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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

INTRODUCTION

This thesis sets out to present and analyse the remains excavated from the timber circle 

complex at Ballynahatty, and to define and clarify the phases uncovered. The site forms part 

of the henge tradition, an assemblage of sites and artefacts well defined in Britain and yet so 

poorly understood in Ireland. It was only with the recent discovery of the timber circles at 

Knowth, Co. Meath and Ballynahatty, Co. Down, that the presence of a timber circle and 

Grooved Ware tradition on this island has been fully recognised. Ballynahatty is an integral 

part of the meagre corpus of excavated sites representing, not only this tradition, but also the 

end of the Neolithic in Ireland as a whole, and so it is vital that the results and interpretation 

be presented in order to elucidate this period. By providing an in depth analysis of this 

particular site, it is hoped to pave the way toward a greater understanding of this impressive 

ceremonial monument, and the implications for the study of the Late Neolithic in Ireland.

The townland of Ballynahatty is situated in the north-east of Ireland, within the lowland area 

of the Lagan Valley (Fig. 1.1; IG ref. J326677). The valley is enclosed by the higher ground 
surrounding it: to the north, the landscape is dominated by the termination of the Antrim 

basalt plateau, as the summits of Divis, Black Mountain, Squire’s Hill and Cave Hill overlook 
the Lagan; to the south, the landscape is characterised by the rolling hills of the Castlereagh 

plateau. The soil covering is glacially derived sand and gravel, typically laid down by melt 
water close to, or beneath, an ice sheet. The townland of Ballynahatty itself extends 100ha in 

area and lies on carboniferous rock of basal permian sandstone and brockram. Its boundary 

is formed by the River Lagan and Purdys Burn to the north, and the Giant’s Ring enclosure 

to the south. Much of the townland makes up a discrete platform, 40m high, and while the 
land falls away steeply from this to the south and east, there is a more gradual decline to the 

north-west and the River Lagan.

The townland was the focus for much prehistoric ritual activity, certainly in the Neolithic and 

Early Bronze Age. Only three archaeological features, however, are still prominent in the 

landscape: the vast earthen enclosure known as the Giant’s Ring, one of the largest 

monuments of its kind in Ireland, at around 200m in diameter (Collins 1954). This sub- 

circular area is enclosed by a bank 4m high, which now has seven breaks or hollows 

separating it into seven segments. The remains of a passage tomb lie off-centre within the 

enclosure, and a standing stone measuring over 1.8m high (dope et al 1966, 96) survives 

from a recently removed field boundary.

Work undertaken in the 1990s by Barrie Hartwell at Ballynahatty uncovered arguably one of 

the most fascinating monuments excavated in Ireland in recent years. Revealed were the
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

remains of an elaborate timber structure with a double outer ring of postholes enclosing an 

area 100m x 70m, and a double ringed inner enclosure, 16m in diameter, which encloses 

four large corner posts and a central platform. A complex entrance or ‘annexe’ was also 

uncovered which was flanked by a fagade of posts standing a massive 7m tall (Hartwell 

1998, 40). Recent publications on the excavation have begun to detail the likely ceremonial 

and possible funerary nature of the remains which have been dated to the Late Neolithic 

period (ibid; 2002); excavations, however, continued until 2000, and therefore a detailed 

study of the site, and the artefact assemblages which it yielded, is now timely.

Multiple /1 
r.inl rjiirn

BALLYNAHATTY

—yr- Fdpi ol plateau
! tv er Lagan

Fig. 1.1 - Location of monuments in Ballynahatty townland, near to the mouth of the River 

Lagan, to the north-east of Ireland.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
This study hopes to gain further insight into the activities carried out at Ballynahatty and 

place the site within a wider context, both within the fledgling study of the Late Neolithic in 

Ireland and within the timber circle tradition in Britain. Although the excavation of the timber 

circle complex at Ballynahatty identified that the site was constructed in a series of phases 

(Hartwell 2002, 526-529), this aspect of the site’s interpretation has yet to be fully clarified; 

such understanding is clearly critical in order to appreciate the character of the site, how it 

would have been experienced and how it developed. In order to address the core issue of 

sequence and evolution at Ballynahatty then, the study will involve tackling the massive

2



CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

excavation archive and presenting an account of the remains uncovered during the work. It 

is hoped that this will allow Ballynahatty to be placed alongside its regional and national 
counterparts, creating a better understanding of the Late Neolithic period in Ireland.

Although the extent and character of the remains have been highlighted previously, the 

complexity of the site means that there is still much to do. Prior to this study, for example, the 

artefact assemblage had not received full analysis and this of course is fundamental for an 

understanding of the nature and evolution of the site. It is only with a detailed presentation of 

the results of the excavation, alongside interrogative analysis of this prolific body of 

evidence, that the data yielded by the excavations can be utilised to its fullest potential. The 

detailed consideration of a site such as Ballynahatty, looking at the cultural and ritual 

behaviour it reveals, should provide a platform upon which much needed further study of the 

Late Neolithic in Ireland can build. The concentration of this thesis upon one site, apparently 

so well known, is therefore necessary, so that the detailed results can then be viewed 

comparatively against other monuments of this tradition in Ireland and Britain.

The aims and objectives of the study are outlined below; these are to:

1. Identify and clarify any discreet phases of activity within the timber circle complex.
2. Define the evolution and sequencing of those phases.

3. Place the excavated remains within the context of the archaeological remains 
identified elsewhere in the townland.

4. Draw analogy with comparable and possibly contemporary monuments and 
assemblages.

5. Date any phases of activity identified at the timber circle complex.

It is hoped that by clarifying the evolution and sequence of events at Ballynahatty and 

discussing analogous sites, the character and functions of the timber circle complex and the 

ceremonies carried out there will be better understood, and that its place within the Late 

Neolithic of Britain and Ireland will be elucidated.

It is hoped to achieve the aims set out above using three approaches:

1. Analysis of excavation archive and stratigraphic evidence.

The remains uncovered during the excavation will be presented in order to identify 

stratigraphic relationships.

2. Artefact analysis, with a particular emphasis on the distribution of the artefacts.

The pottery, lithic and bone assemblages from Ballynahatty will be discussed and their 

distribution highlighted. This will not only identify discreet phases but also highlight any
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

depositional patterns, in turn furthering understanding of the monument and the 
associated ceremonies.

3. Radiocarbon dating.

A discussion of the radiocarbon dates from Ballynahatty will be presented alongside 

dates from comparable sites and assemblages. The limitations of using radiocarbon 

dating to identify short lived events and phases are recognised. Rather than using 

radiocarbon to necessarily identify phases, it is hoped to use absolute dating to add to 

the sequence identified from the study of the stratigraphic relationship and artefacts. 

All dates are calibrated using OxCal version 3.9 and are given at 2 sigma.

In the following chapters, a history of the study of timber circles in Britain is provided as a 

background to the work in Ireland (Chapter 2). The number of timber circle sites in Ireland is 

small compared to the number known in Britain: seventy-five timber circles, for example, are 

recorded for Britain with only nine in Ireland, and no more than three of the latter are 

assigned to the Late Neolithic with any certainty (Gibson 1998). It is necessary to present the 

evidence from Britain, not only to provide a background to the site at Ballynahatty, but also to 

provide comparative analyses, since such comparisons are not prolific amongst the present 

assemblage of excavated sites in Ireland.

The introduction to the excavations outlines studies carried out in the townland to date, and 
details the publications which relate specifically to Ballynahatty (Chapter 3). Chapter 3 also 

details the results of the excavation and the remains uncovered; these are presented in full 
before a discussion of the stratigraphic relationships. The significance of deposition of 

artefact and faunal remains at timber circle sites has been highlighted elsewhere (Richards 
and Thomas 1984; Mount 1995) and particular attention will be therefore be paid to spatial 

patterning of the pottery, lithic and bone assemblages (Chapter 4). The final analytical 

chapter looks at the absolute dating evidence for the remains uncovered at Ballynahatty 

(Chapter 5), before the discussion and conclusions of the study are presented (Chapter 6).
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CHAPTER TWO - HISTORY OF RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION
The Late Neolithic in Ireland has for so long been largely ignored. This period, between the 

demise of passage tomb construction (around 3000 cal BC) and the introduction of Beaker 

and metalworking in Ireland (around 2400 cal BC) had, until recently, rarely been addressed 

(Brindley 1999a, 23). The tendency has been to discuss the Late Neolithic and Beaker 

periods as one, or to overlook the Late Neolithic altogether (O’Kelly 1982; Bogan 1991). The 

Late Neolithic itself was rarely clearly chronologically defined and its ‘overlap’ with the 

Beaker period allowed for it to become sidelined without further clarification.

Particular site types were identified as succeeding the passage tomb tradition, such as 

wedge tombs, the embanked earthen and stone enclosures located at the Lough Gur and 

Boyne regions, as well as such enigmatic monuments as Baliynoe (6 Riordain 1951; Stout 

1991; Groenman-van Waateringe and Butler 1976). A lack of excavation at the embanked 

enclosures and the paucity of Late Neolithic remains identified elsewhere meant that the 

context of these monuments were not clear and uncertainty surrounding their date 

continued, again the label ‘Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age’ has been applied. The 

excavations at Knowth and Ballynahatty have provided the impetus to redress this problem. 

That the Late Neolithic occupied a chronological and cultural phase distinct from the 

subsequent Beaker and Early Bronze Age could no longer be ignored. A reappraisal of the 

pottery previously assigned to the ‘Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age’ has since been 

undertaken (Roche 1995; Brindley 1999a) with the result being that Grooved Ware has now 

been recognized amongst a number of assemblages both from old and more recent 

excavations. This has perhaps done the most to further understanding of the period. 

Increasingly, commercial archaeological excavations are uncovering Late Neolithic remains 
which are adding to the corpus of sites and assemblages (e.g. 6 Drisceoil pers comm; 

Eogan 1998). Added to this there are a small number of papers which are beginning to filter 

through, pulling together this information to provide a picture of what may have been 

happening in Ireland at the end of the Neolithic (e.g. Mount 1995; Roche and Eogan 2001; 

Brindley 1999a; Sheridan forthcoming).

The recent discoveries have meant that the Irish material can now be discussed more readily 

within the wider British context (e.g. Gibson 1996, 345; 1998a; 1998b, 71; Whittle 1997, 162- 

164). In Britain the study of the timber circle phenomenon, its associations and 

accompanying artefact assemblage is well established. A number of large scale excavations 

have received full publication stretching back as far as 1929, and reassessments and 

reinterpretations on the subject have all been produced, leaving a legacy of around 70 years 

of excavation, interpretation and discussion of this monument class and its associations (e.g.

5



CHAPTER TWO: HISTORY OF RESEARCH

Cunnington 1929; Piggott 1940; Wainwright and Longworth 1971; Pollard 1992; Gibson 

1994; 1998a; 1998b).

The discoveries made in the 1990s in Ireland would suggest that Ireland too saw the 

construction of timber circles and the use of Grooved Ware and the associated artefact 

tradition. The study of timber circles and the associated monument and artefact tradition, 

however, is still in its infancy in Ireland, and the excavation work undertaken at Ballynahatty 

is therefore of fundamental importance. It is crucial that the data produced by the excavation 

is presented and analysed in detail in order to further understanding of a period which has 

for so long been ignored in Irish archaeology.

This chapter will outline the previous research into the timber circle phenomenon in Britain 

and detail some past research in Ireland as well as the recent advances (the history of 

research specific to the townland of Ballynahatty is discussed separately in chapter 3). It is 

hoped that a brief outline of the timber monuments in Britain will provide a background for 

the example excavated at Ballynahatty and reveal possible comparative sites; the scant 

evidence for timber circles in Ireland is also outlined and a brief overview of the evidence for 

the Late Neolithic included.
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CHAPTER TWO: HISTORY OF RESEARCH

TIMBER CIRCLE STUDIES IN BRITAIN

Discovery and early interpretations
The first excavation of a timber circle was undertaken between 1926 and 1928 by Maud 

Cunnington at Woodhenge, who a short time later also carried out work at the Sanctuary 
(Cunnington 1929; 1931). The Sanctuary consists of 7 post rings, around 40m in diameter, 

which was followed by two stone circles and is linked to the West Kennet Avenue. The 

Woodhenge timber circle was found to comprise of 6 post rings, around 44m in diameter, set 

within a henge. The excavation highlighted that the monument was laid out according to 

cardinal and solar orientations, orientated on midsummer sunrise. Cunnington drew analogy 

with Stonehenge, showing that the remains have many parallel features and indeed saw the 
Woodhenge structure as the prototype for Stonehenge (1929, 18, 20). The existence of such 

a structure was suggested by Petrie due to the carpentry techniques utilized in the 
construction of the circle at Stonehenge. Cunnington emphasizes her belief that the structure 

at Woodhenge was part of a group of monuments which were the immediate forerunners of 
Stonehenge (ibid, 20). Based on this analogy, Cunnington suggests that the structure at 

Woodhenge (ring C) would have supported lintels, although concedes that there is a lack of 

hard evidence (ibid, 19).

A timber circle site was also excavated at Arminghall in the mid 1930s. A double ditch and 
bank, identified by air photographs, were found to enclose a ‘U’ shaped timber structure. 
Clark identifies the bank and ditch as a means of defining the interior, which was accessed 

by one entrance only. He also hints at the idea of inclusion and exclusion of certain 

individuals (Clark 1936, 13). Of the timber posts he writes ‘they were not the uprights of a 

house, but the pillars, as it were, of an open-air temple’ (ibid, 13). Although Clark suggests 
that the features were set out as a composite monument, it was possible to identify in the 
course of the excavation that the timber uprights were raised first, prior to the construction of 

the ditches and the bank (ibid, 14).

By 1940 in Britain, it was deemed that a sufficient amount was known about timber circles for 
a re-examination of the evidence to be undertaken. At this time the suggestion was put 

forward that timber circles were in fact roofed (Piggott 1940, 198). The remains excavated at 

the Sanctuary were re-examined and much effort was expended in transforming 
Cunnington's freestanding posts into three phases of roofed timber buildings and perhaps 

four phases in all. Piggott does acknowledge, however, that the timber circles cannot all be 

interpreted in the same way and concedes that the structures at Arminghall and Bleasdale 

were unlikely to have been roofed (ibid, 215). Piggott assumes that Woodhenge and the 

Sanctuary were constructed by Beaker-using people (ibid, 212) and appears to differentiate 

between those who constructed timber circles (Beaker folk) and those who used stone 

circles (indigenous population). He states,
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‘while the fanatical inheritors of the megalithic cult still felt constrained to endure 
the rigours of an English climate in the exposed surroundings of a stone circle, 
the newcomers brought the elements of what has become a national tradition in 
our religion - the possibility of comfortable worship in surroundings as far 
removed from the inclemencies of Nature as the architect of the age could 
contrive’ (ibid, 222).

Piggott’s paper does not tackle the question of lintels, or forms of walling and interprets the 

evidence as a conflict between roofed buildings or “a forest of naked posts” (ibid, 221). The 

ideas of enclosing spaces, of exclusion and inclusion, which were suggested by Clark were 

not addressed further, and Piggott viewed the structures as essentially buildings for the use 

of holy men or as communal structures, perhaps for worship. Piggott anticipated that his 

paper would receive criticism, stating “I have obviously placed myself in a position to be 

assailed by critics from every side” (ibid, 212); this criticism did not present itself in the 

literature and it would appear that his interpretation of the Sanctuary and Woodhenge 

monuments became widely accepted.

Excavation was undertaken at the site of cropmarks at Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxon, in 

1946-1947 ahead of destruction by gravel extraction (Atkinson et al, 1951); excavated were 

a number of hengiform monuments. On a number of occasions the monuments excavated 

(sites IV, V and VI) were found to have banks, and on the interior what were interpreted as 

segmented ditch sections. Within the enclosures were recovered large numbers of cremation 

deposits. The sites were recognized as part of the henge tradition and were interpreted as 

cremation cemeteries (ibid). A number of the sites excavated during this excavation program 

have been reinterpreted as timber circles set within earthen henges (see below).

Continuing excavation work

The study of the timber circles in Britain has been aided by a number of large scale 

excavations of monuments which have allowed for assessment and discussion of the 

monument class as a whole.

A large volume on the excavations at Durrington was produced in 1971 detailing the 

elaborate remains of two timber circles set within a massive earthen enclosure around 490m 

in diameter. The remains lie just 60.9m north of Woodhenge and under 2 miles from 

Stonehenge (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 3). The timber circles, named the ‘northern’ 

and ‘southern’ circles, were not fully excavated. It was considered important that portions of 

the sites were left as a sample for future investigation. The northern circle was interpreted as 

a single ring, 30m in diameter, later replaced by a double ring, around 14m in diameter. This 

structure also has an avenue and fagade. The southern circle was made up of multiple rings, 

a phase of four rings, around 30m in diameter followed by a phase of six rings around 39m in
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diameter. Analogy with the Sanctuary and Woodhenge is drawn and Piggott’s interpretation 

of the phasing at the Sanctuary is largely followed (ibid, 211).

The dominant pottery type recovered was Grooved Ware, with a small number of Windmill 

Hill type, Beaker and Peterborough Ware sherds (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 48). The 

vast majority were concentrated in the area of the southern circle (ibid, 49). The Grooved 

Ware sherds were concentrated in the weathering cones of the postholes, particularly of 
phase 2 (ibid. 49). A pattern in the distribution of the pottery was identified and the main 

concentrations in phase 2 of the southern circle were outlined, the pottery was concentrated 

within the entrance postholes as well as to the south of the excavated area, particularly in 
the outer circle post holes. Pottery concentrations were also found in postholes 42 and 62 of 

the outer circles, to the east and in the postholes to the north of the inner structure (ibid, 52).

A second concentration of Grooved Ware was recovered from the surface of the platform 

outside the entrance to the southern circle. In addition to grooved ware, seven sherds of 

beaker and a single weathered sherd of a middle Neolithic bowl were recovered from this 
area (ibid, 52).

Only 67 sherds were recovered from the northern circle. Severe plough damage in this area 

compared to the almost perfect preservation noted at the southern circle may account for 
some of the variation. The majority of the assemblage is Grooved Ware except for one 
Beaker sherd (ibid, 52).

A section of the ditch adjacent to the south-eastern entrance through the earthen enclosure 

was excavated and substantial quantities of Grooved Ware were recovered. Longworth 
suggests that these sherds may have gathered in the ditch as the result of sherds being 

deposited when people entered or left the enclosure (1971, 53). Apart from two sherds of 
Beaker, the assemblage from the ditch was comprised solely of Grooved Ware. The 

discovery of Grooved Ware in the primary silts of the ditch in the southern sector, as well as 

from beneath the enclosure bank suggests that users of Grooved Ware were responsible for 

the construction of the main enclosure (ibid, 195).

In discussing the function of the remains of the enclosure uncovered at Durrington Walls, 
Wainwright and Longworth suggest that it may have acted as a viewing platform, and 

propose that the valley setting may even have been chosen to enhance this, giving people a 

grandstand view of ceremonies taking place on the interior (ibid, 193). It is proposed that the 

platform outside of the southern circle may have been employed as a place where offerings 

were made and rituals performed prior to entering the southern circle (ibid, 216). 

Comparisons are drawn with the platforms associated with the chambered tombs at Bryn-yr- 

hen-Bobl in Anglesey and Cashtal yn Ard, Isle of Man. It is suggested that the feature called
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the midden may also be connected in some way with the function of the southern circle and 

with other ceremonies held in the main enclosure. The writers propose that the nature of the 

midden may be associated with the ceremonial breaking of pottery vessels, the deposition of 

flint artefacts and offerings of meat; comparison is drawn with the deliberate breaking of 

pottery vessels, for example, at the Grange Stone Circle, Co. Limerick, and the recumbent 

stone circle at Drombeg, Co. Cork (Wainwright and Longworth 1971,219). It is surmised that 

the rituals connected with the southern circle involved breakage of pots and the deposition of 

stone tools and meat and that these rituals were also associated with the activity at the 

platform and also the midden (ibid, 219).The breakage and deposition of the pottery, flint and 

bone, it is suggested is related to the remains of ritual feasting which are then deposited as 

offerings (ibid, 219).

