granite blocks, surround and link dramatic tors and smaller outcrops of granite.
The best known tor enclosure is that at Carn Brea, near Redruth. Here a stone bank,
built with many granite slabs set up on end, incorporates the eastern tors and
encloses a large space on the hilltop in which several levelled platforms were built.
Further stone banks link the eastern tor with the central one. Excavations here in the
1970s produced a remarkable array of rich Neolithic material including whole
greenstone axes (many from stone quarried in Cornwall), pots made out of clay from
the Lizard Peninsula, and scores of leaf-shaped arrowheads.

The Neolithic tor enclosure at Carn Brea, near Redruth. Remnants of the enclosure’s
stony banks can be seen linking the granite outcrops or tors on the summit of this
famous hill. Excavation in the 1970s confirmed that whilst the site was re-used during
the Iron Age, the earliest features here date from between five and six thousand
years ago. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
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A second tor enclosure has been excavated at Helman Tor, south of Bodmin. A third
probable site is the enclosure at Trencrom in West Penwith, where large amounts of
Neolithic material including leaf-shaped arrowheads were found during excavations
in the 1920s.
A particular feature of tor enclosures is that they were built on the most spectacular
and distinctive hill in an area. We can imagine how the jagged and immediately
recognisable profile of the enclosure, placed as it was on the most prominent local
landmark, must have been a key part of the monument. With this in mind, another
eight hilltop enclosures across the county are thought likely to have been tor
enclosures. At some of these sites, for example Rough Tor and Stowe’s Hill on
Bodmin Moor, the enclosing banks are similar in appearance and structure to those
at Carn Brea and Helman Tor.

Stowe’s Pound, Bodmin Moor. Although re-used during the Iron Age and again later
as a medieval stock pound, the enclosure on Stowe’s Hill is almost certainly of
Neolithic origin. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
How Were Tor Enclosures Used?
Tor enclosures, like many other Neolithic monuments, are something of a mystery to
us today with our twenty first century perceptions of society. We will never know for
sure how tor enclosures were used, but a good starting point would be to assume
that such large and prominent monuments will most probably have served a wide
range of functions.
Tor enclosures are confined to the South West but are contemporary with, and
generally considered similar to Neolithic causewayed enclosures found elsewhere in
Britain. At Carn Brea there were signs of violent struggle; for instance evidence of
burning, and many arrowheads found in the vicinity of the walls and entrances
indicating that they may have been lost in an attack on the site.
This violent attack took place at the end of the sequence of occupation at Carn Brea
and probably led to the abandonment of the site. At two causewayed enclosures,
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Crickley Hill in Gloucestershire and Hambledon Hill in Dorset, there is similar
evidence of warfare leading to their abandonment at roughly the same time,
suggesting a phase of widespread political or social upheaval.
So tor enclosures are likely to have been important defended centres from which
relatively large territories may have been controlled. They might also have served as
trading centres. Neolithic axes made of Cornish greenstone have been found as far
afield as East Anglia and the large number of greenstone axes found at Carn Brea
certainly supports this interpretation of the site.
The enclosure at Carn Brea contained a number of levelled platforms into which
posts and stakes had been set; these structures were interpreted as possible
buildings. The evidence for permanent settlement at tor enclosures is, however,
inconclusive. Numerous circular house platforms at Rough Tor and Stowe’s Pound,
as well as at Carn Brea, are more likely to be Bronze Age or Iron Age than Neolithic.

Roughtor, Bodmin Moor. A well preserved stone-built tor enclosure incorporates the
natural outcrops of Roughtor and Little Roughtor. Its stony banks are shown as solid
black lines in this plan. It was surveyed on the ground in the 1980s. The site plan
shows two complex entrances on the northwest and south sides and a third possible
entrance in the north. Two groups of hut platforms lie just inside the entrances and
probably belong to a later phase of occupation. Several cairns are built around the
perimeter; two large ones crowning the summits of each of the tors and five others
incorporated into the two main entrances. © English Heritage and Cornwall County Council
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Neolithic causewayed camps do not appear to have contained permanent
settlements, nor are many of them defensive sites. Excavation has shown that they
were the scene of feasting and ceremonies probably involving large numbers of
people. At some, large quantities of human bones have been found leading to the
suggestion that these enclosures were Neolithic cemeteries in which bodies were left
out in the open for the birds to pick clean – a ritual known as excarnation. At a later
date the bones were buried amid a formal ceremony.
Tor enclosures too were most probably used as the site for ceremonies and rituals,
although we do not know precisely what form these might have taken. The
construction of these enclosures must have taken considerable man-power and
organisation. They are a communal endeavour on the part of what was a highly
dispersed society.
It is easy to appreciate how the physical process of its creation was an important
aspect of the monument itself. Building a tor enclosure would have solidified links
and created a common identify for the community (a team-building exercise on a
large scale). In this way it would have become a symbol of the cultural identity of the
group that built it, furnishing the community with a sense of permanence and place
within the landscape.
Tor enclosures should be seen as important gathering places for a widely dispersed
society where ritual ceremonies, seasonal feasting and social events would have
taken place. By enclosing the most locally distinctive hilltops with banks, Neolithic
communities separated them from the everyday world and invested them with a
spiritual value; they created sacred spaces in the landscape.
Later Hilltop Enclosures
Tor enclosures were in use during the fourth millennium BC (from 4000 BC to 3000
BC). A different type of hilltop enclosure has recently been identified which is thought
to date from the later Neolithic period of the third millennium and into the early
Bronze Age (up to 1500 BC).
These enclosures are far smaller than tor enclosures – none is more than 75 metres
in diameter – and all of them are roughly circular in shape. Rather than being
enclosed by substantial banks made of granite blocks they are defined by low stony
banks. These banks could probably have been stepped over because none of the
enclosures has an obvious entrance.
All of these enclosures contain cairns, which supports the view that they were used
as ceremonial or ritual centres. To date only four such enclosures are known, all of
them in west Cornwall. Two of them, at Caer Bran and Castle an Dinas, have been
surrounded by the ramparts of Iron Age hillforts. It is possible that future excavations
at Cornish hillforts might uncover evidence of more examples of these earlier
ceremonial enclosures beneath the Iron Age ramparts.
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Castle an Dinas, West Penwith. Faint traces of a circular banked enclosure lie inside
the circuit of innermost rampart of the Iron Age hillfort. These slight earthworks are
likely to be much earlier than the hillfort and a late Neolithic or earlier Bronze Age
date has been proposed. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service

Passing Places
Megalithic Chambered Tombs
These are striking monuments, found along the Atlantic fringe of northwest Europe.
They are known locally in Cornwall as quoits. Megalithic tombs (from the Greek
mega – ‘large’, and lithos – ‘stone’) are visually impressive and the colossal form of
monuments such as Lanyon Quoit has made them iconic archaeological sites within
the Cornish cultural consciousness.
Most are of a simple design; a stone box or chamber formed by large upright slabs
known as orthostats, usually three or four in number, supporting a massive capstone.
More complex examples, such as Zennor and Lanyon, had one end closed by a large
stone, while the other end had a façade and antechamber. The chambers were often
blocked possibly to prevent disturbance, robbing or maybe to prevent uncontrollable
spirits escaping! There is evidence that some quoits were once partially covered by a
mound of stones, which have since been robbed for use as hedging or building
stone.
It is generally accepted that quoits were built between five and six thousand years
ago and are roughly contemporary with tor enclosures. It should be remembered,
however, that there has been limited excavation of Cornish quoits and that their
dating depends on comparison with better-researched examples elsewhere in
northwest Europe. Most quoits are found today in upland areas in rough ground and
some archaeologists suggest that they were deliberately mimicking the tors which
rise up from the moors in these areas. On the other hand some quoits are to be
found in lower-lying locations. These lowland quoits are the least well-preserved
examples and it is quite possible that there may have been other quoits in lowland
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areas, now farmland, which have been destroyed over the centuries since they were
built.

Trethevy Quoit shows the typical simple design of most quoits, with a simple
chamber made of upright slabs supporting a massive capstone. Photo © Cornwall County
Council Historic Environment Service

Long barrows and long cairns
Neolithic long barrows are roughly rectangular earthen mounds, often flanked or
enclosed by ditches. Across Britain they vary greatly in size; ranging in length from
15 to 125 metres and surviving to heights of up to five metres. Well preserved
examples often incorporate single or multiple stone chambers containing human
remains.
Only a handful of long barrows are known in Cornwall; the best example is Woolley
Barrow near Morwenstow which was partially excavated in 1976 when a number of
flint tools were recovered. In moorland areas of Cornwall a few examples of long
cairns are known. These are the upland equivalent of long barrows and typically
survive as rectangular mounds made of stone rather than of earth. The largest is 30
metres long; although several have traces of internal structuring at only one, at
Bearah Common on Bodmin Moor, is there evidence of a substantial inner chamber.
It is possible that in lowland Cornwall long barrows may have been more widespread
than their current distribution suggests. Centuries of ploughing will have removed all
traces of their above-ground remains. One probable example discovered during
Cornwall’s National Mapping Programme is a cropmark site at Tregavone near
Padstow. The cropmark consists of a rectangular enclosure ditch with an entrance
facing east. Within the enclosure is a cropmark of a rectangular hollow which may be
the remains of an internal chamber.
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Tregavone, St Ervan. A possible long barrow, consisting of a ditch forming a small
rectangular enclosure, is shown towards the left in this map. This feature is visible as
a cropmark on aerial photos. An earthen mound would have filled the rectangular
area enclosed by the ditch; its form resembles Neolithic long barrows found
elsewhere in England. Other cropmark features in the vicinity include a circular ditch
which is likely to be an early Bronze Age round barrow, linear features which might
be associated or which may be later prehistoric field ditches, and a number of pits
which might also have had a ritual or ceremonial function.
How Were Quoits and Long Barrows Used?
Quoits and long barrows were elaborate tombs in which to house the dead. Clearly
they are the expression of a complex belief system; Neolithic farmers in inland
central Europe, by way of contrast, buried their dead in simple earth graves.
Evidence from excavations across the country indicates that many of these tombs
were used, sometimes constantly, over long periods of time. The internal chambers
of long barrows remained open for burials to be added over time – in some cases 25
to 50 years, in other cases for hundreds of years - before finally being closed. In this
respect they are like the mausoleums of today.
The builders of these tombs did not treat the bodies themselves as we do today.
There is evidence that they were left to rot inside or outside the tombs and the bones
then later rearranged. Bones were moved around to make way for new interments
and some bones were removed, possibly for ritual ceremonies taking place
elsewhere. For these reasons we see the long barrows and chambered tombs of the
earlier Neolithic period very much as communal burial places, with special
significance for the societies that built and used them.
It would be too simplistic to describe these sites solely as tombs in the same way that
today’s churches are not simply graveyards. We must suppose that these striking
monuments were the focus for a range of activities. Both quoits and long barrows are
frequently sited on prominent landmarks such as tors and hills with distinctive
profiles, leading to the suggestion that they may have been marking landscape
boundaries and were possibly significant territorial markers. The monuments may
have been designed to venerate the community’s own ancestors. In some tribal
societies today the dead are believed to affect the living; protecting the community,
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ensuring good harvests and healthy herds. For this reason they are venerated, and
sacrifices and offerings are made in their honour. It is not difficult to imagine that
Neolithic people similarly believed in the power of their ancestors and this is
manifested in the care and attention paid to their tombs.