The longevity of the timber structures is considered by Wainwright and Longworth (ibid). 

They report that an oak heart-wood post 9in in diameter should last for 100 years or more; 

the fact that posts are likely to contain a proportion of perishable sap-wood means that their 

life is likely to be shorter than this (ibid, 225). A rough estimate has established that the posts 

of phase 1 of the southern circle would have a minimum life of 60 years, while phase 2 could 

have lasted for a minimum of 100 years, however, it is more likely to have survived for up to 

200 years (ibid).

In this volume Wainwright and Longworth also consider the current understanding of the 

Grooved Ware tradition in Britain including the associated monuments and non-ceramic 

artefact assemblages. They are critical of Piggott’s ‘Rinyo-Clacton culture’ and conclude that 

the pottery can be separated into four sub-styles which are not divided in terms of territory. 

They summarise that the pottery is found in domestic contexts as well as with the hengiform 

monuments, and point out that Grooved Ware is not found in direct association with the 

disposal of the dead.

One thing to note also from this volume is the appendix contributed by Musson who 

undertook a study of the viability of the various reconstructions of the timber circle sites, both 

roofed and unroofed. Wainwright and Longworth’s preference for the timber structures to be 

roofed, and their assertions that the northern and southern circle were the remains of roofed 

buildings, seems to have eclipsed Musson’s report in the ensuing literature. The arguments 

against the structures being roofed have apparently been largely ignored, a point previously 

made by Gibson (1992a).

The excavation at Marden was undertaken in light of the work at Durrington Walls to 

determine if similar remains existed within that henge too. A single timber ring was 

uncovered measuring around 10.5m in diameter. The ring enclosed a number of postholes 

which did not appear to form a specific pattern. Outside the ring lay more postholes and a pit
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and spread of charcoal (Wainwright 1971, 192). It was suggested that the structure could 

have been roofed, using three of the postholes within the structure as central supports (ibid, 

195). The postholes had been severely damaged due to erosion and cultivation. The 

excavation at Marden revealed simpler timber built remains in comparison to the more 

complex at Durrington Walls, the Sanctuary and Woodhenge. At this stage a chronological 

separation of the complex and simple structures was considered although it was concluded 

that this question could only be answered with further excavation work (ibid, 226).

The excavation at Mount Pleasant, Dorset, undertaken for similar reasons to the work at 

Marden, uncovered an oval earthen enclosure around 290m in diameter (Wainwright 1970). 

Within this lay a circular enclosure, bank and internal ditch, measuring around 42m in 

diameter (Site IV). This feature enclosed five rings of postholes, a maximum of 38m in 

diameter. Interestingly at Mount Pleasant the rings were divided into four segments by 

corridors. The timber structure was later replaced by stone settings.

Excavation was again undertaken at Dorchester-on-Thames. This time, a post circle was 

identified which was set within a cursus monument (Whittle et al 1992, 169). The circle (site 

3) had a maximum diameter of 20m. It was apparent that the timber uprights had been burnt 

in situ and cremations had been placed in four of the hollows left by the burnt post (ibid, 

169). Very little artefact remains were uncovered except for a few sherds of pottery, one 

possibly Grooved Ware or Early Bronze Age, and a small number of flint artefacts. The 

longevity of the site was estimated to be no longer than two or three generations (ibid, 174). 

It is proposed that the cremations may have been deliberately placed or could have derived 

from the surrounding surface deposits (ibid).

A timber structure (structure 2) was uncovered within the large palisade 2 enclosure at West 

Kennet. The timber circle, which had a diameter of around 8m, was surrounded by a 

palisade enclosure around 30m in diameter. The structure also had a rectangular porch 

feature at its entrance to the south (Whittle 1997, 84-85). The post holes on either side of the 

entrance and those opposite the entrance at the rear of the structure were found to have 

recovered the greatest number of pottery sherds which had been deposited during the 

construction of the timber circle (Hamilton 1997, 117). The recovery of a large number of 

sherds in a deposit to the south, lying outside the palisade, was interpreted as possibly being 

analogous to the platform excavated at the entrance to the Southern Circle at Durrington 

(ibid, 117). It is suggested, based on the diameter of heartwood in the posts used to 

construct the palisade, that the palisade enclosures could have lasted for over 100 years 

(Whittle 1997, 156). In this paper, a number of functions for the palisade and timber 

structures are considered including defensive, domestic and ceremonial (ibid, 156). It is also 

proposed that the palisade and timber structures might have functioned in terms of 

formalizing movement around the landscape, directing both movement and experience. The
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possibilities for inclusion, exclusion and prescribed approach, entry and circulation are all 

apparent in the excavated remains (ibid, 157).

In the north, as well as the south of Britain, timber circles and the related monument and 

artefact classes have been recovered. Two timber circles were excavated at North Mains, 

Perthshire (Barclay 1983). Ring A, a single ring of timber posts 27m in diameter, appears to 

be contemporary with the henge, although the henge construction is likely to have followed 

the erection of the timbers (ibid, 180). Ring B, also a single ring, measures 22.5m in 

diameter, and could not be assigned specifically to any phase. Only two sherds of pottery 

were recovered directly associated with Ring A (ibid, 133). It would appear that the 

monument fell gradually into disrepair (ibid, 182). The recovery of charred planks leads to 

the tentative suggestion that some form of linking, or infilling may have existed at North 

Mains (ibid).

A number of hengiform sites have been excavated at Balfarg, Fife. An excavation 

undertaken in 1977-78 uncovered badly eroded multiple rings of timber, perhaps as many as 

six, within a henge monument, which were later replaced by a stone circle. The main timber 

circle is around 15m in diameter and has a porch feature, defined by two large pits to the 

west (Mercer 1981, 149). The excavator doubts that the timber structure could ever have 

been roofed (ibid, 158).

Excavation was also carried out nearby at Balfarg/Balbirnie (Barclay and Russell-White, 

1993). Two interesting structures were uncovered within a ditched enclosure. The features 

(structure 1 and 2) were interpreted as fenced enclosures, within which the process of 

excarnation was carried out, possibly on raised platforms (ibid, 179).

The remains of nine pits or postholes were uncovered on the interior of a class 1 henge at 

Moncreiffe, Perthshire. The single ring measured 6.5m in diameter and no artefacts were 

associated, although a number of the pits contained stone packing. The excavator highlights 

the raising of one of the timbers directly in line with the entrance through the henge (Stewart 

1985, 133). A cremation deposit was uncovered just outside the henge entrance and 

included a child’s tooth (ibid, 133). A stone circle was later erected within the henge (ibid).

An investigation of two stone circle sites at Machrie Moor, Arran, also uncovered the remains 

of preceeding timber monuments (Haggarty 1991). Site 1 was found to comprise of an outer 

ring of posts, around 20m in diameter, enclosing a main ring of postholes, around 14.5m in 

diameter. A central setting of 5 postholes, with a maximum diameter of 5.5m was uncovered 

within the main ring. The main ring postholes held chipped stone tools, including scrapers, 

and an arrowhead which had been reused as a borer, and also sherds of Grooved Ware 

(ibid, 63). No finds were recovered from the outer ring. Ten postholes made up the single
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ring of the site 11 timber circle, which had a maximum diameter of around 14.7m (ibid, 64). 

Although fragments of chipped stone were recovered from the postholes of this feature, no 
datable evidence was retrieved. Interestingly a single large post hole lay in the area between 

the two timber structures (ibid, 64). It has been proposed that this may have functioned in 
some way in the layout of the sites, or alternatively it may have been a totem pole or had a 
similar function (ibid, 85).

In Wales too, excavation has uncovered the remains of timber circles. A single circle, around 

18m in diameter was excavated at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled, Powys, within a cursus complex 

(Gibson 1992a). The entrance to the circle was marked by two larger posts to the south. At 
the centre of the ring lay six intersecting postholes, around 3.5m in diameter. A ‘two-poster’ 

setting lay to the east of the inner circle. It has been proposed that the structure could not 

feasibly have been roofed, the span would have been too great for the size of the uprights, 
and instead the use of lintels is suggested (ibid, 88). The presence of daubed screens, 

infilling the gaps between posts is suggested due to the clay content in the posthole fills 

(Gibson 1994, 185). The posts appear to have decayed in situ and no finds were recovered 
from the backfill of the pits except for a fragment of a cockle shell. The recovery of this item 
so far inland is of note, although could have arrived there naturally, however, it is tentatively 

suggested that it may have come from a necklace or ornament worn by an individual 

involved in the construction of the monument (ibid, 154). Two flint flake fragments were 

recovered from the post holes of the inner circle. In the centre of the structure a pit had been 
dug, and within were placed two cremation deposits, one with associated barbed and tanged 

arrowheads and the other with an undecorated bipartite vase Food Vessel (ibid, 155). The 
excavator argues that suggestions that the cremation associated with the arrowheads was 

sacrificial cannot be ruled out, and draws attention to the burial of a small child in the centre 
of Woodhenge with its skull axed (ibid, 186-187). The themes of visual obstruction and 
perambulation are again addressed (ibid, 186) and the nature of the remains uncovered 

suggest that these acts may have formed important parts of the ritual and ceremony carried 

out at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled.

Re-examination of the evidence

Despite the number of excavations carried out at timber circles sites, and thorough 

publication of the findings (some of which have been discussed above), it has been 

suggested that they have been largely ignored as a monument class (Gibson 1994, 212; 

1998a, 7), being excavated and published, but never fully integrated into wider discussions 

of the Neolithic. The reappraisal of the timber circles excavated in Britain and Ireland carried 

out by Gibson in the mid-late 1990s has rectified this (1994; 1998a). Along with these 

studies, similar advances have been made in the study of Grooved Ware, henges and 

palisade enclosures (e.g. Cleal and MacSween 1999; Harding 2003; Gibson 1998b). This 

research, building on the results of earlier excavation work, has renewed interest in the
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monument class and allowed for greater understanding of timber circles and their 
associations.

Gibson’s volume on timber circles looks at their context, dating, functions and reconstruction 

and also makes an assessment of the evidence from mainland Europe. It highlights the fact 
that timber circles can occur freestanding or as a component part of another monument and 

can stand on their own or are recovered with other monuments in a ritual complex (1998a, 

27). When recovered as a component of other monuments, they have been associated with 

cursus, henges, stone circles and barrows and although there are exceptions it is often 
found that timber circles are the primary monument (ibid, 31).

The problems of dating timber monuments are highlighted, including the usually eroded state 

of the remains and subsequent lack of stratigraphy (ibid, 45). With regard to radiocarbon 
dating, the problems of old wood and the often uncertain relationship between the charred 

sample and the use of the monument are highlighted (ibid, 45). Radiocarbon dates directly 

associated with timber circles fall into the period between C2800-1000 cal BC (ibid, 47). The 
problems of dating timber circles using artifact associations are also highlighted: ensuring 
that the artefacts are securely associated is often difficult (ibid, 47). Artefact associations 
would indicate that some sites may have had a beginning in the later part of the 4th 

millennium BC, but artefact associations more often, however, indicate a Middle Neolithic 

date, with Peterborough Ware and more typically Grooved Ware being found (ibid, 51). 

Beaker pottery and Food Vessel and Collared Urns have also been recovered from timber 
circle sites, however, their associations are not direct (ibid, 54).

There does appear to be a correlation between the size and complexity of a monument and 
its date (ibid, 58). Gibson proposes that some time around 3000 BC small, unelaborated 
examples appear, along with examples, also with small diameters, but with large post 
settings. The climax of timber circle construction occurs around 2500 BC with the 

construction of large and complex monuments. After 2000 BC the size and complexity of the 

monuments declines (ibid, 58). The evidence from Europe is analysed and suggests that 

although there are a number of similarities, also the examples in Europe are essentially 

different in both character and date (ibid, 63).

The often cardinal and likely solar orientations of the monuments is highlighted (ibid, 77) 

Cardinal points are often marked with different sized posts or deposits of artefacts or bone 

(ibid, 78). Despite the fact that burials occur with timber circles, Gibson proposes that they 

were not burial sites (ibid, 81). Since the direct association of cremations and burials is often 

difficult to establish conclusively (ibid, 81), the use of human sacrifice is proposed and, 

although Gibson concedes it is difficult to prove, he argues that the possibility that it occurred 

should not be ruled out (ibid, 94). It would appear that feasting may also have played an
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important role at timber circles (ibid, 81) with pigs possibly playing a prominent role in this 

(ibid, 81). Gibson proposes the likelihood that this feasting rather than being the central 

function could have formed one element of the elaborate rituals performed at the sites (ibid, 

82). That material may have been structurally deposited is highlighted, with certain artefacts 

placed in significant positions within the monuments (ibid, 82). Furthermore, these circles 

may also have accommodated highly prescribed and predetermined procession (ibid, 83). 

The idea that the centre or interior may often have been screened from view is also 

suggested (ibid, 90). Gibson sums up with regard to the functions of timber circles:

‘...feasts were held there...other animal parts may have been used totemically. 
Deposits were placed at significant points within and around the circle. They 
involved calendrical and cardinal orientation with a particular observance of the 
sun. They contained secrets denied to the majority of the population who were 
excluded from their innermost recesses.... They were attended by 
processions.... Gruesome ritual executions took place’ (Gibson 1998a, 96).

Gibson also considers the issue of the reconstruction of timber circles, and the history of the 

roofed or unroofed debate is discussed. The argument is made difficult by the common lack 

of conclusive evidence and Gibson feels that the preferred reconstruction often comes down 

to the personal preference of the excavator (ibid, 110).

A number of other publications have re-examined some of the evidence from earlier 

excavations. One such paper has reviewed the evidence for the pit circles at Dorchester-on- 

Thames in light of the discovery of the timber circle at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled. The results 

suggest that features originally interpreted as pit circles may in fact have been the remains of 

timber circles (Gibson 1992b). The excavator of sites IV, V and VI felt that the pits could 

never have held posts, for a number of reasons, the main one being that the position of 

deposits (i.e. cremations and antler pick) placed within and on top of the pits, would suggest 

that a timber was not standing when they were put in place (Atkinson et al 1951). Gibson 

proposed that it may be the case that the posts were dug out, leaving no trace and the 

deposits were a secondary phenomenon (Gibson 1992b, 87). If this is the case, it would 

suggest that in fact there are four timber circle sites at Dorchester-on Thames.

Richards and Thomas looked specifically at the deposition of Grooved Ware, related 

artefacts and faunal assemblage at Durrington Walls. This study re-examined the earlier 

work and reclassified the pottery assemblage on the basis of design, dividing the 

assemblage into six groups within a hierarchical design structure in order to examine the 

nature of structured deposition at Durrington Walls (Richards and Thomas 1984, 195). It is 

also worth noting that Richards and Thomas interpret all stages of the timber monument as 

unroofed and assert that it could have been standing for as long as 200 years (ibid, 197, 

214). When the distribution of the six groups was analysed a number of interesting 

observations were made. The types recovered from the northern and southern circles
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appeared to be quite distinct with the types lower on the hierarchical scale dominant at the 
northern circle (1: undecorated and 3: bounded and undecorated), while at the southern 

circle the designs at the higher end of the scale were dominant (ibid, 197). Also noteworthy 

is that high proportions of the most complex design stage (6: bounded and decorated with 
the boundaries decorated) were recovered from the platform (ibid, 197). This distinction was 

also noted with other artifact types and it was found that transverse arrowheads and knives 
were found in greater proportions on the Platform than scrapers, cores and flakes (ibid). 

Little evidence for flakes or cores, on the other hand, was recovered from the midden. Bone 

artefacts also show distinction between the northern and southern circle, with for example, 

354 antler picks at the southern circle and only two from the northern circle. When the 

numbers of artefacts from each posthole in the southern circle was analysed there was 

evidence to suggest that there might have been a mutual avoidance, that is to say, the 

postholes that contain the highest numbers of flint pieces have little or no Grooved Ware 
(ibid, 204). It was also found that while transverse arrowheads, flint knives and bone 
pins/awls maintain exclusive distributions, scrapers are not included in this patterning (ibid, 

204). A study of the faunal assemblage in terms of primary or secondary meat bones and 

waste butchery products also shows a distinct distribution pattern (ibid, 207). The midden 
produced a high proportion of cattle meat bones, while the southern circle saw a high 
proportion of cattle waste bones and also a high proportion of pig meat bones. Pig was 
absent from the northern circle. It is proposed that the animals may have been killed in one 

area of the site but eaten at another (ibid, 207). Richards and Thomas were successful in 
highlighting the highly structured and repetitive nature of the deposition of artefacts at 
Durrington Walls and in emphasising the importance in viewing the faunal assemblages from 
such sites as cultural items, rather than as indicators of economy. The results of this study 

are far reaching and the structured deposition so well highlighted at Durrington Walls has 
since been noted elsewhere (Mount 1994; Pollard 1992; 1995a). It could perhaps be 

suggested that this paper would have benefited from addressing the levels of erosion that 
were encountered during the excavation of the northern circle. For example, while 2199 

Grooved Ware sherds were recovered from the southern circle postholes, only 66 were 
found in the postholes of the northern circle. A similar situation exists with the lithic and 

faunal assemblages, for example: 2397 lithic pieces came from the postholes of the southern 

circle and 261 from the northern circle, whereas 50% of the total faunal assemblage was 

recovered from the southern circle and its immediate environs, and only 1% of the total was 

recovered from the northern circle (Wainwright and Longworth 1971). This is not to say that 

the conclusions reached by Richards and Thomas are any less valid, however, it would have 

been useful to gauge how far this variation in the size of the assemblages would have 
affected the comparisons made between the northern and southern circles; perhaps the 

authors felt that the assemblage from the northern circle was representative, despite the 

erosion. This method has been used to analyse the deposition of artifact material at other 

sites, for example the remains excavated at Balfarg (Richards 1993, 185).
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A re-examination of the remains excavated at the Sanctuary has recently been undertaken 

(Pollard 1992). He suggests that the remains need not be divided into a number of phases 
over a protracted period as had been previously suggested. Instead what is proposed is a 

minimum of one phase and a maximum of two, timber followed by stone. The building is 
interpreted as being a roofed one, resulting in a multi-aisled structure (ibid, 216). The stone 

circles are interpreted as being contemporary or secondary to the timber circle and the fact 

that the stones closely follow the layout of the timbers is highlighted (ibid, 217). The formal 

and structured deposition of artefacts at the Sanctuary was also highlighted in this re

examination (ibid, 219). Grooved Ware was intentionally deposited within the post-packing of 

a number of postholes (ibid, 220). There was also a high proportion of chisel arrowheads 

among the small assemblage recovered from the primary fill (ibid, 220).Twenty fragments of 

lava from the Rhine were incorporated into the post packing of one of the postholes. Distinct 

patterns were identified in the distribution of the artefacts. Concentrations of knapping debris 
were recovered from three postholes of ring C and the flint artefacts generally were 

concentrated to the east to the structure (ibid, 222). At Woodhenge too, pig remains and 
carved chalk were concentrated at the east of the monument. The restriction and ordering of 

movement at the Sanctuary and also site IV at Mount Pleasant is highlighted. Movement 
both linear and circumferential was often blocked by posts or stones, visual access too may 
have been hindered (ibid, 223).

In a subsequent paper Pollard re-examines the evidence from Woodhenge (Pollard 1995a). 
Pollard highlights that the structure showed little evidence of being rebuilt or modified and 

the posts were apparently left to decay in situ. It is suggested that the enclosure is likely to 
have followed the erection of the timber rings (ibid, 142). It was found that at Woodhenge the 

deposition of artefacts was highly structured and marked transitional points (ibid, 142). 