Mulfra Quoit, West Penwith. Many quoits were located in rough ground in upland
areas; one reason for this may be because these areas were considered somehow
separate from the everyday world of the lower ground where the monument builders
probably lived. The significance of prominent landmarks such as tors is perhaps
reflected in the design of the quoits with their great capstones deliberately mimicking
natural tors. Photo © English Heritage. NMR. 18469/12
It is currently thought that chambered tombs were designed to look much as they do
now, with their great capstones deliberately replicating natural tors. Perhaps this was
a way of associating the community’s ancestors with the creator beings who made
the tors.
One theory put forward to explain the shape of long barrows is that they are designed
to mirror the rectangular houses found at early Neolithic farming settlements.
Although these long houses, as they are known, are typical of Neolithic settlements
in central Europe, very few have been found in England and those that have are of
an older date than most long barrows. Some archaeologists interpret long barrows as
an attempt to provide homes for the ancestors. Their shape, modelled on early house
styles, might embody a collective social memory of the design of the houses in which
the ancestors actually lived.
We will, of course, never know for sure the full meaning of these evocative
monuments but their solid construction from durable stone as opposed to the
transitory wooden homes of their builders tells us they must have been (as they still
are) a symbol of permanence in the landscape.
In a society in which the community seems to have been more important than the
individual this permanence might represent the community’s own ancestry as a
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counterpoint to the brief and ephemeral life of the individual. The megalithic
chambered tombs and long barrows were places where Neolithic people passed from
transitory human life into the ancestral lineage.

Lanyon Quoit, West Penwith. One of the most familiar archaeological sites in the
county, Lanyon Quoit has become an icon in the Cornish cultural consciousness.
Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service.

The Living and the Dead
Round Barrows and cairns
The transition from the late Neolithic to the early Bronze Age is traditionally
associated with an influx of immigrants to the British Isles from continental Europe.
These are known as the Beaker People, so called because of the distinctive pottery
vessels which they buried with their dead.
The actual numbers of new settlers who came to Britain may have been quite small
but they brought with them new ideas and customs (including the knowledge of
metalworking) which were adopted by the indigenous population. What is certain is
that cultural change was significant and the emergence of the round barrow and
round cairn as the favoured forms of ceremonial and burial monument is one
manifestation of that change.
By far the most abundant of Cornwall’s ceremonial monuments are round barrows
and round cairns which date from the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age (2500 to
1500 BC). More than three thousand of these monuments have been identified in
Cornwall and many survive as low earthworks or stony mounds.
As the favoured form of ceremonial and burial monument for a period spanning more
than a thousand years there is, not surprisingly, considerable variety in the size and
design of round barrows (earthen mounds) and round cairns (stony mounds).
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Four Burrows, Kenwyn. This group of barrows has been mutilated by the modern
roads and by ploughing. A fifth barrow has been destroyed; a possible sixth barrow
was identified during the mapping project (this barrow is not visible on this
photograph). Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
The diameters of Cornish barrows and cairns range from only two metres to forty
metres; most are simple mounds of earth, turf or stone resembling upturned bowls;
others have more complex profiles with low platforms and outer banks. Many
apparently simple bowl-shaped mounds have been found to cover complex sites with
long histories of use and re-use.

A ring cairn on Showery Tor, St Breward. The summit of Showery tor is marked by an
impressive Cheesewring of weathered granite slabs. This has been surrounded by a
massive cairn of piled stones. This is a clear example of how ritual monuments were
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conceived as part of the landscape; the rock is being venerated and the natural world
encompassed into the works of people. Photo © English Heritage. NMR. 18502/36
The mounds were constructed from material excavated from ditches which
surrounded the monuments. Some mounds incorporate a revetting wall or kerb;
some are dough-nut shaped – these are known as ring cairns; some incorporate
natural outcrops of rock or tors; some mounds, but by no means all, contain a stone
burial chamber or cist in their centre.

A well preserved round cairn at Alex Tor, St Breward. Photo © English Heritage. NMR.
18503-25.

Aerial Photography and Barrows

Map showing the distribution of round barrows and cairns discovered during
Cornwall’s National Mapping Programme (NMP). A high proportion of these are in
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areas where many barrows had been previously identified, such as the Lizard
Peninsula and West Penwith, but large numbers of new barrows were recorded in
lowland areas of the county.
More than a thousand new barrows and cairns were identified during Cornwall’s
National Mapping Programme. In upland parts of the county and in areas of rough
ground these new barrows generally survive as low earthworks. In lowland areas
many barrows have been levelled by ploughing over the centuries but are visible as
cropmarks or soilmarks on aerial photographs.
Typically soilmarks will reveal the subsoil material which once formed the barrow
mound; this will be visible as a pale circular mark in darker freshly ploughed soil.
Cropmarks are more common and these generally show the line of the surrounding
circular ditch as a darker line in a field of ripening cereal. These circular cropmark
ditches are traditionally known as ring ditches.

A cropmark ring ditch at Porth Mear near Padstow. The cropmark shows the ploughlevelled surrounding ditch of a round barrow. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic
Environment Service

Whilst most cropmark ring ditches consist of a single ditch, examples with two
concentric circles are not unusual. One unique site recorded during Cornwall’s
National Mapping Programme is that at Trecrogo in east Cornwall which consists of
four large concentric circles. Although this site cannot be described as a barrow, it is
most probably a ceremonial enclosure from the late Neolithic or early Bronze Age.
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Trecrogo, South Petherwin. This quadruple ditched enclosure is unique in Cornwall.
It lies in close proximity to two Bronze Age round barrows and is likely to be a
contemporary ceremonial monument. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment
Service

How Were Bronze Age Barrows Used?
Barrows are traditionally thought of as burial mounds. This perception has its
foundation in the many hundreds of Bronze Age barrows excavated throughout
England, but particularly in Wessex, in which burials were found frequently
accompanied by a rich array of grave goods. Research into Cornish barrows,
however, has shown that the disposal of the dead was just one of many rites
performed at these sites. Many Cornish barrows did not contain any human remains
and to assume all barrows are burial mounds would be a misconception. It appears
that in Cornwall barrows and cairns may well have served as the ritual centres for the
living as much as for the dead.
Where burials do occur they illustrate fundamental cultural changes which occurred
during the transition from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age. The Beaker period, as this
phase is known, coincides with a change from communal burials in long barrows and
megalithic chambered tombs to the burial of individuals in round barrows and cairns.
This change is an expression of a new belief system with a shift in focus from the
community ancestry of the Neolithic to a new social hierarchy where the lives of
individuals were celebrated after death.
This shift in focus from the group to the individual is reflected in the use of beakers
themselves. Earlier Neolithic vessels were large enough to have been used as
communal drinking vessels whereas the smaller beakers are more likely to have
been used by individuals. It has been suggested that they were each made by the
person who used them and pollen deposits found in beakers at excavated barrow
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sites may indicate that they were used for the consumption of the earliest known
alcoholic drinks made from fermented honey.

Remains of a Bronze Age barrow cemetery at Tichbarrow, Davidstow. The barrow
nearest to the road was partially excavated in 1972 and holed and cup-marked
stones were recovered from it. Photo © English Heritage. NMR. 24163.32
In many parts of the country Beaker burials in barrows consisted of crouched
inhumations – bodies buried in the foetal position. Burials in Cornwall seem to have
been different; most human remains found during excavations are cremations placed
in small stone chambers known as cists. Another significant difference is that in other
parts of the country beaker burials are frequently accompanied by personal objects,
typically a dagger, beads and an archer’s wrist brace: in the South West this is not
the case.
Across England after 2200 BC cremation became a more favoured form of burial,
replacing inhumation, with pottery urns used as cremation containers. These were
sometimes placed as secondary burials within existing round barrows although new
barrows were still being constructed. These are the graves of the so-called Wessex
Culture, many of which contained rich grave goods, particularly gold ornaments.
Such burials are extremely rare in Cornwall; the most famous was found at Rillaton
barrow on Bodmin Moor in 1837 whilst the mound was being plundered for stone.
Grave goods included a gold cup which after being lost for several years was
rediscovered in King Georges V’s dressing room being used as a container for collar
studs. The Rillaton Cup is now in the British Museum.
In Cornwall excavation has revealed round barrows and cairns to be complex and
varied sites where burial was only one of the rites performed. Frequently enclosures
defined by ditches, banks, walls, circles of stones, posts or pits are found beneath
barrow mounds. In these cases the mound is clearly sealing and marking the site
where rituals and ceremonies had taken place. These rituals sometimes leave traces
such as spreads of charcoal, or carefully placed deposits of material such as sherds
of broken pottery. The mounds themselves are also often complex structures; some
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were built in stages with layers of material of different colours; in others each stone
was carefully placed to overlap others.
Barrows and cairns were sometimes sited on their own, but more usually were
grouped into clusters or linear groups referred to as barrow cemeteries. Some
cemeteries may have been deliberately designed as barrow complexes; others may
have begun as small groups to which new barrows were later added. It is thought
that the location of each new barrow in relation to existing ones may have
strengthened the identity of the community through the shared ancestral lineage. In
this way a sense of place for the surviving members of the community was created
and strengthened.