Artefacts were concentrated at the ditch entrance, and contained examples likely to have 
some special significance, for example sherds with rare decoration and unused transverse 

arrowheads (ibid, 143). Antler, cattle and pig and human bone were all also recovered from 

this area (ibid, 145). Patterns were recognised in the deposition of the artefacts within the 
postholes. Pollard argues that the patterning is in fact the end product of a number of 

depositional events (ibid, 147). The variation in the distribution is illustrated by the fact that it 

was recovered from only one of the postholes of ring F, but in every post hole of ring C (ibid, 
147). Bone and flint too are concentrated around ring C. Pottery was largely absent from the 

entrance area, although there was a high concentration of flint and bone in this area. Pottery 

did appear to be concentrated towards the east of the site. There were a number of 

indicators which suggested that the deposition patterns were divided on an east west axis 
(ibid, 148). It also appeared that the pig bone was concentrated in the outer rings, Pollard 

suggests that this may indicate that it as not appropriate to deposit pig within the inner part of 

the timber circle (ibid, 149). The deposition of human bone also seemed to follow the strict 

patterning evidence with the assemblages (ibid, 149). It is suggested that at one level the
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deposition patterns may have served to reinforce the prescribed movement through the 

structure (Pollard 1995a, 152).

Having presented aspects of research on British timber circles, the remainder of this chapter 

will focus on the evidence for Neolithic timber circles in Ireland.
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TIMBER CIRCLE STUDIES IN IRELAND

Introduction

As outlined above, the history of timber circle excavation is well established in Britain. 

Reappraisal in recent years has meant that the tradition is better understood and re

examination of artifact and faunal assemblages, for example, has led to a greater 

appreciation of the complexity of the evidence and highlighted the possibilities for 

interpreting some of the ceremonial practices which have been undertaken at such sites. 

Improvements in the understanding of stratigraphic problems, the possibilities of the 

presence of residual and also secondary remains have led to a better knowledge of the 

dating and sequence of such monuments and has allowed for critical analysis of the 

radiocarbon dating evidence. It would appear that in Ireland the study of timber circles is at a 

much earlier stage in this process, with the identification and excavation work just beginning. 

The study in Ireland benefits, however, from the wealth of information from Britain and it is 

apparent that the tradition in Ireland, formed part of the wider phenomenon distributed 

throughout Britain.

Excavation of timber circles
Only one timber circle site in Ireland has seen full excavation and publication and that is the 

small single ring excavated at Knowth, Co. Meath, which was first reported in a preliminary 

report in 1994 (Eogan and Roche 1994; 1997). The timber circle was uncovered just 12m 

from the entrance to the eastern tomb of passage tomb 1. The structure was a single ring, 

with a maximum diameter of around 8.4m (ibid, 103). The entrance opens to the east and 

the gap is flanked by four postholes on the exterior, two at either side. These were more 

substantial than the others and it is suggested that they formed a porch feature (ibid). 

Beyond these was a possible fagade of three postholes on either side of the porch (ibid). On 

the interior was a setting of four posts forming a square (ibid). There is some evidence that a 

ring of small stones may have enclosed the timber circle. The suggestion is tentatively 

proposed by Eogan and Roche given the size of the stones (averaging around 15cm), 

however, they are spaced 2-3m between each stones, are not present in front of the 

entrance area and are not a feature of the natural soil elsewhere on site (ibid). It is 

suggested that the stones may represent a symbolic enclosure (ibid, 104). Three types of fill 

were noted in each posthole: the post packing or back fill, the post shaft and upper fill which 

lay above both the former (ibid, 105). The four postholes on the interior of the circle had 

scoops cut into the surface at the edge of the backfilled material; in three cases this was 

identified with certainty and in one other a similar feature was uncovered (ibid). The scoops 

were termed ‘annexes’ (ibid). The annexe features were found to contain concentrations of 

Grooved Ware and flint and a stone axe was also recovered from this context.
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A roofed structure is favoured for the reconstruction of the form of the structure and it was 

estimated that the posts would have reached around 2m in height and would have become 
unstable after around 30 years (ibid, 107). The post height is reached based on the premise 

that about a third of the post would have been buried in the ground (ibid). This is compared 
to the estimate used elsewhere that the height of the post above ground is approximately 3 

times the depth belowground (e.g. Gibson 1994, 182; 1998b, 75; Hartwell 1998, 40).

Structured deposition of artefacts and selective spatial distribution was noted. There was a 

concentration of rims and base sherds in the entrance posts and also in the posts opposite 

(ibid, 122). Almost the same numbers of flint pieces were found in the entrance postholes, 

and the majority of large scrapers were found in the central postholes (ibid, 123). High 
numbers of pottery were found in the postholes on the western side of the structure. It was 

felt unlikely that the structure had been burnt down (ibid, 108). It was suggested that the 

posts decayed in situ (ibid, 122). One of the arguments for the posts having decayed in situ 

is that the artefacts would be unlikely to have been structurally deposited after the posts 
were removed, when the site was no longer in use (ibid, 123). However, finds were 

deliberately deposited during the destruction phase at Ballynahatty.

It was considered that the structure may have served as a temple, or at least some form of 
ritual site (ibid, 215). The excavation at Knowth was the first time that it could be proved that 
Grooved Ware in Ireland post dated the decorated pottery complex and predated Beaker 
activity.

As well as Knowth, timber circles associated with Grooved Ware have been uncovered in 
recent years, however, are as yet unpublished. These sites include the timber circles 

excavated at Bettystown, Co. Meath and Balgatheran Co. Louth. The site at Bettystown, 

excavated in 1998, measured around 7.6m in diameter and had an entrance defined by four 

larger posts to the south-east. Four internal pits were also found. The finds from within the 

post holes included Grooved Ware, flint artefacts including end-scrapers and animal bone 

(Bogan 2000, 161). The remains of an Early Bronze Age flat cemetery was also recovered 

during the excavation (ibid.). A number of post defined structures were uncovered during the 
excavation of Balgatheran townland, including a timber circle, almost 7m in diameters, which 

has external posts defining the entrance to the east-south-east and also four internal post 

settings. Again considerable amounts of Grooved Ware and lithic material were recovered 

from the postholes. The remains of Early Neolithic settlement and possible barrows are sited 
nearby (6 Drisceoil pers comm).

Related sites and monuments
As well as the three timber circle sites outlined above, sites which were apparently of the 

same tradition, were discovered Fourknocks and also Newgrange, Co. Meath (O’Kelly 1983;
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Sweetman 1985; 1987; King 1999). At Fourknocks the badly truncated remains of 13 pits 

and an arc of driven post or stake holes were uncovered. A number of the pits and 
stakeholes were found to contain Grooved Ware and lithic material and cremated human 

bone (King 1999, 162). The pit features appear to have been dug and relatively soon after 

backfilled with material largely subjected to burning. The small amount of human bone 

appeared to suggest ritual deposition rather than being full cremation deposits (ibid, 174). 

The stakeholes were thought to post-date the pits, however, it was not possible to date them 

more closely and it could not be proven without doubt that the Grooved Ware sherds in the 

stake holes were not residual (ibid, 175). The site at Fourknocks also lies within a passage 

tomb complex and the Micknanstown henge lies nearby (ibid, 175).

A multiple arc of pits was uncovered outside the passage tomb of Newgrange in an area 
which yielded Grooved Ware and Beaker pottery (O’Kelly 1983). The pits numbering, 

around 76 in all, were found to run on three concentric arcs, and measured around 1-1.5m in 
depth (ibid, 18). A rectangular Beaker hearth was found to overly one of the pits (ibid, 18). 

The excavator believed that the pits had not held timbers (ibid, 18) and indeed it was thought 
likely that they were dug and then backfilled quickly; charcoal, animal bone, flint and pottery 

were sometimes included (ibid, 19). It was presumed that these had all been ‘thrown in as 

rubbish’ (ibid, 18). The arc of ‘great pits’ is not discussed further in the conclusions, but it is 
apparent that the excavator viewed this feature to be part of the ‘Late Neolithic/Beaker’ 

settlement which emerged, in his view, around 500 years after the construction of the 
passage tombs and following a period of economic decline. However, he stresses that the 
evidence from Newgrange suggests that these were the descendants of the ‘Neolithic 

builders of Newgrange’ rather than people new to Ireland (ibid, 52). The faunal assemblage 
excavated is used as an indicator of economy rather than being viewed as ceremonially 
significant (ibid, 53). It is not possible to tell from the published report what type of pottery (if 

any at all) was recovered in direct association with the pit circle. Radiocarbon dates suggest 

that the pit circle may be roughly contemporary with the Knowth timber circle.

The pottery recovered (c3600 sherds) during the excavation was considered as one 

assemblage made up of Late Neolithic and Beaker pottery, and the report states that the 
types (16 in all) occur together on site (Cleary 1983, 60). No chronological or spatial 

distinctions were highlighted and a technological approach was favoured. Grooved Ware 

sherds were identified in the assemblage, however, subsequently pottery which was 

assigned to other groups (e.g. rilled ware) has also been identified as Grooved Ware (Roche 

1995).

In the early 1980s an excavation was undertaken again at the site of the great pit circle 

identified by O’Kelly. It confirmed that the arc of pits was indeed likely to have formed a circle 
which enclosed the passage tomb mound (site Z) (Sweetman 1985). The recovery of ‘Irish
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Grooved Ware’ from this site is highlighted and Sweetman states that none was recovered 

from the pits (ibid, 215). It was also suggested that the outer ring of pits would originally have 

held posts; inside the ring of posts, were two rings consisting of both postholes and clay 

lined burning pits (ibid, 197).

Excavation work undertaken later in the 1980s identified further Late Neolithic/Early Bronze 

Age activity, this time to the west of the Newgrange Passage tomb (Sweetman 1987). Two 

parallel arcs of pits and postholes were uncovered. The site was not fully excavated, 

however, if it was indeed the remains of a circle it would have been 20m in diameter. A large 

pit was identified in the centre of the feature, and the remains were divided into five groups 

(ibid, 283). One group of large pits which showed evidence of in situ burning had later been 

used as postholes, with boulder clay employed as post packing (ibid, 284). A second, 

smaller group of pits had been used for what was described by the excavator as ‘rubbish 

deposition’, some showed signs of being reused as postholes (ibid, 284). The third group 

appeared to have been dug specifically to hold posts. The fourth group is also a 

concentration of postholes and group five are a row of stakeholes (ibid, 284). Beaker, flint, 

cattle and pig remains were recovered from the pits. Although the excavator was tempted to 

draw parallels with the British henge sites the conclusion is drawn that ‘the Newgrange site 

appears to have little in common with these ritual sites’. It was also concluded that although 

the pit circle was contemporary with the great pit circle excavated by O’Kelly it does not 

appear to be directly related (ibid, 294). The site was interpreted as a roofed structure, 

possibly an assembly place.

Grooved Ware has also been recovered from sites which do not have evidence of timber or 

pit circles. The sites, for example, at Dundrum, Co. Down, Kiltierney, Co. Fermanagh and 

Grange, Co. Limerick, however, may fall into similar or associated traditions. The excavation 

at the Grange embanked stone enclosure produced sherds of Grooved Ware and lithic 

artefacts types which have been associated with timber circles elsewhere (O’Riordain 1951). 

At Kiltierney a cremation deposit associated with Grooved Ware was recovered from within a 

stone circle. Also within the circle was a cremation deposit associated with Coarseware and 

another associated with a Cordoned Urn. The stone circle was situated close to a passage 

tomb and possible cursus monument (Daniells and Williams 1977). The quantities of 

Grooved Ware from Dundrum sandhills were not recovered in direct association with any 

structural features. They were found in the vicinity of three small burial cists and also a group 

of post and stake holes (Site 1). The ghost of a post was apparent in a number of the holes, 

measuring an average of around 15cm in diameter. Collins’ description of the excavated 

remains are particularly interesting, given the recovery of Grooved Ware in this location and 

also in light of the remains excavated at a number of the sites discussed above:
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‘In some of the holes, especially post-hole 2, there were small stones in the 
lighter coloured filling [the post packing], either pebbles or worked flints. These 
appear to be too small to have served intentionally as packing stones and are 
likely to have been trodden in accidentally when the posts were erected. The 
greatest number of such items came from post-hole 2 which contained: 3 flint 
cores; 26 flint flakes; 5 chips of other stones; and 7 small and nondescript 
sherds. Other objects in the same hole comprised a quantity of carbonized 
hazel nut shells and a few fragments of burnt bone. Post-hole 3 contained a 
neatly made end-scraper on a thin blade. Another came from hole 6, and a 
third from the large bath-shaped hole 8. The filling of these last two holes was 
of the lighter brown sand and besides the flint scraper already mentioned 
contained a few small sherds, a scrap or two of burnt bone and some hazel nut 
shells.’ (Collins 1952, 8).

It is not possible to establish if the pottery recovered from the posthole features mentioned 

was Grooved Ware. It is perhaps interesting to note, however, that a petit-tranchet derivative 
arrowhead was recovered from ‘cutting F’, the location of the postholes and 4 others were 

discovered nearby (ibid, 13). Despite Collins’ proposition that the artefacts may have been 

accidentally incorporated into the fills of the post holes and pits, it may be that in fact they 

were included as the result of intentional deposition, similar to that apparent at the excavated 
sites discussed above. Collins interprets the postholes as the remains of a hut or wind break 

which opens to the south-east (ibid, 8), however, as the feature was located on the edge of 

the excavated area, could it be that it represents only partial remains of a larger structure? 

Subsequent excavation at Site 1 revealed the presence of two unaccompanied cremation 
deposits within pits in the turfline (Collins 1959). They are the remains of an adult female and 
an adult male (Morton 1959, 20). A number of sherds also weathering from the eroding 
turfline were identified as Grooved Ware by Collins and match the sherds previously 
recovered from Site 1 (Collins 1959, 5, 7). The assumption that the Grooved Ware from 
Dundrum was from a domestic context should perhaps be revised (Sheridan 1995, 15).

Excavations have been undertaken at earthen henges at Monknewtown in Co. Meath, Dun 
Ruadh, Co. Tyrone and the Giant’s Ring, Co. Down (detailed in chapter 3), as well as at the 

embanked stone circle at Grange, Co. Limerick. The excavation at Dun Ruadh found that the 

earthwork had a ‘V’ shaped ditch on the interior of the bank (Simpson et al 1992, 39). The 

oval shaped enclosure was around 50m at its widest point and a bulk charcoal sample from 

the primary silts of the ditch gave a date of 2137-1940 cal BC (UB-3047; ibid). The bank was 

found to have a stone revetment on both sides and opened to the south-west (ibid, 39, 41). 

The henge had been reused to house a multiple cist cairn, some 200 years later. Simpson 

highlights that the presence of a ditch with in the bank is unusual in monument of this type in 

Ireland, with the material for the bank usually scraped from the interior rather than from the 

ditch (ibid, 41).

An earthen enclosure was also excavated at Monknewtown, Co. Meath (Sweetman 1976). A 

number of burial deposits were placed within the enclosure, including a cremation deposit
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accompanied by a Coarseware (or Carrowkeel Ware) pot. The pot was placed in a shallow 

depression in the gravel surface close to the tail of the bank (ibid, 28). The bowl contained 
the cremated bone of a child (ibid, 29). A number of other features which appeared to be cist 

structures were uncovered, but contained no cremations or artefacts. Other cremation 
deposits were accompanied by coarse flat bottomed pottery and is has been recently 

suggested that all but the Coarseware cremation may be dated to the Late Bronze Age 

(Roche & Bogan 2001, 135). A habitation area was also uncovered within the enclosure 

associated with Beaker pottery. The domestic nature of the ‘habitation’ activity was assumed 
by the excavator and is supported elsewhere (e.g. Bogan 1991), but has been queried more 

recently (e.g. Cooney and Grogan 1994, 81). Sweetman drew analogy with the enclosures at 

Dowth and also the stone circle at Grange (Sweetman 1976, 69); he did not question the 

contemporanity of the burials with the enclosure and viewed the presence of both 

Coarseware and Beaker as an indicator that the traditions overlapped (ibid, 70):

‘We could, therefore, assume that the Beaker people moved into this part of Co.
Meath, dominated the areas around the Passage Graves, and adopted some of 
their pottery traditions. Hence the Monknewtown Carrowkeel Bowl, (ibid, 71).

The assumption that in its primary stage the earthen enclosure was of Beaker date and that 

the Coarseware cremation was contemporary has prevailed in the subsequent literature (e.g. 
Bogan 1991, 117). Despite this interpretation it has been recognized more recently that the 

site’s history may have been long and more complex than is was originally thought (Waddell 
1998, 110; Roche & Bogan 2001, 133). As well as Monknewtown, the stone circle at Grange 
also provided evidence of Beaker activity (6 Rfordain 1952). The excavation showed 113 

stones set within the bank, around 45m in diameter. As well as Beaker, finds of Grooved 
Ware and Later Bronze Age pottery were recovered.

Excavations have also revealed other monuments which may fall within the timber circle 
tradition in Ireland. This includes the sites excavated at Lugg, Co. Dublin and Raffin Fort, Co. 

Meath (Kilbride-Jones 1951; Newman 1995). The sites are of uncertain date, however, and 

are not included here as it was felt important to concentrate on sites of Late Neolithic date. 

For this reason also the timber sites of Iron Age date and beyond, such as Navan, Co. 

Armagh are not included in the discussion, although it is recognised that they may have had 

roots in the Late Neolithic tradition (Simpson 1989).

Examination and interpretation

The excavation work, outlined above, has meant that the presence of a timber circle tradition 

in Ireland must now be recognized and the period of 500-600 years between the decline of 

passage tomb building and the introduction of Beaker must be addressed. The tendency, in 

the past, to ignore this period has been highlighted (Cooney 1988, 8; Cooney and Grogan 
1994, 75; Brindley 1999a, 23). A number of attempts have been made in more recent years
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to look more closely at the evidence for the Late Neolithic in Ireland and in particular to place 

the timber circle and Grooved Ware traditions within context, both chronologically and also 

within the wider geographical context of the Late Neolithic (e.g. Cooney 2000, 165-173). A 
substantial amount of this work has concentrated on the identification and assessment of the 
Grooved Ware tradition and the clarification of the Late Neolithic period has grown from this 

study (Roche 1995; Brindley 1999a & b; Sheridan forthcoming).

The first landmark perhaps, in the advancement of the study of the Late Neolithic, was the 

identification of Grooved Ware amongst the pottery assemblages of 13 sites in Ireland 

(Roche 1995). It was the recovery of Grooved Ware within a sealed context at Knowth which 

prompted Roche to review the evidence for the Irish Grooved Ware tradition, who undertook 

a study of all of the assemblages which contained both Neolithic and Beaker sherds. As a 

consequence, Grooved Ware was identified with certainty from 13 sites and possibly four 
other sites (ibid, 7). Although the pottery type had been identified in Ireland previously (e.g. 
6 Riordain 1951; Collins 1959; Liversage 1960; Gibson 1982; Cleary 1983; Eogan 1984; 

Sweetman 1985), the potential had largely been ignored and in fact the Grooved Ware was 
often included within Earlier Neolithic or Beaker assemblages (Roche 1995, 1).

The study of the Grooved Ware assemblages ascertained that there were three styles 
present, which were termed Knowth Style 1, 2 and 3. Roche defines the Irish Grooved Ware 
as barrel, straight or splay-sided, flat based vessels with unexpanded rounded, flat or 
internal beveled rims. The average size ranges from 145-270mm wide at mouth and 125- 

180mm at base (ibid, 14).

The Knowth style 1 sherds usually have an extremely fine and smooth exterior where the 

fabric has been smoothed while wet (ibid, 15). They are decorated and undecorated and 
decoration (when it occurs) is limited and mainly confined to horizontal grooves and twisted 
cord impressions (ibid, 16). The Knowth Style 2 fabric is coarse and hard or coarse and 

friable and is thick walled ranging from 10mm to 14mm. The grits are numerous and often 

protrude through both surfaces. In many examples the exterior surface is roughly smoothed. 