These six surviving Bronze Age round barrows lie on Braddock Down, Broadoak and
form part of a much larger linear barrow cemetery. Nine barrows had been
previously recognised. A further twelve new barrows were identified during
Cornwall’s National Mapping Programme. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic
Environment Service

The locations for these ceremonial monuments were carefully chosen. The largest
barrows often lie in prominent locations such as on hilltops and ridges; places with
commanding views and where the barrows could be seen from other points in the
landscape. Others were sited on cliff tops and on the coastal fringe. Like long
barrows before them, round barrows are likely to have been used as territorial
markers; confirming the ancestral rights of individual families and communities to the
tracts of land in which they lived. Smaller barrows in lowland Cornwall, on the other
hand, are inconspicuously sited probably near contemporary settlement.
Archaeologists think that the hilltop siting of some barrows is a significant factor in
their distribution. Whilst they are more likely to survive in these areas of rough ground
away from the ravages of modern agriculture, it seems likely that they were placed
here intentionally. Perhaps the fact that the rituals and ceremonies associated with
these barrows would have been performed in high places and open ground away
from areas of everyday occupation marked these places out as sacred landscapes.
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This map shows the distribution of Bronze Age barrows in an area centred on
Wadebridge. The barrow sites are found along the coastal fringe and concentrated
in a linear band on the high ridge of St Breock Downs. Whilst they are more likely to
survive in this area of rough ground away from the ravages of modern agriculture, it
should be noted that no prehistoric settlements are known from St Breock Downs.
Settlements are found, however, in the lower-lying land to the north, where few
barrows are known. There is a clear separation of barrows from areas of settlement.
The open areas on the Downs appear to have been deliberately set aside for ritual or
ceremonial activities; a sacred landscape away from the areas of everyday
occupation.
Entrance Graves
Entrance graves are another type of ceremonial and burial monument but are found
only in West Penwith and the Isles of Scilly. Like quoits they consist of stone
chambers roofed with capstones; like barrows they are covered by stone and earth
mounds. They are much smaller in scale than quoits and much later in date – built
during the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age.
They are part of a late Neolithic tradition found in West Cornwall which continued for
much longer in Scilly, possibly until 700 BC. They consist of a roughly circular stone
and earth mound, usually revetted by one or more stone kerbs. The mound contains
a rectangular chamber constructed of drystone walling and slabs and capped with
several large capstones. In some cases the chamber is entered via an uncovered
passage. Both mound and chamber often incorporate natural boulders and outcrops,
adding to their megalithic appearance.
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The Scillonian entrance grave at Higher Innisidgen, St Mary’s. Photo © English Heritage.
NMR. 23940/16

Their size varies considerably, ranging from three and a half metres to 25 metres in
diameter and up to two and a half metres in height. These variations in size may
reflect the social status of the people using the monuments or perhaps different uses.
Burial was their primary function and cremations, sometimes accompanied by grave
goods such as flint tools and glass and faience beads, have been found in entrance
graves. Excavation evidence demonstrates that entrance graves were the site of
multiple burials, with the remains of a large number of individuals deposited in their
chambers over a considerable period of time.
Like barrows, entrance graves probably fulfilled wider social and ritual functions than
simply being tombs. Many may have served as territorial markers or places where
offerings were made to ensure good harvests; this is suggested by the fact that many
have a direct relationship with early field boundaries. Several excavated Scillonian
entrance graves had deposits of settlement debris (in one case a quern stone) and
humic material on their chamber floors - possibly the remains of ritual harvest
offerings.
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Tregiffian entrance grave, West Penwith, showing a cup-marked stone in the
foreground. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service

Heaven and Earth
Cursus Monuments
The annual cycle of the seasons would have been of tremendous importance to
Neolithic people, especially those making the first attempts at crop cultivation. This in
turn will have led to a keen interest in the movements of the sun and the moon.
Events such as the longest and shortest days of the year (the summer and winter
solstices), will have been invested with special significance. The monumental tombs
of Neolithic people, the quoits and long barrows, were symbols of permanence; fixed
points of reference in the landscape which will have allowed the movement of the sun
and the moon to be related to sacred places on the earth. And some Neolithic
monuments are aligned on important solar directions.
One type of monument which often appears to have an astronomical function is the
cursus monument. Few monuments from any period are as mysterious as cursuses.
Their sheer size, early date and enigmatic purpose have made them a subject for
much speculation and study. Cursuses were constructed between four and six
thousand years ago; they have been found across Britain but until recently none
were known in Cornwall.
Cursus monuments are very long and narrow enclosures. Their parallel sides are
usually formed of a bank with external ditch. They may run for several kilometres
before terminating in rectangular or rounded ends. Their size is their most amazing
feature; the largest known, the Dorset Cursus on Cranbourne Chase, being over 10
kilometres long.
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The eastern terminal of the Dorset cursus. This is the longest known cursus, running
for 10 kilometres. It was built in three sections, the middle of which was solar aligned.
Photo © Crown copyright. NMR. 4284/02

There has been much debate as to the function of these monuments. The name
‘cursus’ derives from nineteenth century antiquarian theories that they were built for
horse or chariot racing – similar to the races that took place in the Roman Circus.
More recently the idea that they were used for ritual processions has become widely
accepted.
The irregular and sometimes ephemeral nature of the ditches at some excavated
examples suggests that they are formalised sections of long-established paths or
routeways across the landscape that were visited on as seasonal basis, the structure
being added to year after year.
Despite occasional minor deviations, most curses are obsessively straight. Alignment
is also significant and it has been noted that cursuses may be aligned on other
monuments or to take into account astronomical events such as midwinter or
midsummer sunsets. Many cursuses are sited in transitional places in the landscape,
at the crossover points of different geologies or more commonly alongside or cutting
across valleys and streams. Some lie at or link the confluence of two water courses.
The variety of their alignments and settings suggests a desire by their builders to link
the monuments and their associated ceremonies with prominent features of the
natural world; the rivers, ridges and astronomical events.
Whatever their function, cursus monuments are often associated with later ritual
monuments such as round barrows which suggests that the significance of the
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cursus in the landscape continued for several centuries after they were built, well into
the early Bronze Age.
One exciting discovery made during Cornwall’s National Mapping Programme is a
probable cursus monument at Triffle near Downderry on the southeast coast. This is
the only cursus so far identified in the county.

A probable cursus monument at Triffle, Deviock. The parallel ditches of the
monument can be seen as green lines crossing two fields and a lane; there is a
terminal towards the bottom left of the photo. Like many cursus monuments the
feature is aligned in a northeast to southwest orientation. © Cornwall County Council
Henges
Henges were constructed towards the end of the Neolithic period (3500-2500 BC).
They are roughly circular or oval spaces usually enclosed by a single bank with
internal ditch although this is not always the case; some have no ditch at all and
others have three. The term henge comes from the most famous of all British
examples, Stonehenge, which is actually not typical of the class having no internal
ditch: the famous stones were added at a much later date.
Henges vary in size from just a few metres to half a kilometre in the case of the
largest sites such as Avebury in Wiltshire. The earth and bedrock taken from their
ditches would have been used to construct the banks. Access to the central area
was via formal entrances and the numbers of these entrances have been used by
archaeologists as a basis for henge classification. Most have one entrance (Class I)
or two opposed entrances (Class II) although a small number have four facing each
other in pairs (Class III).
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Castlewich Henge, Callington. This enclosure was designated as a Scheduled
Monument in 1930 as a prehistoric ‘camp’. It was first recognised as a henge in
1951. The flat central area is more than 40 metres across with a single entrance on
its south side. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
What Were Henges Used For?
Despite their substantial earthworks henges are not thought to have had a defensive
function due to the placing of the ditch inside the bank, as if to keep something in
rather than out. This distinguishes them from defensive earthworks such as hillforts
where the ditch is placed on the outside of the bank.
The purpose and function of henge monuments is not fully understood but due to the
non-defensive nature of the earthworks, they are generally accepted to have had
some kind of ceremonial, religious or ritual significance. Where excavated, a
significant proportion of sites have been found to have contained settings of timber
posts. A smaller number of others contain stone circles, one such example being the
Stripple Stones on Bodmin Moor. Others, with close associations with later burial
mounds, were clearly the focus of ritual activity over long periods.

Stripple Stones, Bodmin Moor. A Neolithic henge monument augmented in the
Bronze Age by a stone circle. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
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The entrances of some henges are aligned with midsummer or midwinter sunrises
but in others this is not the case. In fact henge orientation is highly variable and in
many cases may have been more determined by local topography. This does not
necessarily mean that the orientation of these henges was not associated with
astronomical events and indeed many do have a link, particularly to the midwinter
sunrise.
One pattern that has been identified through a national study of henges is the
tendency among those with a single entrance (Class I henges) for that entrance to be
facing northeast. One of the new henges discovered during Cornwall’s National
Mapping Programme at Bozion, in Egloshayle, falls into this category.

A probable henge at Bozion, Egloshayle, mapped from aerial photos on which the
site appeared as a soilmark. The bank appears to lie outside the ditch, a feature
which is characteristic of henges. The siting of this monument is also typical; it being
located on a prominent ridge overlooking the river Camel at what is now Wadebridge.

The site of a possible new henge monument at St Newlyn East. The site is visible as
a cropmark with the enclosing bank visible as a pale circular line outside the ditch,
which shows as a dark line. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
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Prior to Cornwall’s National Mapping Programme the sites of three henges were
known in the county. These were at Castlewich, Callington; The Stripple Stones,
Blisland; and Castilly, Luxulyan. Two other potential sites were known at Penberth,
Philleigh; and Halgarras, Kenwyn. As a result of the mapping programme three
possible new examples have been identified as cropmarks in lowland areas.

Set In Stone
Stone circles
Among the most enigmatic and evocative archaeological sites in Cornwall are those
of the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age formed by upright stones; stone circles,
stone rows and standing stones. They were important ritual and ceremonial sites and
were also likely to have had significance as communal gathering places in the same
way that the earlier tor enclosures, quoits and long barrows did.