The sherds are mainly undecorated, but there are examples of horizontal grooves on the 

interior rim. Occasional cordons and perforations are also present (ibid, 18). Decoration is 

the distinctive feature of the Knowth Style 3 pottery. It comes in the form of all-over 

decoration on the exterior surface of the vessel and sometimes on the top of the rim. The 

fabric is similar to that of Style 2, although more effort has been made to improve the exterior 
surface texture. The decoration takes the form of simple chevron motifs and elaborate panel 

decoration. Horizontal grooves, oblique grooves and incised lines are also present on the 

interior of some vessels. Occasionally horizontal and oblique twisted cord impressions are 

used (ibid, 20). From the current assemblage of Irish Grooved Ware, Style 1 is the dominant 
type, followed by Style 2 and Style 3 is the least numerous (ibid, 22).
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It is apparent that Grooved Ware forms a coherent group of pottery in Ireland (ibid, 120) and 

although all of the Knowth Styles have parallels among the British types it is difficult to link 

the material directly into Longworth’s classification (ibid, 23). Roche highlights that the 

recovery of the Grooved Ware appears largely restricted to locations that are recognized as 

important Neolithic landscapes, for example, sites which also have passage tombs and 

embanked enclosures nearby. It is suggested that Grooved Ware and its associated ritual, 

forms part of a continuity of ritual activity that changed over time but focused on the same 

locations (ibid, 124).

At the same time, a reappraisal of the Irish Grooved Ware was being carried out by Brindley 

with an emphasis on the sequence and dating of the wares and their association with the 

British Grooved Ware (Brindley 1999a & b). Brindley identifies five groups of Grooved Ware 

(1999a) which were defined as progressing from highly decorated examples to more 

sparsely decorated vessels. The Kiltierney type is represented by the sherd from the 

cremation burial which is decorated with lozenge and chevrons and vertical banding. The 

Knowth type is represented by a group of vessels which are ornamented with horizontally 

banded and oblique lines. The decoration on the Dundrum-Longstone type is confined to the 

rim and base areas and consists of horizontal lines and small bosses. The Donegore- 

Duntryleague types are coarse bowls with horizontal lines under the rim. The Grooved Ware 

pottery from Co. Limerick falls into the Grange-Geriod type and is decorated all over with 

lines and dots (ibid, 24, 30). The sequence of the pottery, it is suggested, begins with the 

Kiltierney type around 3000 cal BC, followed by the Knowth type and ends with the 

Dundrum-Longstone type around 2500 cal BC (ibid, 30-31). The sequence and dating of the 

British Groove Ware sequence was also re-examined at this stage, stimulated by the need to 

provide a background to the Irish Grooved Ware sequence (Brindley 1999b). Brindley urges 

caution against using large assemblages from sites which were likely to have been in use for 

a protracted length of time (e.g. Grooved Ware from Durrington Walls) as it is unlikely that 

they will highlight chronological or regional differences (ibid, 134). Rather Brindley suggests 

that small, short-term and secure contexts should be used (ibid, 134). Brindley proposes a 

series of horizons within the British Grooved Ware tradition which is initially influenced by the 

passage tomb ornament of regions such as the Boyne valley emerged around 3000 cal BC 

(ibid, 193). As with the Irish Grooved Ware, movement from highly decorated to relatively 

restricted ornament is suggested, although variation, particularly regionally is highlighted 

(ibid, 139). The last stage, particular to northern Britain and Ireland (horizon 6), may be 

dated to around 2500 cal BC (ibid, 139). Brindley proposes that the Grooved Ware tradition 

in Britain and Ireland sees a chronological ‘stylistic evolution’ (ibid, 143). If this is the case 

(and this is by no means certain) then it has obvious implications for the study of the 

structured deposition of Grooved Ware. If indeed decoration represents a chronological 

evolution over more than 500 years rather than the type of design hierarchy outlined by 

Thomas and Richards, then the conclusions reached during the study of structural deposition
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would require some re-examination. Brindley’s formula is difficult to apply, however, with 

quite stylistically different decoration present within sites (and even contexts) as well as 
regionally.

A review of the faunal evidence from Newgrange has been undertaken recently (Mount 
1994). The faunal remains have traditionally been interpreted as rubbish discarded from 

domestic Beaker settlement and are assumed to be a direct reflection of the economy of the 

Late Neolithic and Beaker periods in Ireland (O’Kelly 1983; van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1974; 
1986; Bogan 1991). It was felt that the large numbers of pig and cattle indicated a 

dependence on pastoralism as opposed to arable farming, and the absence of saddle 

querns, for example, was seen to support this. The fact that the cattle had an unusual age 
profile suggested to van Wijngaarden-Bakker that there was an element of seasonality to the 

pastoralism (Mount 1994, 433). This interpretation was subsequently developed (Bogan 

1991) but has more recently been queried (Mount 1994). Instead it has been proposed that 

the faunal assemblage from Newgrange indicates ceremonial activity rather than domestic 
and economic behaviour (ibid, 434). Mount has analyzed the distribution of the faunal 
remains at Newgrange and highlighted the patterns which van Wijngaarden-Bakker had 
suggested were the result of the various butchery stages being carried out at different areas 

of the site. This includes the occurrence of pig scapula and vertebrae concentrated in the 
west area, teeth and possibly skulls in the central area and teeth, tibia, humerous, scapula 
and calcaneum in the pits of the timber circle to the east (ibid, 440); he argues that these 
patterns are a result of ceremonial activities rather than butchery practices. There was also 

very little evidence for butchery marks on bone at Newgrange, and in most cases there was 
no indication of marrow extraction (ibid, 440). In fact it would appear that bones were often 
deposited in a relatively articulated state indicating that the full calorific potential of the meat 

was not being exploited. The impression is of minimal utilisation of the meat joints for 
ceremonial purposes, followed by burial soon after consumption. The animal remains were 

not being exploited to their full calorific potential as might be expected if the site was indeed 

‘domestic’ (Mount 1994, 441).

This chapter has presented the evidence for previous research on British and Irish timber 

circles. The following chapter will focus on the detail of the excavations at Ballynahatty, Co. 

Down.
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CHAPTER THREE - THE EXCAVATION

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will outline the remains excavated in the townland between 1990 and 2000, on 

behalf of Queen’s University Belfast and the Environment and Heritage Service under the 
direction of Barrie Hartwell. This is the base upon which the subsequent chapters will build. 

First of all, the history of research in Ballynahatty townland is outlined and the publications 

relating to work at Ballynahatty detailed. A description of the remains is provided, followed by 

a discussion of the features and their comparisons. The stratigraphic relationships are 
discussed separately at the end of the chapter.

BACKGROUND TO THE EXCAVATION WORK

Prior to the excavation work, a number of investigations had been carried out in the 

townland. The Giant’s Ring in particular has attracted the attentions of many antiquarians 

and archaeologists. Details of the archaeology of Ballynahatty were first recorded in print in 

1744 as part of Harris’ survey of ‘the ancient and present state of the County of Down’ 

(Harris 1744, 200) and prior to the latest program of work, four excavations had been 

undertaken in the area. The first in 1855 at the site of a sunken ‘passage-grave’ cist which 
had been uncovered during ploughing in a field to the north of the ‘Ring’ (MacAdam and 
Getty 1855). Three more excavations investigated the Giant’s Ring in 1917, 1929 and 1954 
(Lawlor 1918; Richmond 1929; Collins 1954).

Antiquarian study
The Giant’s Ring and its environ has attracted the attentions of antiquarians and 
commentators since the mid 18th century. In 1744 Harris describes the passage tomb in the 

of thecentre of the Giant’s Ring. The 

measurements of the capstone are given 

as 7ft lin x 6ft 11in (2.38m x 2.1m) and 

described as almost circular. He states 

that two ranges support the stone, 

consisting of seven stones each. He also 
describes that 4ft (1.22m) from this are 

located several fixed stones, which 

stand no higher than 2ft (0.61m) (ibid,

200). This is the only time when the tomb is described as having an outlying kerb of stones. 

In 1823 Benn questions the accuracy of Harris’ account, his illustration and description of the 

passage tomb equate more readily with the remains we see today than with Harris’ account 

of 79 years before. Benn’s description records a capstone of similar size to that which Harris 

details, however, he describes the cap-stone resting on four and not 14 uprights and he

Fig. 3.1 - Illustration from Borlase’s ‘Dolmens 
of Ireland’, 1897, 276, fig. 258.
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could locate only one of the several kerb stones described by Harris. Benn states that the 
tomb consists of ten stones in all (Benn 1823, 258). Writing at the end of the 19th century 

Borlase returns to the question of discrepancies in Harris’ statement. Unlike Benn, Borlase 

does not see a problem with Harris’ account and argues that it is likely that stones would 

have been removed for other uses, leaving the tomb in its present condition (Borlase 1897, 
276; Fig. 3.1).

As well as his description of the passage tomb, Harris gives an account of the Giant’s Ring. 

He describes how the ground is often used for horse racing, each heat comprising six 

circuits of the Ring (1744, 218). He also makes reference to a ‘small mount’ very near the 

monument, within which a great quantity of bones was found (ibid). Hartwell tentatively links 

this to the circular cropmark site (BNH3) to the north of the Giant’s Ring (1995, 2). Harris 

also recognises that the Giant’s Ring is different to other ‘raths’, in particular that it has no 

advantage of height (1744, 218). Benn provides a more detailed account of the Giant’s Ring 

in his ‘history of the town of Belfast’. He gives its measurements as approximately 580ft 

(176.8m) in diameter, and a third of an Irish mile in circumference (0.48km) (1823, 256). 

Benn estimates that the monument is at least two thousand years old and describes how the 
surrounding countryside is obscured from view when in the interior of the enclosure. He uses 

this fact to suggest that the passage tomb and Giant’s Ring were associated with the 

worship of the sun (ibid, 257). The Giant’s Ring is recorded again in the Ordnance Survey 

memoirs and is described as a ‘very perfect piece of antiquity’. The memoir records that the 
Ring measures 200 yards in diameter (183m) and was formerly planted with trees but has 
since been ploughed up and ‘nearly destroyed’. MacAdam and Getty, writing in 1855 

surmised, with regard to the Giant’s Ring,

‘...how exceedingly remote indeed must the date of these places be, which, 
though once of evident note, have outlived their history, leaving no record, 
either in popular tradition or bardic lore.’

They realised, however, that the monument was not the work of the earliest inhabitants of 

Ireland stating that the construction of the monument,

‘...implies the existence...of a considerable population and combined efforts of 
labour such as could scarcely be expected from primaeval people depending for 
subsistence upon fishing and the chase.’ (MacAdam and Getty 1855, 363).

As well as date, MacAdam and Getty also pondered upon the function of the monument 

suggesting that it may have been the site of pagan worship or a place of assembly of tribes 

of some early people (ibid, 363). Borlase also puts forward ideas about the character of the 

monument, dismissing any idea that it might have had a military or defensive function. He 

instead refers to the historical use of the site as a racecourse and connects this with the 

continuation of the celebration of funeral games, or the survival of the fair and ultimately
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sees the Giant’s Ring as a place of assembly associated in some way with religious or ritual 
activities (1897, 277). All of the antiquarian accounts assume the passage tomb and the 
enclosure to be contemporary and 

connected in their function.

In 1855, the Belfast Newsletter 

publicised the discovery of an 

ancient tomb at Ballynahatty. The 

note was read by the editor of the 

Ulster Journal of Archaeology,

Robert MacAdam, who 

immediately visited the spot on 

David Bodel’s farm with Mr Getty.

With the help of some members of 

the Belfast Natural History and Philosophical Society, they carried out an investigation of the 

tomb, which was located to the north-west of the Giant’s Ring (Fig. 3.2).

BALL’

1855 tomb

Bodel's Farm

Fig. 3.2 - Possible location of the cist discovered in 
1855.

The circular cist was found to have been cut into the natural soil and measured 7ft (2.13m) in 
diameter by 2ft (0.6m) in height (Fig. 3.3). An entrance opening faced east, and about 2ft 

(0.61m) of the circumference was divided radially into six chambers. The tomb had a 

corballed roof. Three pots were recovered, with accompanied cremations, from two of the 
chambers. There may also have been a fourth, but this seemed to have decayed to such an 
extent that it was not recognisable. A third chamber contained some burnt bones, animal 

bones, human ribs, two skulls (both female aged 20-25 years) and three other jaw bones 

(MacAdam and Getty 1855, 358-362). The tomb seems to fit in with the passage grave 
tradition, with its compartmented chamber, Coarseware pots and also the reuse of the tomb 

on a number of occasions. Other features of the tomb are anomalous, for example the size 

and particularly the subterranean nature of the cist (Hartwell 1998, 35).

Fig. 3.3 - Plan of the subterranean cist excavated in 1855, from Hartwell 1998, 34, fig. 3.2.

MacAdam also pondered upon the question of date with regard to the cist. He felt that 

matters were made more difficult by the fact that there were three types of interment within 

the tomb: cremation with and without an urn, and unaccompanied disarticulated remains. He
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does, however, conclude that the remains were likely to identify in time and origin with the 

Giant’s Ring and that the monument was likely to have been the product of an ‘advancing 

and considerable population’, constructed to meet the needs of a family or tribe who would 

have been part of an agricultural or pastoral society (MacAdam and Getty 1855, 364).

A glimpse at the extent of funerary remains in Ballynahatty was also recorded at this time. Mr 

Bodel stated that on several occasions he and his forefathers had uncovered the remains of 

human interments, cists, pottery, stone axes and flint tools. He describes the discovery of a 

multiple cist cairn when the farm house was being built, the recovery of many cart-loads of 

unaccompanied bones and a number of cist burials from a nearby field (MacAdam and Getty 

1855, 364). He also maintains that similar discoveries had been made on adjacent farms, 

and in one case a subterranean chamber like the one excavated in 1855 was discovered 

(MacAdam and Getty 1855, 365).

Excavation at The Giant’s Ring
The first of three recorded 

excavations took place at the 

Giant’s Ring in 1917, however, it 

was apparent then that earlier 

attempts had been made. When 

Lawlor opened a trench below the 

passage tomb, he found 

lemonade and porter bottles 

(Lawlor 1918, 19). The

excavations have a common 

theme, in so much as none 

produced satisfactory answers to 

the questions of date and 

function. The excavators found

little in the way of artefact Fig. 3.4 - Location of areas excavated within the Giant’s Ring, 

material and were most

successful in discovering how the enclosure was constructed. The excavators hopes of 

discovering the date and function of a monument which ‘may well be classed among the 

most remarkable in Ireland’ (ibid, 13) were soon dampened as is evident from their reports. 

Lawlor states ‘... the results obtained in the excavations already made were so completely 

negative ...’ (ibid, 20), similarly Collins writes the excavations here described have done 

little to clear away the mystery’ (1954, 49).

Lawlor excavated around 400 square yards (478m2) in total, with trenches radiating from the 

passage tomb (Fig. 3.4) and, although hurried (the excavations were carried out in a single
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week) and poorly recorded (Hartwell 1995, 1), made a number of findings. His excavations 

revealed that the enclosed area of the ‘Ring’ was shaped like an upturned saucer (Lawlor 

1918, 16). The undisturbed natural was found to be around 15-18 in (38^46cm) below the 

ground surface in the centre of the enclosure, however, closer to the bank the undisturbed 

surface descended steeply, to around 10ft (3m) below the level of the centre. The excavation 

of a section of the bank showed it to have been constructed of small rounded boulders and 

earth. Lawlor believed that the bank was formed by people carrying single stones to the site, 

in memory of the deceased interred within the passage tomb. He believed that this practice 

over time led to the enclosure reaching its immense proportions (ibid, 21). He also 

suggested that future excavations at the passage tomb would be futile due to much 

disturbance in this area. Also recovered were the remains of a fire, and within this a stone 

hammer, the only find from the excavation.

A second investigation of the Giant’s Ring was undertaken following the observation of a 

circular crop mark within the enclosure on an air photograph (Fig. 3.5). The excavation team 

led by Chart opened a trench 25ft x 3ft (7.6m x 0.9m) over the crop mark (Fig. 3.4), but 

nothing of archaeological significance was discovered (Richmond 1929).

from Collins 1957, plate II, above, and section

Fig. 3.5 - Air photograph, which through bank, ibid 47, fig. 4.

prompted Chart’s excavation of 1929.

The Giant’s Ring was the subject of an archaeological investigation for the last time in 1954 

when it was excavated for three weeks as part of the Archaeological Survey of County Down
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(Jope et al 1966). The trenches opened investigated two main areas (Fig. 3.4), the first 

aligned along the inner lip of the bank. This trench essentially confirmed that there was no 

inner ditch but rather a shallow quarry from which the bank was constructed. Collins, unlike 

Lawlor, did recover artefact material from the layer above the natural soil. Numerous worked 

flint artefacts were found, including a leaf-shaped point. The second area investigated was 

the outer bank (Fig. 3.6). Collins reports that the bank has an inner revetment of boulders, 

with the outer edge being demarcated by a small gravel bank. It is suggested that this may 

have been a revetment but could also have acted as a marker or guide for adding the main 

bank material (Collins 1954, 46). An investigation of the south-east edge of the passage 

tomb again showed complete disturbance in this area.

It is at this time that the contemporaneity of the passage tomb and the Giant’s Ring was 

called into question. Collins comments on the fact that the ‘dolmen’ is not truly centre, stating 

that if it was, it could be assumed that they are contemporary. His discussion is inconclusive, 

and he points out the lack of linking stratigraphy and remarks that the off centre location of 

the tomb does not mean that it is of a different date (ibid, 49).

The present accepted relationship between the Giant’s Ring and the passage tomb was 

documented in 1995 when Hartwell established that the diameter of the enclosure through 

the tomb in any direction is 200m (give or take 1m) which led to the conclusion that the tomb 

must have been in existence when the enclosure was laid out (Hartwell 1995, 22). The off- 

centre location of the tomb is attributed to the distorting effect of the steep slope to the east 

(ibid). A further detailed discussion of the Giant’s Ring was presented by Hartwell in 1998. 

The article reviews some of the excavation evidence and provides the current accepted 

interpretation of the impressive monument. Hartwell also states that the presence of the 

earlier passage tomb led to the siting of the Giant’s Ring in this particular location, a location 

which is perhaps not ideal. If the enclosure had been constructed on the western side of the 

plateau for example, it would have been visible from the River Lagan. Hartwell states that the 

importance of the tomb was the prime consideration in the location of the Giant’s Ring 

(Hartwell 1998, 37). It is likely that the passage tomb is Middle Neolithic and the Giant’s Ring 

Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age in date, however, despite being able to establish this 

sequence, it has been difficult to date the features more precisely (ibid, 39). The passage 

grave is of a simple form and as such may fall into Sheridan’s stage 1 or 2 groups, which she 

dates to between 3800 and 3050 cal BC (Sheridan 1986, 19; Hartwell 1998, 44).

The possible number of original entrances is discussed, and although it has been suggested 

previously that the Ring may have had up to five entrances, Hartwell suggests that it is likely 

that only one is original, placing the enclosure into Burl’s type 1C henge group (Hartwell 

1998, 37; Burl 1991, 15). The break to the east-north-east is the only one to have a 

causeway over the quarry ditch (ibid). Entry could then be organised along the edge of the
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plateau to the north and into the enclosure (ibid). Sheridan currently disputes the traditionally 

held view that these monuments date to the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age (Sheridan 

forthcoming). Burl for example proposed that although some earthen embanked enclosures 

were built as early as 3200BC, the majority were built from 2700-2000 BC, dates which span 

both the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age (1991, 17). Sheridan proposes the construction 

of earthen henges in the earlier part of this bracket, beginning between 3100 and 3000 BC 

and continuing until 2600BC when the construction of pit and timber circles begins, placing 

the monuments firmly in the Late Neolithic (Sheridan forthcoming).

Fieldwork in the 1980s
It is evident that the importance of Ballynahatty has long been appreciated and indeed its 

association with the funerary and ritual aspects of life realised. It is the program of research 

and excavation undertaken since the 1980s, however, which has made much clearer the 

scale of activity in the area and its obvious importance as the site of much ceremony as well 

as a place for the internment of the dead.