The Merry Maidens, St Buryan. Local tradition has it that the stones are the remains
of girls who were turned to stone for dancing on the Sabbath. Photo © Cornwall County
Council Historic Environment Service

Stone circles are the best known of these monuments. They are sometimes thought
of as prehistoric ‘temples’ and it is widely accepted that they were enclosures
dedicated to the performance of ceremony and ritual. Some may have been
deliberately sited to observe the movements of the sun and the moon as their rising
and setting marked the seasons. The tradition of building stone circles began around
3000 BC and continued for more than a thousand years. Stone circles are confined
almost entirely to Britain and they were built in a range of shapes and sizes. They
vary from 10 metres in diameter to over 100 metres and can be circular, oval or
irregular in shape.
Cornwall has one of the richest concentrations of stone circles of any region in the
British Isles. These beautiful and evocative monuments are found right across
Cornwall although there are two principle groups; one on Bodmin Moor and one in
West Penwith. The West Penwith group comprises five circles although it is likely
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that once there were many more; indeed four have been documented as being
destroyed since the beginning of the nineteenth century. It has been suggested that
the holed stone at Men-an-Tol is one of several stones that may have once formed
part of a circle.
Whilst stone circles are variable in terms of scale and design across Britain, those in
West Penwith are fairly uniform in size being between 21 and 25 metres in diameter;
generally smaller than elsewhere in Cornwall. Some circles have carefully selected
stones all roughly similar in shape and size while others are more random. Arguably
one of the best preserved is the Merry Maidens, or Dawns Men although this nearperfect circle of nineteen stones was restored in the 1860s. The stones appear to
have been dressed before they were erected and to have been graded in height, with
the tallest stone in the west-south-west sector, perhaps aligned on the midwinter
sunset.

The Hurlers on Bodmin Moor. Two of the stone circles from a line of three which form
part of a ceremonial landscape on the southeast side of Bodmin Moor. Photo © English
Heritage. NMR. 18475/05

There is wider variation in design of the sixteen circles found on Bodmin Moor and
differences in size, shape and stone size could suggest possible differences in local
traditions across the moor. There are a number of flattened circular forms, for
example Stannon and Fernacre. There are examples of multiple circles, the best
known of which are the Hurlers - a line of three large circles with a possible smaller
fourth circle to the north. One circle, the Stripple Stones, is unique in Cornwall being
set within an earthwork henge.
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How Were Stone Circles Used?
Stone circles have traditionally been seen as temples for festival and celebration.
Whilst there has been much debate concerning prehistoric astronomy, it is now
generally accepted that stone circles were places for community gatherings at
special times of the year, such as solstices, with astronomical alignments marked by
an outlying stone, a decorated stone or a taller stone. Some circles appear to have
been carefully sited so that important natural landmarks were visible from them.
One stone circle of great interest is that at Boscawen Un near St Buryan. This circle,
otherwise known as the Nine Maidens, actually comprises 19 granite uprights
encircling a larger central quartz upright. A large gap in the west may be the site of
an entrance. Analysis of the circle’s architecture suggests that the central stone is
likely to have been erected before the rest of the circle; it is shaped like an axe and
contains relief carvings of two stone axes. Several sources of greenstone, from which
many Cornish polished stone axes were made, are found in west Cornwall and it has
been suggested that the Boscawen Un circle was built to celebrate the axe and its
power to transform the landscape. Focused around Boscawen Un stone circle were
the sites of four barrows, only one of which is still upstanding and this is now in poor
condition.

The stone circle at Boscawen Un, St Buryan. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic
Environment Service

Stone Rows
The best known and visually most impressive stone row in Cornwall is the Nine
Maidens at St Columb. Although some of the nine stones are broken, they range
from 80 centimetres to over two metres in height. For many years the Nine Maidens
was the only stone row known in Cornwall. Recently, however, others have been
recognised.
Seven examples were discovered on Bodmin Moor in the 1980s. The stones forming
these rows are very small and easily obscured by patches of vegetation; those
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recently discovered had become visible as a result of high grazing levels reducing
scrub and rough grass. The stones forming these alignments are typically no more
than 20 centimetres high. There are no doubt more undiscovered sites to be found
on less grazed areas of upland Cornwall.
Apart from one possible stone row comprising a line of three large standing stones
now embedded in later field hedges at Zennor, no certain stone rows have been
recorded in west Cornwall. In the Isles of Scilly there is a row of three stones on Par
Beach, St Martin’s which from time to time are revealed when sand on the beach is
scoured away by winter storms.
Whilst stone alignments may have been used as territorial markers or symbolic
barriers, it is more likely that they were used as processional features in rituals and
ceremonies. Some on Bodmin Moor and also on Dartmoor in Devon are directly
related to other ceremonial monuments such as cairns and stone circles, whilst
others seem to have been deliberately laid out pointing towards distant hills and tors.

The stone row on Par Beach, St Martins, Isles of Scilly. Photo © Cornwall County Council
Historic Environment Service

Standing Stones
Standing stones, otherwise known as menhirs, are more abundant in the West
Penwith area of Cornwall than anywhere else in Britain. Analysis of their location
reveals few understandable patterns with no preference for any one landscape type
over another, whether upland or valley side. Excavations across Cornwall have
shown a variety of features associated with these stones including wooden posts,
paved or cobbled floors and burials or cremations. It is unlikely that the standing
stones were primarily markers for the burials as the human remains were secondary
deposits placed in the stone’s vicinity some time after their erection.
The stones generally range from two to three and a half metres high, but can reach
over five metres high in the case of the north eastern of the two stones known as the
Pipers which are located close to the Merry Maidens stone circle. The stones used
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as menhirs were often carefully chosen, their shapes having meanings as well as
being visually striking: pillars, slender triangles or stones with pointed tops (in true
Astrix and Obelix style!). Most were vertically set although it has been suggested that
the axe-shaped carved stone in the centre of the Boscawen Un stone circle was
deliberately set at an angle to resemble an axe chopping into wood. A small number
of stones have been cup-marked or holed, the most famous of which is that of Menan-Tol, West Penwith, which is now considered to be part of a stone circle.

Gun rith, one of Cornwall’s tallest standing stones, is sited a few hundred metres
from the Merry Maidens stone circle. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment
Service

Sacred Landscapes
The profusion and variety of ceremonial monuments across Cornwall dating from the
Neolithic and Bronze Age periods, conveys a picture of a society where religion and
ritual was a major part of everyday life, fundamental to the way in which people
perceived their world. The distribution of the monuments suggests that there may
have been special sacred areas associated with ritual or ceremonial activities.
In this early period the population would have been highly scattered across large
areas and people may have been on the move with grazing cattle for much of the
year. It would have been important for this highly dispersed community to come
together periodically in the long-established sacred landscapes where their ancestors
were buried.
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The ‘houses of the dead’ and other ritual monuments were permanently fixed in the
landscape in contrast to the insubstantial houses of the living of which few traces
remain. These monuments were carefully placed in the landscape suggesting that
aside from their religious purpose they provided coherence, identity and a sense of
belonging to the communities that built them. In upland areas such as Bodmin Moor
and West Penwith where monument survival is good, the ways in which the stone
circles and rows, menhirs, and burial mounds relate to each other and to the
landscape can be examined.

Zennor Quoit, Zennor. This is one of the more complex chambered tombs; it had one
end closed by a large stone, while the other has a façade and antechamber. Photo ©
English Heritage. NMR. 18469/10

West Penwith
The quoits at Zennor, Mulfra, Chun and Sperris, whilst inconspicuously positioned in
their immediate landscapes, are carefully located so that the summit tors of Carn
Galva come into view on the horizon as each quoit is approached. This suggests
that the hill was significant to quoit builders and it is possible to visualise a large area
of northern West Penwith as a sacred landscape in which the tor of Carn Galva was
the centre point, perhaps in reverence to the ancestors who built the Neolithic tor
enclosure on its summit.
The stone circle at Boskednan known as the Nine Maidens is just one of a group of
monuments which includes barrows, cairns and standing stones, carefully placed in a
line leading towards this distinctive hill. These monuments appear to have formed
part of a processional way which passed through the circle itself before climbing
towards the Neolithic tor enclosure on Carn Galva. When one stands in the centre of
the circle, a view of the tor’s peak is framed by two tall stones on the circle’s northern
side. These stones may have been used as a portal through which ritual processions
passed.
These monuments lie in close proximity to a number of other important ritual sites
including the standing stones at Men-an-Tol (which may have formed part of another
stone circle) and, further afield, the quoits of Lanyon and West Lanyon. This whole
area may therefore be seen in terms of a single prehistoric ceremonial landscape
covering a large portion of the West Penwith Peninsula.
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The Nine Maidens stone circle in the foreground looking towards Carn Galva, the site
of a Neolithic tor enclosure. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
Bodmin Moor
The ways in which people moved within and between significant places (both natural
and man-made) in the landscape were an important aspect in the design of
ceremonial landscapes. The use of cursus monuments as formalised processional
ways is an obvious example of this. Two enigmatic features recently identified on
Bodmin Moor may have served a similar function to cursuses. These are known as
embanked avenues and they consist of two parallel banks of stone, in one case (at
Showery Tor) four metres apart, and in the other (on Craddock Moor) eight metres
apart, 60 metres and 87 metres long respectively.
The embanked avenue on Craddock Moor is aligned perfectly so that a line projected
from it runs through the centre of a stone circle on Craddock Moor before bisecting
the middle of the three stone circles of The Hurlers. This appears to be the line of a
processional way running at right angles to a second ritual pathway, also focused on
The Hurlers, which ran along the main axis of the three circles towards the Neolithic
enclosure on Stowe’s Hill.
Another example of Bronze Age landscape design can be seen at the Stripple
Stones. Here a stone circle is set within the bank of a henge. The henge entrance is
so placed as to allow a clear line of sight to the Trippets stone circle to those looking
out from within it. Both the Stripple Stones and Trippets stone circle have the summit
of Roughtor as the principle skyline feature; anyone walking to the henge from the
Trippets would quickly lose site of Roughtor as they passed to the south of Hawk’s
Tor. Roughtor would remain invisible until the centre stone in the henge was
reached when it would once again dominate the northern horizon.
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The Trippets Stones, Blisland. Photo © Cornwall County Council Historic Environment Service
Roughtor was the focus of many ritual and ceremonial monuments, all forming part of
what can be seen as a ritual landscape. One of the most recently recognised
elements of this landscape is a massive earth and stone linear bank which runs for
400 metres up the northwest slopes of the tor. The first part of the bank runs
southwest in a straight line and points towards the huge cairn on Showery Tor which
dominates the sky line. The monument then turns sharply, realigning itself with the
natural outcrop of Little Roughtor. This tor, also embellished with a cairn, lies at the
northern end of the Neolithic tor enclosure which would have been an important focal
point for the prehistoric community. The bank was until recently considered to be a
later prehistoric boundary bank but is now believed to have been an important
element in this designed ritual landscape. It was probably used as a ceremonial
processional way rising to the tor enclosure and linking features of ritual significance
within that landscape.

34