The dry summers of 1984 and 1989 revealed a number of cropmarks in the area of the 
Giant’s Ring. Oblique air photography taken of the area in 1984 was supplemented by 

vertical stereo photographs taken in June 1962 and August 1974, and the oblique air 

photograph taken in 1927 (Hartwell 1988, 22). The air photography work initially prompted 

the concentration of fieldwork in two areas, the first of which is in the area of a circular 
cropmark immediately to the north west of the Giant’s Ring (ibid). The cropmark (BNH3) 

appeared to have an opening facing north-west and measured approximately 50m in 
diameter. Fieldwork also concentrated on three concentric, dark marks in the vegetation in 

the interior of the Giant’s Ring revealed by the air photography of 1984 (ibid; Fig. 3.8).

Air photographs taken during a second dry summer in 1989 (Fig. 3.9) this time revealed the 

remains of possible barrows and cists in the fields surrounding what was Bodel’s farm 

(MacAdam and Getty 1855). The photographs also showed up two large palisaded 

enclosures to the north of the Giant's Ring (BNH5 and 6; Hartwell 1998, 39) which had never 

before been recorded.

As well as identifying archaeological 

features in Ballynahatty townland, 

air photographs taken in 1989 

recorded possible sites nearby.

Figure 3.7 shows a series of 

cropmarks in a field about 1.1km to 

the south-south-west, in Ballycarn 

townland (LG. Ref. J321665).

Fig. 3.7 - Cropmarks in Ballycarn, 
air photograph (QAD/17-7-89/ VI/
12) taken in 1989.



CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

Fig. 3.9 - Cropmarks photographed in 1989 (QAD/17/7/89/1/11).
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The air photography work undertaken by Barrie Hartwell in the 1980s identified over ten new 

features in a concentration in the south of Ballynahatty townland. Figure 3.11 outlines the 

principal sites. The work identified Ballynahatty as a site of great archaeological significance, 

and the photographs revealed the likelihood that the area was the focus of ritual activity from 

at least the Mid-Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age.

As noted previously, the results of the air photography work carried out in 1984 prompted the 

concentration of field work at the site of cropmark BNH3, and the cropmarks on the interior of 

the Giant’s Ring (Hartwell 1988, 22). The preliminary soil resistivity survey at the Giant’s 

Ring site suggested that the three concentric cropmarks represent actual subsoil features 

and that their lack of conformity with the passage tomb and the outer bank may indicate that 

they are an earlier feature (ibid).

More intensive field study was carried out at the site of the cropmark, BNH3. A grid was 

established over the site 50m by 60m, at 10m intervals. A total surface collection was made 

over the grid and, as well as modern material, eight flint scrapers were recovered along with 

a number of other struck flakes (Hartwell 1988, 22; Fig. 3.10).

Magnetic susceptibility tests were 

also carried out in the grid area and 
primarily indicated that there was 

substantial soil erosion on the 

southern part of the site. There was 

also no specific enhancement above 
field strength, which along with the 

small artefact recovery led to the 

belief that the site was unlikely to 

have had a domestic or industrial 

function (ibid, 22). High levels were 
recorded during the spot phosphate 

tests, which could indicate the 
presence of animal or human excreta 

or the presence of bone material. 

Hartwell, however, felt that the weight 

of evidence made it more likely that 

there was a concentration of bone in 

the area. Indeed there were surface 

finds of burnt bone material, leading to 

the suggestion that the site is more likely to have had a funerary function than a domestic or 

industrial one (ibid).
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Excavations 1990 - 2000: Publications to date

There have been a number of publications detailing the findings and results made during the 
course of the excavations. The first season’s work was reported in the following year 

(Hartwell 1991a, 14). A trench was opened at the eastern end of the outer enclosure (BNH5) 

and a double row of postholes capable of holding substantial posts was uncovered. Dates 

derived from charcoal samples taken from the postholes fall within the range of 3039-2503 

BC (ibid). Comparisons were made with Newgrange in Co. Meath, and Hartwell states that, 

although the scale of the monuments may vary, Ballynahatty must essentially be viewed as a 

ceremonial landscape of similar type and date to Newgrange (ibid, 15).

In 1991, the focus of the excavation work shifted to the circular cropmark (BNH3) which had 

shown up in the air photographs of 1984. The first trench, opened at the north of the 

cropmark, located a ditch, which was filled with coarse stones, gravel and a small amount of 

charcoal. A trench opened at the east of the cropmark uncovered a thick stoney layer which 

it was suggested may have been the remains of a bank (Hartwell 1991b). A trench opened in 

the middle of the cropmark discovered that this area had been disturbed to a depth of 3m, 

and had been gradually backfilled over the last two centuries (ibid). Hartwell states that the 

reason for digging out the centre of the feature is unclear, however, draws attention to a 
reference made in the mid 18th century (ibid).

‘Contiguous to this rath [the Giant’s Ring], there was a small mount, that some 
of the neighbours dug through, in order to get stones for building; and in the 
middle thereof a great quantity of bones was found’. (Harris 1744, 218).

The excavation concluded with the site remaining an enigma, particularly as no artefacts 

were found associated with the bank and ditch and there was insufficient charcoal for dating 
(Hartwell 1991b).

All subsequent seasons of excavation concentrated on the cropmarks uncovered in 1989 

(BNH5 and 6). Again work was concentrated at the eastern end of the BNH5 enclosure. The 

first report of this phase of the excavation work was published in 1994. By this time a section 

of the outer enclosure (BNH5) and almost all of the inner enclosure (BNH6) had been 

excavated totaling an area around 600m2 (Hartwell 1994, 11). The outer enclosure was 
found to have consisted of a double row of post pits, averaging 1.8m in depth, likely to have 

held posts up to 6m tall. Charcoal from one of the BNH5 posts was dated to 3018-2788 cal. 

BC (ibid). A smaller single line of post holes was found to run around the outside (to the 

east) of the BNH5 post pits, these averaged 1.4m in depth, and were dated from associated 

charcoal to 2858-2503 cal. BC (ibid). At the south-eastern edge of the excavated area an 

occupation layer was uncovered from which a quantity of Grooved Ware pottery was 

recovered (ibid). Just inside the outer enclosure (BNH5), a small sub-rectangular enclosure 

was excavated measuring 2m by 3m. The structure consisted of eight postholes, averaging
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0.8m deep and had an opening to the south-south-west (ibid, 12). The excavation of the 

inner enclosure (BNH6) revealed a double ring of post holes, around 1,8-2m in depth. This 

enclosed four corner posts which measured 2m in depth by 1.6m wide. In the centre of the 

structure was a square platform (perhaps an excarnation platform) measuring 2.8m by 2.8m. 

The post holes were 0.2 - 0.3m deep (ibid).

An overview and discussion of the work undertaken at Ballynahatty prior to 1995 was 

published in the Lisburn Historical Society Journal (Hartwell 1995). This included some 

interpretation and discussion of the site’s function. Hartwell proposes that the BNH6 

structure was not roofed but was likely to have had lintels, to avoid the structure appearing 

as a confusion of posts (ibid, 7). The excavator clearly links the site of the timber circle and 

the wider area with death and burial, describing it as ‘a focus of community ceremony and 

death rituals’ (ibid, 8).

An account of the research at Ballynahatty as well as an update on the findings of the 

excavation appeared in print in 1998 (Hartwell 1998). This included a history of research at 

Ballynahatty as well as a discussion of the Giant’s Ring and the passage graves located in 
the townland and the latest findings of the excavation. The excavation had revealed five 

small subterranean ‘passage-grave’ cists with associated Coarseware, which added a new 

dimension to the chronology of the timber circle complex (ibid, 35). Finds from the 

excavation to date included two polished stone axes, a quantity of burnt and unburnt flint, 
with scrapers being the most numerous artefact type. It was suggested that the burnt animal 

bone recovered may have been pig and the quantity of Grooved Ware represented 26 
vessels (ibid, 43). As well as a description of new findings, the excavator gives a flavour of 

what the structure may have been like, how it would have been experienced. Emphasis is 

placed on the approach to the structure, with the feeling that the layout was ‘calculated to 

impress’ (Hartwell 1998, 40). Again there is an emphasis on the ceremonial aspect to the 
Ballynahatty area and the interpretation of the site as a mortuary enclosure. The central 

platform in BNH6 is interpreted as an excarnation platform for the defleshing of cadavers 

(ibid).

The last report on the excavations at Ballynahatty to date was published following the final 

season of excavation in 2000 (Hartwell 2002). A plan showing the posts and features 

located during the course of the excavation is included (ibid, 527; Fig. 3.12).

The last years of the excavation revealed the complexity of the annexe structure adjoining 

the outer enclosure (BNH5). The annexe reemphasizes the obvious importance of the 

approach to the structure and BNH6 in particular, and was flanked by a massive fagade. The 

annexe also contained a square entrance chamber, possible cremation pits and it is from 

here that the majority of the pottery assemblage and a large amount of flint was recovered.
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Possible phases have been proposed in earlier publications, however, Hartwell provides an 

interpretation of the excavated features and tentatively suggests possible phases at the 

close of the excavation programme (ibid, 526-529). Some of the earliest activity at the site 

involves the passage-tomb cists and a possible earlier timber circle which was destroyed 

due to the construction of BNH6 in its footprint. Associated with this are a number of 

cremation burials on the site, one in particular is deliberately avoided by the BNH6 posts. 

The outer enclosure (BNH5) follows the construction of BNH6 and the eastern settings. The 

sequence of construction within the annexe is more complex, but is completed with the 

construction of an enormous fagade (ibid, 529).

Other Work
The importance of the excavation has meant that information relating to the excavations has 

also appeared in publications by other authors. For example references to the site and the 

excavation have appeared in archaeological textbooks such as the ‘Prehistoric Archaeology 

of/re/ancT (Waddell 1998, 110-112) and volumes dealing more specifically with the Neolithic 

like ‘Landscapes of Neolithic Ireland’ (Cooney 2000, 169-172). Details of the excavation 

work at Ballynahatty were also included in Gibson’s work Stonehenge and Timber Circles 
(1998) and in the volume Excavations at Knowth (2) (Bogan and Roche 1997).

Three theses have been written about different aspects of the archaeological remains at 

Ballynahatty in recent years. The first, completed in 1991, examined the environmental 
background and history of the Ballynahatty plateau (Brown 1991, 1). The study hoped to 

establish the landuse of the area, particularly in the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age, and to 

ascertain if the area was used solely as a ceremonial landscape, or whether it also 

supported a community (ibid, 2). A bog-site, into which the plateau drains, was selected for 
coring and analysed for palynological evidence. The results suggested that the area was to 

some extent cleared of forest at the time of the elm decline (cSOOOBP) and it was proposed 

that this may have related to the construction of the earliest structures on the plateau (ibid, 

81). The area appears to have been cleared further at the time of the secondary elm decline, 

and pine decline and there is evidence of the appearance of ash and other open 

environment plants and it is suggested that it was at this time that the Giant’s Ring was 

constructed (c4000BP; ibid 29, 81). The study also found that although charcoal was present 

throughout the pollen diagram indicating that the plateau was used throughout the Neolithic 

and Early Bronze Age, there was not enough to indicate any level of forest burning or a large 

scale settlement in the area (ibid, 82). It also seems that the plateau was not used for cereal 

cultivation or arable farming throughout the period (ibid, 84). These factors led to the 

conclusion that the Ballynahatty plateau was used primarily as a ritual ceremonial landscape 

as it was not settled or used for arable farming (ibid, 85). Seeds and grains were, however, 

recovered during the course of the excavation of the timber structures, but currently await 

analysis.
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A thesis completed by E. Black in 1999 documented the 3D facial reconstruction of one of 

the skulls which was excavated following the discovery of the 1855 tomb. The study saw the 

skull successfully through the process of reconstruction and resulted in a 3D bronze cast 

now permanently displayed in the School of Archaeology and Palaeoecology at Queens 

University, Belfast (Fig. 3.13).

Fig. 3.13 - 3D facial reconstruction, after Black 1999, 207-241.

Fig. 3.14 - GIS model, from the north, after Hartwell 2002, 531, fig. 3.

A third and final study was undertaken in 2001 by B. MacDomhnaill. An electronic distance 

measurement (EDM) survey of the Ballynahatty plateau was undertaken using a total station.
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The work provided a useful, level 4 record (RCHME 1999), of the area including GIS models 

of the Giant’s Ring (Fig. 3.14) and the reconstructed BNH5 and 6 excavated areas (Fig. 
3.15).

Fig. 3.15 - GIS reconstruction of the posts located by excavation and air photography, after 
Mac Domhnaill 2001, 17, fig. 3.2.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESULTS

INTRODUCTION

The excavation programme was established to investigate further the archaeological 

remains evident in the townland following the air photography and fieldwork undertaken in 

the late 1980s. The duration of the excavations and the extent of the remains which were to 

be uncovered were not foreseen at the outset. The excavation work focused on the palisade 

enclosure (BNH5) and the inner timber circle (BNH6) which had shown as cropmarks in 

1989 and a short excavation was undertaken at the site of the BNH3 cropmark which was 
visible in 1984.

Figure 3.16 shows the excavated remains. As well as the outer enclosure (BNH5) and the 

timber circle (BNH6), a wedge-shaped structure (the eastern setting) was uncovered outside 

the entrance to BNH6 and a complex set of post rows were exposed in the annexe area 

outside the entrance to BNH5. To aid discussion of the numerous features excavated the 

remains have been assembled by ‘feature groups’. The terms set out by Hartwell have been 
adopted with a few additions (Hartwell 2002, 527, fig. 1).

All of the ‘feature groups’ under discussion had been cut into the mixed sand and gravel 

boulder clay subsoil. An unquantified amount of the upper levels of all the features had been 
damaged by 18th and 19th century spade cultivation (Hartwell 1991, 14) and indeed the site 

has continued to be regularly ploughed to the present day. The damage caused by the 

plough was found to be most severe on top of the ridge (Hartwell 2002, 526). The result of 
the successive years of ploughing has been not only to remove an unknown amount of the 

tops of the features (an important factor when considering the feature depth measurements 

provided) but also to remove any potential stratigraphic links. Stratigraphy on the site is very 

restricted and in most cases there is no linking stratigraphy at all, with features being for the 

most part stand-alone; unfortunately, a common reality at timber circle sites (Gibson 1998a, 

45). In the following account the depth measurements are perhaps best understood as a 

minimum depth, with an unknown amount truncated. The levels of truncation also varied 

over the site, due to its location on a ridge.

The removal of topsoil revealed an interface layer (c2) which was made up of topsoil and 

subsoil disturbed by cultivation. Soil from prehistoric features disturbed by ploughing was 

also incorporated into this interface layer to a degree. A number of features of modern date 

were found to be cut into this layer, including plough marks and drainage ditches. All of the 

prehistoric features were found to be cut into the subsoil, on the removal of c2 and these are 

presented in the following sections, under the relevant ‘feature group’ headings.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

Timber Circle (BNH6)
Introduction
The air photograph taken in 1989 clearly shows the crop mark, named Ballynahatty 6 

(BNH6), as a circular inner enclosure comprised a double line of pits, with an approximate 

diameter of 16mx14m. The cropmark lay approximately 100m north of the Giant’s Ring, on a 

level area on the north slope of a ridge which runs east-west (Hartwell 1998, 39). The 

structure was fully excavated and consisted of a series of large posthole cuts, 86 in total, as 

well as a number of other features. The excavation showed that the cropmark was indeed 

the remains of an elaborate timber circle measuring 16m in diameter (Hartwell 2002, 528). 

The circle was a double concentric ring of postholes, with the ‘inner ring’ consisted of 23 

posts, and the ‘outer ring’ of 33 posts. Four small posts were found between the inner and 

outer ring in the entrance area (‘BNH6 entrance 4’) and on the interior of the circle were four 

large posts (the ‘4 poster’) and a central setting of 14 smaller posts (the ‘excarnation 

platform’). Beyond the timber circle entrance was an arrangement of 8 posts in a wedge- 

shape (the ‘eastern setting’). The entrance of the timber circle faced south-east and the 

opening of the eastern setting faced south-west. Two cremation deposits were also 

discovered in the area of the timber circle. A stone filled pit and a number of other scoops 

and features were discerned lying to the west of the BNH6 structure (Fig. 3.17).

BNH6 Inner and Outer Circle
The remains of the inner and outer ring of the timber circle were revealed on the removal of 

c2. The post pits were initially identified as roughly circular patches of sandy, charcoal 
flecked soil, surrounded by a ring of orange-brown gravelly sand, which as redeposited 

natural, was often difficult to distinguish from the surrounding natural soil (Hartwell 1994, 

11). Generally the post holes were found to follow a standard pattern. They were an average 
1.2m in width and average 2.1m deep. They were typically oval in plan, and 'IT shaped in 

section, with steep, near vertical sides and a flat bottom (Fig. 3.18). They were filled with a 

'primary fill', which was intended as packing around the post. This soil was largely made up 

of the sands and gravels of the natural sub-soil and so is likely to have been the soil which 

had originally been removed when the post pit was dug. A core of charcoal rich soil was 

discovered at the centre of the ‘primary fill’. This ‘secondary fill’ proved to be more complex 

than simply the remains of a post burnt in situ, as was originally thought (ibid, 11). The dark 

sandy fill was rich in charcoal and was layered with cobbles and boulders. It is suggested 

that this ‘secondary fill’ is actually the result of the post having been removed from the post 

hole, burnt elsewhere, and returned to the hole created by its removal (Fig. 3.19). The 

cobbles and boulders may have been added to ensure that the void was completely filled. 
Experimental work carried out during the course of the excavation has shown that this can 

be accomplished with relative ease (Fig. 3.20).

46





99.74

BNH6 Outer Ring

99.47
E 4.

BNH6 Outer Ring BNH6 Inner Ring

99.32

o

101.325

BNH6 Inner Ring

'4 Poster1
Eastern Setting

BNH6 Inner Ring

'4 Poster'

c738 c830

'Excamation Platform’

0
L

1m
J

Fig. 3.18 - Section drawings of BNH6 postholes.



CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

Fig. 3.19 - 'Primary fill’ or 

post packing, with central 

core of charcoal and 

cobbles or ‘secondary fill’, 

from Hartwell unpublished 

archive.

Fig. 3.20 - Post extraction experiment, from Hartwell unpublished archive.
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4.5--;.

3.5 --

Feature Group

Fig. 3.21 - Estimated heights of posts above ground, based on the 1:3 ratio (i.e. length 
below ground: height above ground, rather than length below ground: total post length).

Shallow cuts were revealed at the edges of most of the post holes and are interpreted as 

ramps, created to facilitate the raising of the large posts. In a small number of cases an 
indentation was evident on the wall of the post hole opposite the ramp. It is likely that this is 

where the post had slid down the ramp and had slammed into the wall of the post hole 
gouging some of the material out as it went. This was particularly evident at the south of the 

enclosure as the subsoil was a fine sand in this area (Hartwell 1994, 13). Indeed in this area 

it was possible to detect the marks made by antler picks in some cases (ibid).

The post holes could have held posts measuring an estimated 0.5m in diameter and 6m 

height (Fig. 3.21). This measurement is based on the 1:3 ratio employed elsewhere (Gibson 

1998a, 106-107) and may be an underestimation based on the fact that a portion of the top 

of each posthole is missing.

The post holes of both the inner and outer ring were found to have been regularly spaced 

around their circumference, and were placed so that there was an interval of 1.6m between 

the posts (Hartwell 1994, 13). This rule varied at the entrance to BNH6, where there was 

found to be a double post holes on the inner ring on either side of the entrance and two 

double post hole on the outer ring on either side of the entrance (ibid). It can be deduced 

that the inner ring is likely to have been erected prior to the outer ring.
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Apart from free-standing posts there was little conclusive evidence for other structural 

features such as a roof or walls. The remains of slots and charred wood plank, however, 

were recovered in the entrance area between the two entrance posts of the inner circle and 

the four entrance posts of the outer circle. This leads to the tentative suggestion that there 

may have been planked walling filling the gaps between posts, at least in the entrance area 

(ibid, 13). It is also possible that lintels capped the posts of the inner and outer circle (ibid), 

this would give the shape of the circle definition when without lintels the structure would 

appear simply as a mass of posts, as demonstrated by the reconstruction of the Sarn-y- 

Bryn-Caled timber circle (Gibson 1994, 212; Hartwell 2002, 528).

BNH6 Entrance 4

The remains of four posts were uncovered between the inner and outer ring of posts, two at 

either side of the entrance. Although these posts tended to taper inwards towards the 

bottom rather than being ‘IT shaped, the fills followed the same pattern as those of the inner 

and outer circle.

It would appear that the four post holes are earlier than the inner and outer rings of the 

timber circle. Posthole c271 is cut by posthole c341 of the outer enclosure and c417 is cut 

by c525. It may be that these features represent the remains of an earlier timber circle, the 

evidence of which has largely been obliterated by BNH6 (Hartwell 2002, 526; Fig. 3.22).

Fig. 3.22 - Left - Plan showing position of possible 
earlier timber circle, indicated by black circles. Below - 
the postholes between the BNH6 inner and outer 
circles (c852 & c417) showing sequence of
construction, from Hartwell unpublished archive.

Entrance

4 poster

Inner circle

Outer circle
\
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‘4 Poster’
Four large post holes were uncovered on the interior of the BNH6 circle, set at equal 

intervals, creating a square setting within the circle. These post holes measure an average 

1m in diameter and 2.4m in depth. The large ‘IT shaped holes contained multiple fills, and 

like the post holes of the inner and outer circle, had ramp cuts and ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ 

fills evident. The primary fills were mixed orange-brown sand and gravel soils and the 

secondary fills contained a concentration of charcoal and much stone rubble. The large 

holes created by the removal of the posts evidently required a considerable quantity of stone 

backfill. The primary fill also contained substantial quantities of stone backfill. All of the post 

holes have substantial ramp cuts which must have been necessary to control the raising of 

such large posts. It is estimated that they could have held posts measuring 0.7m in diameter 

and 7.2m above ground (Fig. 3.21). There is evidence that after destruction the position of 

the ‘4 poster’ pits was marked by low cairns of boulders and cobbles (Hartwell 1998, 41).

The ‘4 poster’ appears to have been erected prior to the inner circle of BNH6. The ramps of 

the ‘4 poster’, like the ramps of BNH6 circles, radiate outwards and the ramp cuts of the ‘4 
poster’ posts were cut through when the inner circle posts were erected. It was particularly 

clear upon excavation of the BNH6 post hole c965 and ‘4 poster’ c948 that the two were not 

open at the same time, and that indeed c965 had cut through the existing c948. The 

posthole c965 was found to cut into c972, the loose sandy ‘primary fill’ of c948. It is also 
apparent on plan that feature c965 overlaps the western edge of c948 and the edge of 

posthole c965 is flattened so that it did not cut too deeply into c972, the fill of c948. It is also 

likely that the ramp cut (c969) of post hole c963 cuts through the existing ramp cut (c1150) 

of post hole c948, although this was not as clear as with post hole c965 (Fig. 3.18).

‘Excarnation Platform’
Fourteen small post holes were uncovered at the centre of the timber circle structure. 

Although a square measuring 2m by 2m, the structure was formed by two sides of five post 

holes and two sides of four post holes (Fig. 3.23). The holes measured an average 0.4m 

width and 0.4m depth. Rather than being ‘IT shaped these post holes were found to have 

tapered towards the base. When the posts were removed from the post holes the voids were 

replaced with a deposit of stone cobbles and soil. There was a noticeable lack of charcoal in 

the backfill of these post holes (Fig. 3.18).

The lack of an entrance to this structure has lead to it being interpreted as a platform, 

possibly for exposing cadavers (Hartwell 2002, 529, 532).
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Fig. 3.23 - Excavated postholes of the ‘excarnation platform’ at the centre of BNH6.

‘Eastern Setting’
Eight post holes, in a ‘U’ shaped setting were uncovered outside the entrance to BNH6 (Fig. 

3.24). The orientation of this structure would indicate that it formed an integral part of the 

BNH6 structure. The post holes measured an average 0.8m depth and may have held posts 
standing 2.4m above ground. The post holes were found to have been ‘IT shaped in profile 

and contained lower 'primary fills’ and charcoal rich ‘secondary fills’ in the area were the 

posts had once been (Fig. 3.18).

The mirror of the ‘eastern setting’ has been located by geophysical survey. It has been 

proposed that the structures could have possibly functioned as ossuaries (Hartwell 2002, 

531).

Fig. 3.24 - The Eastern Setting, adjacent to the BNH5 enclosure.

Cremation deposits
Two cremation deposits (c588 & c943) were uncovered during the excavation of BNH6. 

Cremation deposit c588 lay between the inner and outer rings of BNH6. The ramp cuts of
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post holes c537 and c114 splay to avoid the cremation, suggesting that it was in place 

before the construction of BNH6 and that the builders were aware of its existence (Hartwell 

1998, 39). The cremation deposit was placed into a shallow scoop, approximately 18cm 

deep and 55cm at its widest point and the cut was lined and covered with split stones (Fig. 

3.25).

Fig. 3.25 - Cremation deposit, c588, in a setting of split stones.

The cremation, c.943, was uncovered immediately outside the outer ring. The shallow cut, 

16cm deep and 45cm wide, was lined with square cut stone on which the cremation deposit 

was placed.

Pit

A pit (c998) containing a hoard of split stones was recovered from area 27. This occupies 

one of the three nodal positions from which the BNH6 complex was laid out (Hartwell 1998, 

39).

Area West of BNH6

As well as the pit (c998) and the cremation (c943) described above, a number of other 

shallow scoops and features were located to the west of the BNH6 timber circle. The 

features, likely to represent only the base of the original remains, presented as a series of 

shallow scoops, filled with dark soil and concentrations of split stones. It was not possible to 

resolve these features any further, although a significant amount of Coarseware and lithic 

artefacts were recovered in association with the features. They lay on the edge of the 

excavated area and it may be that these anomalies are associated with remains located 

beyond the limit of the excavation.
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Outer Enclosure (BNH5)
Ballynahatty 5 (BNH5) was first recognized as a crop mark in 1989. The feature appeared to 

be a large enclosure of paired pits, roughly oval and measuring some 70m x 90m in size 

(Hartwell 1994, 11). The excavation investigated a small portion of the eastern end of the 

enclosure, including the entrance through BNH5, a section of the enclosure north of the 

entrance, and a smaller stretch of the enclosure to the south of the entrance. This 

represents only a fraction of the total BNH5 enclosure. The remains excavated consisted of 

an inner and outer ring of large posts and two linear slots of smaller posts joining the inner 

and outer rings and creating the entrance through BNH5 (Fig. 3.26).

The post holes of the enclosure are an average 1.2m wide and 1.8m deep, and could have 

held posts an estimated 0.4m in diameter, standing 5.4m above ground (Fig. 3.21). The post 

holes were half-sectioned before being fully emptied. Like the post holes of BNH6 the 

enclosure post holes were comprised a ‘primary fill’ packed around the post to hold it in 

place in the pit. The ‘secondary fill’, was made up of a charcoal and stone backfill, put in 

after the posts were removed (Fig. 3.27). Ramp cuts are not as obvious as those recovered 

during the excavation of BNH6. Because of difficulties in locating the edges of the postholes 

in this area, the natural was lowered by 20-30cm, removing much of the potential evidence.

Although there is no stratigraphic link between BNH5 and BNH6, it would appear that BNH5 

was constructed after BNH6. It is evident that the line of BNH5 deviates to avoid the ‘eastern 
setting’ (Hartwell 1994, 11). It has also been demonstrated that the two structures are likely 

to have been laid out as one single monument (Hartwell 2002, 528).
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CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

Annexe Area
Introduction
The complexity of this area, revealed by the excavation, was not apparent from the aerial 

photographs. Termed ‘the annexe’, this was an elaborate entrance way, including a massive 

fagade structure and square ‘entrance chamber’. The elaborate nature of the features 

excavated in this area would suggest that the remains represent a number of successive 

phases. This area, like BNH5 and 6, however, is characterized by a lack of linking 
stratigraphy between features (Fig. 3.28).

N-S posts
A line of nine post holes were uncovered running approximately north-south immediately 

outside the outer line of the BNH5 enclosure to the north of the entrance. The line of posts is 

thought to continue north beyond the limit of the excavations, but, it stopped short of the 

entrance at the south. The post holes of this line were somewhat smaller than the post holes 

of the BNH5 enclosure and measured an average 1m wide and 1.4m deep (Fig. 3.21). They 

were oval in plan and ‘U’ shaped in profile, and when sectioned the post holes were found to 
be filled with a ‘primary fill’ and ‘secondary fill’ (Fig. 3.29).

Northern E-W posts
Three lines of posts were uncovered in the north of the annexe area, running approximately 
from east to west. The rows meet the north-south posts and BNH5 at the west and the inner 

fagade at the east (Fig. 3.30). The upper (6 post holes) and middle row (9 post holes) 
appear to be parallel with each other, whist the lower row (8 post holes) follows a slightly 

different line. It is likely that the remains excavated are the total remains of this feature, 
although this cannot be stated conclusively as these post rows lay at the edge of the 
excavated area.

The post holes were roughly oval in plan and when sectioned were ‘U’ shaped in profile. The 

post holes are an average 0.6m wide and 1.3m in depth. These posts holes were filled with 

a gritty orange sand ‘primary fill’ and a charcoal rich ‘secondary soil’. The ‘secondary fill’ also 

contained considerable stone packing (Fig.3.31). It is estimated that the post holes could 

have held posts which stood to a height of 2.6m above ground (Fig. 3.21).

Southern E-W posts
A triple row of post holes was uncovered at the very south of the excavated annexe area. 

The line runs east-west, from the BN FIS enclosure at the west to the inner fagade at the 

east. Fifteen posts holes belonging to this feature group were identified in all and the outline 

of the ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ fill planned. Only nine of the post holes were fully excavated, 

however, concentrated in areas 97, 98 and 99.
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Fig. 3.30 - The northern east-west posts, Fig. 3.32 - The line of outer and inner 

looking west. The posts meet BNH5 at the west facade posts, looking south, towards 
and the inner fapade at the east. the Giant’s Ring.

62



CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

Inner Facade

A complex facade structure was uncovered at the entrance to the annexe which is likely to 
have both drawn attention to the entrance area and screened all that was behind it from 

view. In this area were two lines of an inner fagade and a massive row of outer facade posts 

(Fig. 3.32). The outline of 18 post holes of the inner line of the inner facade was uncovered 

with the removal of c2 and were recorded in plan and photographed. The posts holes were 

oval in plan and an average 1.1m wide. Nine posts holes from this line, to the north of the 

entrance, were fully excavated and had an average depth of 1.2m (Fig. 3.21). The posts 

held within the post hole were an estimated 0.3m in diameter and 3.6m in height above 

ground. The post holes were an irregular ‘U’ shape, with vertical sides, in some cases 

sloping in towards the base, with a flat bottom. The holes were filled with a ‘primary’ and 

‘secondary’ fill, the ‘secondary fill’ packed with stones (Fig. 3.29). An entrance through the 

fagade was created with the construction of a slot-defined passage way, lined by a row of 
smaller post holes on either side.

A second outer line of the inner fagade was detected, running parallel to the inner line, 

however this had been almost completely obliterated by the construction of the large outer 
fagade posts. This is the only instance were the excavation work could actually prove that a 

line of posts were replaced by another line of posts. It seems likely therefore that both of the 

lines of inner fagade posts were removed before the construction of the large fagade posts.

A post hole of the inner line of the inner fagade was found to have cut through the small 
stone built cist (c951) uncovered in area 41/42.

Outer Fagade

The line of the outer fagade first became apparent as a concentrated area of stone rubble, 

described as a ‘stone spine’ in the field notes, running in a line approximately north-south on 

either side of the entrance to the annexe (Fig. 3.33). Intermixed with the stone was a dark 

black-grey sandy soil, with discreet areas of charcoal. This central strip was surrounded by a 

mixed orange-brown, gritty-sandy soil. The size of this feature when it was first revealed 
(running from areas 55/56 at the north through 40/47, 42/49 and area 71 at the south) 

prompted the use of box sections to investigate it. The section of outer fagade to the south 

of the entrance was not excavated.

This was an extremely complex area of stratigraphy with the setting, removal and backfilling 

of two lines of posts in approximately the same position giving eight episodes of soil 

movement.

The section of outer fagade to the north of the entrance was investigated using four box 

sections which, when taken down, showed that the feature would have held seven massive
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posts, approximately 1.2m in diameter set less than 20cm apart and over 6m in height 

above ground (Fig. 3.34). The width and height of these posts is considerably greater than 

the inner fapade posts and they must have created a much more imposing effect.

On excavation it became apparent that all fills of this feature contained a considerable 

amount of stone, although this was concentrated in the central core area. It was also 

apparent that the posts had also been removed and replaced with a charcoal and rubble fill 

(Fig. 3.29). The posts were burnt and the stumps extracted by digging out the rotten wood 

and refilling it with charcoal and burnt stone (Hartwell 1998, 43).

Fig. 3.33 - The outer facade, showing stone 

concentration, looking north.

Fig. 3.34 - Excavated outer facade, looking 

south, showing leeched area where the 

post once stood, looking south.

West-north-west posts
A double line of posts running approximately west-north-west was also uncovered in the 

south of the annexe area. The line of posts met the BNH5 enclosure at the n orth-west and 

the post holes of the inner fapade at the south-east. Ten post holes of this feature group 

were revealed and the outline of the ‘primary fill’ and ‘secondary fill’ identified and recorded 

in plan. Only four of the postholes, or two pairs were fully excavated: first, half sectioned,
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recorded and then emptied (c1508, c1589, c1591, c1601). The post holes, roughly oval in 
shape, and an irregular ‘IT shape in profile, were an average 0.8m wide and 1m deep. Again 

the post holes were filled with a ‘primary fill’ and distinct ‘secondary fill’ of charcoal and 

stones. It is estimated that they could have held posts which stood 3m above ground (Fig. 
3.21,3.29).

Post holes c1508 and c1589, when fully excavated were found to be conjoined. It is likely 

that posthole c1589 cut the edge of the ‘primary fill’ of posthole 1508. It may be the case that 

the upper row of post holes (consisting of c1707, c1503, cl401, c1508, c1472, c1474, 
c1591) were dug and the posts erected and backfilled with ‘primary fill’, prior to the 

excavation of the lower row of post holes (consisting of c1709, c1717, c1505, c1589, 
c1601). The lower row of west-north-west post holes was found to have been constructed 

later than the BNH5 outer enclosure. West-north-west post hole c1709 cuts BNH5 posthole 
C1710.

Entrance Chamber
The ‘entrance chamber’ was uncovered in the annexe area, linking the entrance through the 

BNH5 enclosure to the entrance through the fagade. The square structure was comprised 

28 post holes creating chamber 9m by 9m, with a gap measuring 1.5m on the east as well 

as the west side to allow passage through the fagade and BNH5. On the interior were set 
four free standing posts, similar to the ‘4 poster’ in BNH6. This area also saw complex 
deposition of artefacts within the post holes. Similar to the other features excavated, when 

c2 was removed, the ‘entrance chamber’ was identified by a series of black circular 

smudges, oval shaped in plan and with near vertical sides and flat bases, were all filled with 
a distinct ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ fill (Fig. 3.29). Three posts holes at the south of the 

entrance chamber were the exception to this. A trench appears to have been cut to hold 

three posts (c1438, c1439, c1440), which were all backfilled with the same primary fill 

(c1447), a red-brown loamy sand. The post holes of the ‘entrance chamber’ measure 1m 

wide and c.1.8m deep. It is estimated that they could have held post of 0.3m in diameter and 

5.4m above ground.

The position of the ‘entrance chamber’ seemed to be governed by the need to realign the 

entrance to the east-west orientation of the ridge (Hartwell 2002, 549). It appears to have 

been pivoted on the corner at the north-eastern end of the passage through BNH5. The 

entrance through BNH5 was extended to meet the ‘entrance chamber’ with the addition of a 

post hole. An additional post hole (c7) was also set at the north-west corner of the entrance 
chamber so that the line of BNH5 was corrected and the ‘entrance chamber’ remained a 

square.
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‘Cremation Pits’
Two large, irregularly shaped pits were uncovered in the annexe area. The pits have been 
termed burning or ‘cremation’ pits due to the high charcoal content of the fill within them. 

The northern pit, a thin linear cut, was uncovered immediately to the south of the northern 

east-west posts. The pit (c1086) measured 6.3m at its longest, 0.75m at it's widest and 

survived to a depth of 0.05-0.1m and was flat bottomed. This feature, however, is likely to 

have been somewhat truncated and this may represent only the base of the original pit. The 

pit was filled with a black-grey charcoal rich layer (c1070).

A second pit (c1453) was discovered in the south of the annexe area (Fig. 3.35). The pit lay 
at the meeting point of the southern east-west posts, the west-north-west posts and the 

inner fagade. The pit was not fully excavated, however the excavated portion measured 

1.7m wide by 2.25m long and 1m at its deepest, ‘IT shaped in section. The pit was filled with 

a dark black loam, and a high percentage of charcoal (c1452). Quantities of bone were also 

recovered from this feature. Final interpretation of these features must await analysis of the 

complete burnt bone assemblage recovered, however, they are at present interpreted as 

burning pits. Preliminary analysis has highlighted the presence of both human and animal 

remains which suggest that the features were utilised for cooking meat and also for the 

cremation of human remains.
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Open area in the Northern Annexe
A number of shallow spreads and scoops were uncovered in the northern part of the annexe 

upon the removal of c2. The features had been heavily truncated, however, making 

interpretation difficult. A stoney deposit (c500) covering areas 36 and 37 is interpreted as a 

possible floor surface. Below the stoney surface was a spread of charcoal flecked soil 

(c555), which in turn lay on a thin spread of yellow sandy soil with charcoal flecks (c605). A 

number of other charcoal rich scoops were also recorded in this area including c522, c786 

and c771. A great deal of the Grooved Ware pottery was recovered from this area, 

particularly from the spread below the possible floor surface (c555 and c605).

Cist and Cremation deposits
The remains of an unusual cist structure and four cremation deposits were uncovered in the 

annexe area. The four cremation deposits lay in a line immediately outside the fagade and 
entrance to the annexe area. The traces of what may have been a further two cremations 

(c1627, c1628) were picked up on the other side of the entrance, outside the fagade and it 

may be that there were originally four cremations on the south side of the entrance to mirror 

the four to the north of the entrance. The cremations to the north of the entrance (c1012, 
c1014, c1016, c1018) were spaced 1m apart and were orientated north-east. The group 

took the form of small bowl shaped cuts, two then had split stones placed within (c1014, 

c1016) and all four had a fill of orange sandy soil mixed with burnt bone. The fill of two of the 
cremation deposits (c1012, c1014) contained Coarseware pottery. Cremation deposits were 

c1016 and 1018 were more severely truncated than c1012 and c1014. The best surviving of 
the four had a flat stone, approximately 30cm long and an edging of split stones, around 
4cm high (see Fig. 3.39 below).

The entrance to the annexe area and the fagade structure appear to respect the position of 

the line of four cremations, which makes it all the more unusual that the inner fagade 
actually smashes through the stone lined cist structure which lies on the line of the inner 

fagade (Fig. 3.36). The cist was placed in a pit (c951) which was cut into the subsoil. A 

series of field boulders (c953) lined the cist and spilt stone slabs (c954) covered the base of 

the cut. Two capstones (c955) formed the roof of the cist. The sub-rectangular chamber of 

the cist measured 80cm x 40cm and was 50cm in height. The entrance to the cist had been 

defined by the placing of two 'pillar-like' stones of different rock type, which were capped by 

a lintel (Hartwell 1998, 35). The approach to the entrance was made by a stone lined 

passage 50cm long (Fig. 3.37). Pebbles were recovered from the space between the stone 

lining of the cist and the pit (c951), suggesting that it originally had a covering cairn. The 

structure was placed within the subsoil and so would have been intentionally subterranean, 

mirroring the cist described in 1855 by MacAdam and Getty. The cist had placed within it 

two Coarseware pots and a cremation deposit.
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Fig. 3.36 - Above - Discovery of the cist. Below - capstones removed, 

the edge of the cist is cut by a posthole.

Fig. 3.37- Plan and section of cist, c951, from Hartwell 1998, 34.
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DISCUSSION
The excavation in Ballynahatty townland has uncovered a complex set of remains 
associated with both the Coarseware and Grooved Ware ceramic traditions. A complex 

timber circle and palisade enclosure was revealed, which appears to have been added to on 

more than one occasion. The annexe in particular demonstrates the elaborate nature of the 

structures. A discussion of the remains uncovered and their possible function is presented 

here.

Coarseware related activity
The earliest structural remains excavated relate to a series of shallow stone lined features 

intended to hold cremation deposits. They are associated with Coarseware and are likely to 

be contemporary with the passage tomb-like subterranean cist structure excavated. The 

excavated examples may be contemporary with the subterranean stone structure excavated 

in 1855, and are of a similar tradition to the passage tomb in the centre of the Giant’s Ring. A 

number of similar features have been excavated elsewhere (Brindley and Lanting 1990, 6) 

and have recovered evidence of non-megalithic burials associated with Coarseware or 

related artefacts. The sites include the earthen embanked enclosure at Monknewtown, Co. 
Meath (Sweetman 1976), Tara, Co. Meath (de Valera 1960), Kiltierney, Co. Fermanagh 

(Daniels and Williams 1977, 36-38), Carrowmore (grave 4 and 27), Co. Sligo and 

Towneyhall, Co. Louth (Liversage 1960). A number of the deposits are described as having 
come from ‘mini-cists’. It is also interesting to note that a number of these features are within 

known multi-period ritual complexes (e.g. Tara, Kiltierney, Towneyhall).

The example from Kiltierney was recovered from a stone circle site which enclosed a 

number of burials. Burial 1, approximately at the centre, was a cremation associated with 
pendant beads and Coarseware and was placed in an arrangement of small flat stones. Also 

recovered from the stone circle was a cremation associated with Grooved Ware and another 

covered by an inverted cordoned urn. A passage tomb and cursus are located close by (Fig 

3.38).

Geographically closer to Ballynahatty, small cist structures were uncovered during the 

excavation of the unusual monument at Millin Bay (Collins and Waterman 1955). The 

structure was composed of the remains of a field wall, a long cist with a number of 

inhumations and a single cremation, and a number of small stoned lined cists containing 

cremated bone, all covered by a mound. The mound was encircled by standing stones. The 

monument has a number of affinities with the passage grave tradition, including the 

presence of Coarseware The recovery of small stone lined cremations associated with 

Coarseware is comparable to the remains from Ballynahatty.

At the stone circle site on Castle Mahon Mountain, also in Co. Down, a small stone lined cist
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Fig. 3.38 - Plan of monuments in Kiltierney townland, from Daniells and Williams 1977.
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Fig. 3.39 - Cremation cists from Ballynahatty and Castle Mahon Mountain, Co. Down, from 

Hartwell 1998 and Collins 1956.

cremation was recovered almost at the centre of the stone circle (Collins 1956, 6; Fig. 3.39). 

The cist measure around 0.4m in diameter and 0.15m in depth. The dating of this cist is far 

from clear. During the excavation, the top of the feature was located at the end of the 

working week and when the dig was resumed on the Monday it had been vandalized by
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treasure-hunters. Whether or not the cremation was ever accompanied by pottery will never 

be known (Collins 1956, 6). The cremation deposit, likely to be the remains of a child, was 
placed on a stone slab, and edged on at least three sides by similar split stone slabs. It is not 

possible to tell if a fourth stone was removed during the weekend disturbance, however, the 

excavator thought it was unlikely that a capstone was ever in place (ibid). The only dating 

evidence recovered from the site was a deposit of Carinated Bowl Style pottery within a large 

pit 1.8m in diameter and 0.6m deep. The pottery was recovered along with a number of large 

stones and evidence for burning at the base of the pit. Despite the uncertainty of the date of 

this monument, it is worth highlighting this feature, similar to that recovered at Ballynahatty 

and also at Kiltierney, within the stone circle.

The facade and annexe area

Fig. 3.40 - Reconstruction sketch superimposed on photograph of the ridge. The sketch 

gives an idea of how the fagade may have appeared to those approaching the structure, 

from Hartwell, unpublished archive.

The timber monument is secondary to the phase of Coarseware activity at the site. The first 

thing to note with regard to the timber monument, perhaps, is the energy expended on the 

entrance fagade structure. The aim of this feature (the fagade and annexe) was undoubtedly 

to create an imposing impression to anyone approaching (Fig. 3.40) and also to hide the 

annexe area and beyond from view. There is no exact parallel for the excavated annexe 

area at Ballynahatty, but similar features have been uncovered elsewhere. The often 

dramatic nature of the approaches to henges and timber circles has been noted (Gibson 

1998a, 23). At Avebury, for example, the large entrance stones hide the henge entrance 

(Fig. 3.41). It also appears that access to timber circles was often not direct and entrance
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ways and access routes were elaborate (Gibson 1992a, 87; Thomas 1999, 56). This would 

imply that although an exact comparison cannot be made, features with similar functions 
were common.

A fagade was uncovered in association with Durrington Walls southern circle (Wainwright 

and Longworth 1971, 27; Fig. 3.42) and at this site the northern circle was approached by a 

timber avenue, and again through a fagade (Wainwright and Longworth 1971,42; Fig. 3.42). 

At the component timber circle site, excavated at Lugg, Co. Dublin, a timber avenue 

approached the circle (Kilbride-Jones 1951, 322). An annexe type structure was also found 

associated with structure 2, within palisade 2 at West Kennet (Whittle 1997, 77; Fig. 3.43). 

This may have had a similar function to the annexe at Ballynahatty, perhaps to screen the 

interior from view or to act as a transitional area, between the interior and exterior.

The entrance through the fagade and BNFI5 and the BNH6 entrance are not on the same 

alignment, meaning that the interior is not visible on the initial entry to the annexe area. 

Indirect entrances have also been noted at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled (Gibson 1998a, 84; 1998b, 

77), at Mount Pleasant, the Sanctuary (Pollard 1992, 224) and North Mains (Barclay 1983, 

182). Evidently the fagade screened from view the areas beyond which were not meant to be 
viewed by everyone.

The features immediately beyond the entrance, in the annexe area are likely to represent 
more than one phase of construction (discussed below). It is clear from the remains in this 

area that the annexe had an important function, perhaps as a place where ceremonies could 

be prepared, or performed, prior to moving through to the interior of BNFI5 palisade 

enclosure. Hartwell proposes that this area was vital in order to choreograph movement 
through the structure (Hartwell 2002, 530) and has termed the annexe area as ‘a zone of 

transition’ (ibid). It is interesting to note also that the BNH6 structure would still not have 

been visible from this point and would not have been visible before passing through the 

BNH5 entrance way. It is possible that the north-south posts and the northern east-west 

posts were intended to screen the annexe area and the interior of BNH5 from the view of 

those approaching from lower on the ridge. Hartwell has proposed a likely approach from the 

east, where it would be necessary to travel from the lower ground onto the ridge, with the 
entrance fagade towering above. The architecture at Ballynahatty, as at other hengiform 

sites, was carefully laid out in order to ensure that people moved through the structure in the 

prescribed fashion and to ensure a clear division between those who were allowed into the 

structure, and perhaps even a division between those who were allowed to pass beyond the 

annexe into the BNH5 enclosure and those who were not. Thomas has proposed that the 

architecture apparent at these site types is an indication that the ordering and division of 

space had become more elaborate than the inside-outside division evident in earlier periods 

(Thomas 1999, 60).
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Fig. 3.41 - The entrance to Avebury, from Gibson 1998a, plate 13.

Fig. 3.42 - Plan of Durrington Walls southern circle, phase 1 and northern circle, 

phase 2, showing fagade and avenue features, from Wainwright and Longworth 1971.

5m

Fig. 3.43 - Structure 2, within palisade 2 at West Kennet, showing porch or annexe 

feature to the south, from Whittle, 1997, 77, fig. 52.
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Reconstruction of BNH6
Beyond the BNH5 enclosure lay the BNH6 timber circle, which again has a very defined 

design and layout. As noted above it has been proposed that the structure was not roofed. 

No evidence for roofing was recovered during the course of the excavation (Hartwell 1998, 

40; 2002, 528). Whether or not timber circles were roofed is an issue that has received 

considerable attention and has arguably not yet been resolved (Musson 1971; Bourke 1997; 

Gibson 1992a; 1998a). The problem arises due to the fact that little evidence to support or 

deny the presence of a roof is ever discovered. It has been argued that the reconstruction of 

the remains often comes down to speculation and personal preference (ibid, 121).

The problems are well illustrated by the excavation of the timber circles at Knowth and 

Ballynahatty, both carried out in the 1990s. There are a number of similarities between the 

excavated remains of the two, which are likely to be of a similar date. BNH6 is larger than 
the Knowth structure which has a maximum diameter of just over 9m and Ballynahatty is 

arguably more elaborate. However, at both the deposition of artefacts within postholes was 

an important element. At Knowth, the structure has been interpreted as having a ritual 

function but the presence of a roof is favoured, based on the posthole arrangement, depth 

and the deposition of artefacts within them and also the fact that the structure is comparable 
with the size of domestic structures (Bourke 1997, 293; Fig. 3.44). Alternatively, Hartwell has 

argued the case for an unroofed structure (Hartwell 1998, 40; 2002, 528; Fig. 3.45).

The excavated remains would indicate that both had similar functions, the artefacts 
assemblage recovered from Ballynahatty compares well with that from Knowth. The 
presence or absence of a roof, however, would seem a fundamental factor in the function of 

the sites and would certainly be linked to the nature of the ceremony or ritual performed 

within; it would seem primary to the experience of the monument and perhaps would even 

preclude them from having the same function. It is not possible to resolve this: in the case of 

both Knowth and Ballynahatty the evidence has been weighed and Hartwell and Bourke 

have undoubtedly both come to a considered conclusion. Personal preference, however, is 

also a factor and both concede that conclusive proof is lacking (Bourke 1997, 293; Hartwell 

2002, 529). The interpretation of the primary function of BNH6 (i.e. excarnation), however, 

relies on it being unroofed.

The preference for unroofed structures appears to have been prevalent at other excavated 

timber circle sites. At the early Woodhenge excavation the excavator proposed that the circle 

was not roofed and drew parallels with Stonehenge (Gibson 1998a, 100). Cunnington also 

felt, despite conclusive evidence either way, that the remains excavated at the Sanctuary 

were unroofed. This interpretation was also favoured by Burl (ibid, 100) although it has been 

argued elsewhere that the structure may have been roofed (Pollard 1992, 216). The 

excavator of Arminghall too favoured an unroofed interpretation (Clark 1936, 13). As
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Fig. 3.44 - Reconstructions of Knowth timber circle, the fourth example is favoured by 
Bourke and is also shown in the artists impression, from Bourke 1997, 287-288, fig. 1-2.

Fig. 3.45 - Reconstruction of BNH6, from Hartwell 1998, 41, fig. 3.5.
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Gibson has pointed out, in the case of Durrington Walls, the evidence for and against the 

presence for a roof was considered in detail by Musson, and he preferred an unroofed 

interpretation (Gibson 1998a, 106; Musson 1971, 377). Musson having studied the evidence 

for the two circles at Durrington Walls and the remains from the Sanctuary and Woodhenge 

is uneasy with the lack of homogeneity between the roofed reconstructions he has theorized. 

He states ‘it is difficult to see a convincing developmental sequence here’ and ‘certainly it is 

hard to credit the ‘ambitious’ scheme shown’ (Musson 1971, 377). He concludes that the 

best hope of an ‘all embracing explanation’ is the idea that the excavated remains in fact 

represent freestanding posts, perhaps with lintels (ibid). This interpretation of the circles at 

Durrington Walls has also been favoured elsewhere and doubts have been expressed as to 
whether the southern circle in particular, could have viably held a roof (Mercer 1981, 157; 

Richards and Thomas 1984, 197). At more recent excavations, for example at Sarn-y-Bryn- 

Caled (Gibson 1992a, 88) and Balfarg (Mercer 1981, 153), unroofed interpretations have 

been favoured. The span of the roof at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled is likely to have been too great for 
the size of the upright posts (Gibson 1994, 211). The reconstruction of the Sarn-y-Bryn- 

Caled timber circle did demonstrate, however, the need for some horizontal element to add 

visual order (ibid, 211; Fig. 3.46).

76



CHAPTER THREE: THE EXCAVATION

There was some evidence at Ballynahatty for the use of planking to infill the gaps between 

the posts, at least in the BNH6 entrance area. Evidence for infilling between postholes has 

also been uncovered at North Mains and Dorchester in the form of planking (Barclay 1983, 

182) and from Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled in the form of wattle and daub. As with the evidence for 

roofing, the indicators for infilling are not conclusive (Gibson 1998a, 120).

The internal rectangular setting at Ballynahatty has been interpreted as an 'excarnation 

platform’ for the exposure of corpses for defleshing. Similar interpretations for structures at 

Balfarg have been proposed (Barclay and Russell-White 1993).

Destruction of the timber structures

Much of the excavated remains related specifically to the destruction of the site. Like the 
layout and the functions that the monument must have carried out, the end of the monument 

appears to have been very much prescribed and Hartwell sees the final burning not as an 

act of destruction but of transformation (ibid, 44). Charcoal and stone replace wood to 

become the permanent skeleton of the site. The deposition of artefact and faunal remains in 

the charred secondary deposits highlights the significance of this act. It would indicate that 

the structure was taken apart with some care, that the ceremony that characterized the 
monuments life is also evident in its destruction.

Function
The remains excavated at Ballynahatty have been interpreted as ultimately having a 

ceremonial or ritual function intimately linked with the processing of the dead. Hartwell 

proposes ‘Ballynahatty should therefore be seen as a focus of community ceremony and 
death rituals’ (1998, 44). The excavator has suggested that excarnation and cremation were 

the principle functions (Hartwell 2002, 532). It may be, however, that the treatment of the 

dead was only one of a number of aspects (Cooney 2000, 172). The elaborate nature of the 

remains seems also to have functioned to establish protocol for interaction between the 

living (Thomas 1999, 60). As well as the associations with death, much emphasis has also 

been placed on the importance of ceremonial procession which is evident from the 

excavated remains (Hartwell 2002, 530). It is suggested that the intricate layout of the 

design, the imposing fagade and entrance way and the passage ways were ultimately 

necessary to choreograph movement. The rituals and practices evident from the excavated 

remains would have been vital to maintaining the stability of the society which created the 

monuments, to reinforce the social order and ensure continuity (Cooney and Grogan 1994, 

90; Gibson 1998a, 77). Thomas states in summary ‘A place which was already important 

was enclosed, and access to it at particular times regulated, while the precise experience of 

the location which a person could achieve was constrained’ (1991, 60).
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Comparable sites
The timber circle excavated at Ballynahatty has comparisons in Ireland and Britain. The 

closest comparable site geographically is the recently excavated site at Balgatheran, Co. 

Louth. The excavation of the Late Neolithic ceremonial site was reported in the news section 

of Archaeology Ireland in 2001 (Vol.15:2) and the following information was kindly provided 

by the excavator, C 6 Drisceoil, ahead of the publication of the excavation results. Five 

structures in all were recovered along with a number of pits and hearths (Fig. 3.47). A 

number of similarities between this site and Ballynahatty exist. The site is situated on a hill 

overlooking a number of barrows, standing stones and also an Early Neolithic settlement. 

Grooved Ware of a type similar to the assemblage from Ballynahatty was recovered from 

postholes excavated at Balgatheran. As at Ballynahatty the posts appear to have been 

removed in a number of cases and the voids backfilled with material, including pottery. The 

dominance of scrapers and the presence of burnt animal and possibly human bone has 

parallels with Ballynahatty also. A ceremonial function was favoured for only one of the 

structures excavated (structure C), and comparisons between this structure and the timber 

circles at Knowth and Ballynahatty were drawn by the excavator. The structure is oval and 

measures a maximum of 6.5m in diameter and as such is the smallest of the three 

aformentioned timber circles. The three have many parallels, not least in the evident ritual 

deposition of the artefacts but also the internal setting of four posts and the marking of the 

entrance way with external post settings. The entrance to structure C opens east south-east.

A domestic function was favoured for the remainder of the structures excavated at 
Balgatheran, largely due to the presence of hearths. These structures (particularly structure

BALGATHERAN SITE 4

STRUCTURE C

STRUCTURE A

STRUCTURE D

Fig. 3.47 - Plan of features excavated at Balgatheran, Co. Louth.
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A) also saw secondary inclusion of artefacts in the postholes on destruction. The 

assemblage was of similar composition to that recovered from Structure C and the excavator 
compares the deposition of the artefacts to activity at Ballynahatty and Durrington Walls. 

Given the interpretation of Structure C as a timber circle, the proximity of the structures to 

one another and the associated artefacts assemblage apparently structurally deposited 

throughout the site, a ceremonial or ritual function should perhaps be assigned to all of these 

features.

The timber circle excavated at Knowth has been well documented (Eogan and Roche 1994; 

1997; 1999). The circle has parallels with Ballynahatty structurally; it has an internal setting 

of four postholes and has four postholes either side of the entrance which opens to the east. 

As discussed above, the structure has been interpreted as being roofed. Undoubtedly, 

however, it is of similar function and date to the timber circle from Ballynahatty.

The evidence from Newgrange would suggest that the structure excavated in 1987 also 

forms part of this tradition. Clay-lined pits with evidence for burning within were later 

replaced by a timber structure, again interpreted as roofed, around 13m in diameter 
(Sweetman 1987; Fig. 3.48).

Fig. 3.48 - Plan and reconstruction of Newgrange, from Sweetman 1987, 286, 294, fig. 2, 5.

The discovery of timber circles has been reported elsewhere in Ireland, for example at 

Bettystown, Co. Meath (Eogan 2000). The size of the timber circle from Bettystown echoes
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the examples excavated at Knowth and Balgatheran in that it is a maximum of 7.6m in 

diameter, compared to the diameter of 16m at Ballynahatty. The entrance of the structure 

was defined by 4 postholes to the south-east and four internal posts were also found. Finds 

from within the postholes included flint (with scrapers dominating), ‘grooved-ware type 

pottery’ and animal bone (Eogan 2000, 161). Plough-truncated remains of pits and post 

holes were uncovered during excavations at Ninch, Laytown in Co. Meath. Twenty-three pits 

or postholes were uncovered, orientated generally north-south. Grooved Ware was 

associated with a number of these features (Eogan and Reid 2002).

General similarities exist between the examples excavated at Knowth, Balgatheran, 

Bettystown and Ballynahatty (Fig. 3.49). The timber circles measure 8.4m, 6.5m, 7.6m, 16m 

(respectively) at their widest points. The diameter measurements of the former three place 

them at the smaller end of the scale of the excavated examples, although with parallels at 

Marden, Croft Moraig, and Poole, for example, this is not unusual (Gibson 1994, 192). All 

have their entrances marked to some degree, usually with the placement of posts at the 

exterior of the entrance. Ballynahatty differs in that it consists of a concentric double ring, 

however, at the entrance the postholes are closer together and flatten to form a fagade. In all 

cases the entrances orientate east through to the south-east. All also have four internal post 
settings and an associated assemblage of grooved ware and lithic artefacts deposited within 

the postholes. The Ballynahatty structure is arguably the most elaborate of the structures 

and also considerably larger. The other sites are all ‘free-standing’ timber circles in that they 
do not form a component of another monument (Gibson 1998a, 27). The Ballynahatty timber 

circle, however, is a ‘component site’ (ibid, 31), enclosed within a palisade enclosure with 
which it is likely to be contemporary. This would appear to be a variation on a theme, 

however, rather than it being a fundamentally different structure, although Gibson has 

proposed that the larger and more elaborate structures may cluster around 2500BC, with the 

simpler single ring forms dating to the earlier period (after 3000BC), indicating a climax of 

timber circle construction around 2500BC (ibid, 58). It is evident, therefore, that although few 

timber circles have been recognised in Ireland, a tradition of timber circle building did exist. 

Undoubtedly future work will uncover more of these structures and perhaps widen the 

geographical coverage which is at the present point confined to a small stretch of the east 

coast.

Comparison is also possible with the British timber circles. The functions of the circles and 

the evident need for the sites to serve the purpose of exclusion, procession and feasting at 

least can be evidenced at the British and Irish sites. Their associations with henges and 

palisade enclosures is also evident on both islands. Closer comparisons can be drawn 
between the northern circle at Durrington Walls and also the timber circle known as 

Durrington 68 (Fig. 3.50). Although not double concentric circles they both have internal 

settings of four posts and have defined entrances to the south-east. The circle at Machrie
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Moor, Arran, is comparable to Ballynahatty. The double circle has a central setting of five 

posts and a number of other posts and pits. Grooved Ware was the only ceramic associated 

with the site, although the excavator argues that it may have found its way into the post pits 

after the post were removed (Haggarty 1991, 85). The timber circle, and an adjacent timber 

circle, were replaced by stone circles.

The palisade enclosure excavated at Ballynahatty compares well with sites excavated in 

Britain. The BNH5 structure, falls into one of three types defined by Gibson. BNH5 is an 

enclosure with a perimeter of individual postholes. The two other types are defined as having 

perimeters of closely spaced post pits such as the massive example uncovered at Hindwell 

(Gibson 1998b). The third type is comprised a group of enclosures which are formed when 

posts are set into a trench rather than posthole, such as that at West Kennet (Whittle 1997, 

57, 76). Gibson has suggested, with caution, that these sites may all have been enclosed in 

the sense that if gaps existed between posts (as at Ballynahatty) they would be filled in with 

planking or some sort of other barrier (1998b, 76). Other palisade enclosures have been 

found to hold timber or henge-type monuments, for example at Mount Pleasant (Wainwright 

1971, 322). It has been suggested that palisade enclosure monuments follow a sequence 
from the spaced posthole types at 3000cal BC to the trench constructed ‘contiguous 

palisades’ around 2000 cal BC, with the close set postholes type palisades in the middle and 

overlap between all three (ibid, 71).

Balgatheran, Co. Louth

f

i
• • • •

• •

• •• 
• •

• ••
• •

• _•

N
A Ballynahatty, Co. Down

Knowth, Co. Meath
10m

J

Fig. 3.49 - Plans of excavated timber circles at Balgatheran, Knowth and Ballynahatty, after 

6 Drisceoil pers comm, Bogan and Roche 1997, 104, fig. 21, Hartwell 2002, 527, fig. 1.
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Fig. 3.50 - Plans of excavated timber circles which show similar features to the structure 
excavated at Ballynahatty, after Pollard 1995b, 124, fig. 3, Haggarty 1991, 61, fig. 5 and 

Hartwell 2002, 527, fig. 1.
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STRATIGRAPHY AND SEQUENCE

Introduction
The previous section has detailed the excavation work undertaken over ten seasons in 

Ballynahatty townland and discussed the nature of the remains uncovered. The excavated 

features would suggest an elaborate structure, with concentric rings, internal features and a 

particularly complex and imposing entrance way. The many rows of posts, particularly in the 

annexe area, would suggest that the site may have evolved over time and that the remains 

represent a sequence of construction events. Hartwell has outlined a proposed series of 

chronological phases (2002, 526-529), however, he states that ‘detailed phasing and dating 
must await further analysis and the full excavation report...’ (ibid, 526). To define the phases 

and sequence further is the main aim of this thesis. The contribution of the stratigraphic 

evidence to this discussion is detailed here. The lack of linking stratigraphy and the fact that 

in only one case could a replacement of a row of posts be confirmed, makes establishing this 

evolution difficult. A number of relationships do exist, however, and they allow for a tentative 

discussion of the likely phases and sequences at the site.

On very few occasions could one feature be proven to intersect another. This is due, in part, 

to the fact that a portion of the tops of all features has been removed or disturbed by plough 
damage. The matter was also complicated, however, by the fact that the fill of many features 

(the ‘primary fill’) was simply redposited natural soil consisting of mixed sands and gravels. 
This meant that even when a stratigraphic relationship did exist, it was difficult to determine. 

The problem was further complicated by the fact that the posts, once established, were not 

left to decay naturally. The destruction of the site involved the postholes being disturbed and 

some of the fills replaced. This action also hampered the untangling of the sequence. The 
problem is well illustrated by the investigation of features c948, c963 and c965 (the south

western most ‘4 poster’ and two postholes of BNH6 inner ring). The primary fills of all three 

features consisted of similar, mixed sand and gravels. At the top of the postholes a 

construction sequence was not evident (Fig. 3.18). This was in part due to the fact that when 

the posts were removed a large amount of stone rubble was dumped into the tops of the 

postholes. In this case, however, the relationship became clear at the base of the feature. 

Here it was evident that the posthole of the inner ring had cut through the existing primary fill 

of the ‘4 poster’ posthole. It was not possible to establish the relationship between the south

eastern most ‘4 poster’ and BNH6 inner ring in this way (Fig. 3.18). This situation is typical of 

the problems faced in attempting to unravel the sequence.

Stratigraphic relationships
A stratigraphic sequence was evident within each individual post hole excavated and it was 

evident that they had all been treated in a similar way. Initially the post holes were dug, the 

post placed within and the soil from the hole placed back as packing around the post. At a
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later stage the posts were removed rather than allowed to rot. When it was time to remove 

the posts it would appear that they were not dug out as might be expected; rather it seems 

that they were extracted in some way. Experiments were carried out during the course of the 

excavation to investigate how this could be done. It was demonstrated that with relatively 

little effort the posts could be levered from the ground (Fig. 3.20). In some cases this was 

facilitated by a funnel-shaped cut at the base of the post. The void left by the post was then 

refilled with quantities of charcoal and cobbles. It was from this secondary fill that a 

substantial portion of the artefact assemblage was recovered. Hartwell has speculated that 

the charcoal fill placed back into the holes could have been from the post originally removed 

from it. He argues that the special significance likely to be attributed to each post would 

support the proposal that they would be treated in this way. The effort expended in the 

destruction of the site would suggest that the area or even the monument was still of 

importance. If the timber circle was no longer relevant, it would be unlikely that such effort 
would be expended in carrying out this activity.

As well as within individual postholes, sequences could be identified in a number of other 

instances. The earliest features recovered during the excavation appear to be five cremation 
deposits with ‘Passage Grave’ affinities, three of which are accompanied by Coarseware 

(c951, c1012, c1014, c1016, c1018). The inner fagade structure cut through the cist structure 
c951.

In the BNH6 area, as noted above, the inner circle was shown to cut the primary fill of the ‘4 
poster’. The only other relationship which could be identified stratigraphically in this area 

was between the small postholes lying between the inner and outer ring of BNH6 and the 

postholes of BNH6 outer circle. It has been proposed that the 4 postholes lying between the 

inner and outer circles (the ‘BNH6 Entrance 4’) were part of an earlier timber circle structure, 

which was all but obliterated by the later BNH6.

Despite the paucity of stratigraphic information a number of conclusions can be reached 

regarding the features in the BNH6 area. First of all it is apparent that the postholes of the 

BNH6 inner and outer circle splay to avoid the two cremation deposits and the stone filled pit 

which lie in this area, and so were constructed later than these deposits, but the builders 

were apparently aware of them. It is also worth noting that all of the post ramps radiate 

outwards and so the posts are likely to have been raised from the exterior. From this it can 

be assumed that the structure was constructed from the inside out. That is to say that it is 

probable that the ‘excarnation platform’ was raised first, followed by the ‘4 poster’ then the 

inner ring and lastly the outer ring.

Four of the postholes of BNH6 outer ring have been constructed in a different manner to all 

other examples. In this case the posts were slotted into a trench one by one in a north-west
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direction rather than from the outside (as was employed in all other cases) and no ramps 

were used. Neither were ramps detected in association with postholes c802 and c938 of the 

outer enclosure, and in this case it likely that they were not dug in order that the position of 

the cremation c943 be respected. It may be that the different construction method employed 

for post holes c761, c723, c609 and c715 was for similar reasons. It is possible that there 

was some as yet undetected feature or structure just beyond these postholes (and beyond 

the limit of the excavation) which meant the post holes could not be raised in the usual way. 

Hartwell has proposed that a practical explanation may exist for the variation in the way that 

postholes c761, c723, c609 and c715 were constructed (1994, 12). A compacted, natural 

stoney layer was present in the subsoil covering the site. Experimental work showed that 

this was the most difficult layer to get through with an antler pick. A deeper layer of this 

compacted context, a mix of boulders, pebbles and sand, was present at the north of BNH6 

than elsewhere and Hartwell proposes that in this case it was easier to dig a trench through 
the top two layers and then dig four individual pits into the softer sand beneath, perhaps 

accounting for the apparent variation (Hartwell 1994, 12).

Although a sequence in the construction of BNH6 is evident it is likely that it was laid out and 

constructed in one event. (Fig. 3.51).

BNH6 BNH5
Eastern
Settings

From
Annexe

- -•

A1-7: are drawn from A ^ Views from B

Bl-3: are drawn from B -|_ Cremations

Cl-5: are drawn from Pit C

D1-2: are diameters drawn from intersection of C5/B3 and projected through B

Fig. 3.51 - The construction of BNH6, the eastern setting and the BNH5 entrance, after 

Hartwell 2002, 528, fig. 2.
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BNH5 is also likely to have formed part of this same design, that it was laid out later than 

BNH6 is indicated by the fact that its line deviates to avoid the already set out ‘eastern 
setting’ (Hartwell 1998, 43).

The BNH5 enclosure has a number of stratigraphic relationships with features in the annexe 

area. The line of north-south posts appears to be later than the BNH5 posts, but this was 

often difficult to resolve as the primary fills of the two features were very similar. It was 

possible to establish in a number of cases, however, that the north-south posts cut the 

‘primary fill’ of the BNH5 enclosure and so were constructed later than the BNH5 enclosure. 

It is possible, however, that the BNH5 enclosure was still in place when the north-south 

posts were erected. The west-north-west post alignment was also apparently constructed 

after the BNH5 enclosure. BNH5 posthole c1710 is cut by one of the west-north-west posts 

(c1709). Again, however, this feature cuts through the primary fill of the BNH5 posthole and 
so there is every likelihood that the BNH5 outer enclosure was still standing when the west- 

north-west post alignment was raised.

Although the relationship between the entrance chamber and the BNH5 enclosure was 

difficult to establish it is likely that the entrance chamber was constructed after BNH5. A 

number of the BNH5 postholes were utilised to form the edges of the entrance chamber 

(e.g. c1517, 229). One of the BNH5 postholes, however, appears to have been replaced and 
moved slightly in order to ensure that the entrance chamber was square (c7).

In only one case during the excavation was it possible to prove conclusively that one row of 

posts had replaced another. The outer line of the inner fagade was obliterated when the 

outer fagade was constructed. Traces, particularly of the bases of the inner fagade 
postholes, were picked up in some cases. It seems likely therefore that both of the lines of 

inner fagade posts were removed before the construction of the large fagade posts.

It is possible, therefore, based on the stratigraphic evidence, that all of the post built features 

were standing at the same time, with the exception of the inner and outer fagade and also 

posts c469 and c666. This is not impossible, but would seem unlikely. If it is envisaged that 

the annexe area is entered through the entrance (and not through gaps in free-standing post 

rows) and the various post rows were standing at once, then making use of the areas in the 

northern and southern annexe (as is suggested by the artefact concentrations and the 

location of the cremation pits) would prove difficult. The idea of choreographed procession 

and staged ceremonial acts is lost. It would seem viable to suggest, therefore, that the 

entrance chamber was not standing when the area to the north was utilized and similarly 

that the entrance chamber or the west-north-west posts were not standing when the 

cremation pit to the south was used (Fig. 3.52). It is possible of course that the entrance
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Fig. 3.52 - Possible sequence of construction in the annexe area.
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chamber and west-north-west posts were raised first and the areas in the north and south 

annexe were utilised prior to the construction of the northern and southern east-west post 

alignments (Fig. 3.53). The former, however, would seem, admittedly on the basis of scant 

evidence, to be the most likely scenario. This conclusion is reached based partly on 

artefactual evidence (see chapter 4), but also given the need to access the cremation pits in 

the north and south annexe areas. The replacement of the fagade posts also indicates that 

the structure was standing long enough for the suggested modifications to be made. It is 

proposed, therefore, that initially the annexe area was made up of the northern east-west 

posts, the inner fagade and the west-north-west posts. It is not possible to say if all the 

northern east-west post rows were standing at the same time, or that if a sequence did exist, 

what form it took. In this initial stage the northern part of the annexe was used. The next 

stage is one of enlargement. The southern east-west posts were constructed and the 

cremation pit to the south was used, prior to the insertion of the entrance chamber. The 

relatively ‘clean’ nature of the subsoil surface and context 2 above it in the southern annexe 

area would suggest that this area was either not used in the same way as the northern 

annexe, or was in use for a shorter period of time. Perhaps the entrance chamber was 
inserted soon after the southern cremation pit was used.

BNHS

BNH6
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Eastern Setting #
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Fig. 3.53 - Illustration highlights the difficulties posed if the reconstruction of the earliest 

phase in the annexe includes the entrance chamber. Access to the cremation pits could only 

be achieved by going around the side of the fagade and then coming out in order to re-enter 

through the entrance.

Although it is possible to propose the various phases outlined above these must remain 

possibilities only. The stratigraphic evidence on its own merit allows for only a limited 

number of conclusive statements to be made which are summarized in Fig. 3.54.
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Fig. 3.54 - Diagrammic scheme showing the relationships which were confirmed by 

stratigraphic links.

Relationship with other monuments in Ballvnahattv townland
The excavated remains also undoubtedly fell into a sequence with developments in 

Ballynahatty townland as a whole. The cremation deposits associated with the Coarseware 

are likely to be associated with the passage tomb tradition evident elsewhere in the 

townland. The passage grave in the centre of the Giant’s Ring and the subterranean cist 
excavated in 1855, for example, may be contemporary with the cremation deposits 

uncovered during the course of the excavation. Structural comparisons can be drawn and 

indeed the pottery recovered is comparable.

The excavated timber circle is evidently of a later date than the Coarseware activity, 

however, a continuance of tradition is also suggested by the excavated remains at 

Ballynahatty. Elsewhere it has been argued that the replacement of the passage tomb 
tradition with hengiform monuments is indicative of a dramatic cultural change or even influx 

of people (Stout 1991; Eogan 1991; Eogan and Roche 1997). Stout has argued that this 
change from passage tomb to the construction of earthen embanked enclosures is 

comparable with the changing trends in Britain dated to around 2500BC and proposes (for 

the Boyne region) that although the mechanism for this change is difficult to determine, it 

may be the result of an influx of newcomers (Stout 1991, 253, 255). Eogan and Roche 
similarly propose that the end of the passage tomb tradition signifies the beginning of a new 

complex which ‘was not something that resulted from indigenous development’ (1997, 221). 

Undoubtedly these changes also occurred at Ballynahatty. It is suggested, however, that 

these ideas need not be the result of a radical new culture introduced from elsewhere. 

Changes did take place in the ceremonies and activities carried out, but there also appears 

to be a continuation and development of what had gone before. This is not only in the siting 

of these monuments in similar locations but a number of links were also apparent in the 

excavated remains. During the excavation at Ballynahatty cremation deposits, placed in split 

stone, were recovered in the area of the timber circle, echoing the remains uncovered 

associated with Coarseware. The line of posts leading south, from the fagade, appears to be 

orientated directly on the passage tomb, and again linking the timber circle with the earlier 

tradition. The line of four cremation deposits associated with Coarseware also appear to 

have been respected by the timber enclosure builders and may even have been fundamental 

in the positioning of BNH5 and the entrance through the fagade. At Ballynahatty a certain
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continuity is apparent. The construction of new monument types and the change in 

ceremonial and ritual acts carried out with the construction of the timber circle, palisade 

enclosure and Giant’s Ring was undoubtedly a shift from what had gone before. This need 

not be attributed to new people but rather could be seen an attempt by the existing 

communities to maintain the social order and attempts by the hierarchy or elite to preserve 

their position (Cooney and Grogan 1994, 90). It may be that the elite were seeking out these 

new trends, using existing contacts, and implementing them in an attempt to preserve their 

own position (ibid). It would appear that the change from megalithic tomb use to the 

construction of the large monuments in Ballynahatty may be indicative of a change in the 

social order, the social elite perhaps were becoming more powerful or were under some kind 

of pressure and felt it necessary to assert their power and go to greater lengths to ensure its 

maintenance.

It can be established that the construction of the timber circle complex followed the 

Coarseware activity in the townland. The Giant’s Ring earthen embanked enclosure (of 

Burl’s class 1C henge), apparently also followed the Coarseware/ passage tomb activity in 
the area. The relationship between the Giant’s Ring and the timber circle, however, is more 

difficult to establish. Both would appear to be of a similar tradition, circular enclosures whose 

functions relate to ceremonial activities with a strong emphasis on exclusion of visual access 
to the interior and on procession. Both also, would seem to follow on from the passage tomb 

tradition and made efforts to have an awareness of and respect for (if not pay homage to) 
the forerunning passage tomb activity. In Britain a number of timber circle and earthen henge 

sites are contemporary, indeed they often form components of composite monuments. The 

timber circle site at Milfield North was found to pre-date the henge as postholes were 
uncovered below the bank (Harding 1981). At North Mains and Arminghall, the timber circles 

are likely to have been constructed first, but the time between their construction and their 

encircling by the henge is difficult to estimate and may not have been very long (Clark 1936; 

Barclay 1983). At other sites where a henge and timber circle have been recovered, the 

sequence is more difficult to establish, for example at Durrington Walls and Marden. 

However, it has been suggested that the earlier phases of the timber circles at Durrington 

Walls may have predated the earthen enclosure, and the subsequent phases are 

contemporary with the henge (Richards and Thomas 1984, Pollard 1995a, 125; Thomas 

1999, 57).

Burl suggests the construction of henges over a long period, between 3200BC and 2000BC, 

with a concentration between 2700BC-2000BC. This is compatible with the traditionally held 

view that they are a largely Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age tradition and includes much 

of the currency of timber circle building. Sheridan has suggested that the tradition of henge 

building in Ireland lay in the period between 3000BC and 2600BC making henges a Late 

Neolithic tradition, with the construction of timber circles beginning around 2600BC. The
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argument for this is based largely on the evidence from Monknewtown and the links between 

the Boyne Valley and Orkney at the end of the forth millennium BC (Sheridan forthcoming). 

The deposition of a Coarseware bowl apparently in direct association (although this could be 

queried) with the henge bank at Monknewtown has led to the suggestion that this monument 

type in Ireland followed closely the passage tomb and Coarseware using tradition. It has 

been proposed that this deposit suggests a continued use of passage tomb associated 

pottery when the embanked enclosures were constructed and that the deposition of this 

material at Monknewtown demonstrates the existence of links with the past (Cooney 2000, 
167).

By this scheme, the sequence at Ballynahatty would apparently be thus: the passage grave 

activity continuing until around 3000BC, followed by the construction of the Giant’s Ring 

shortly afterwards; this would have been followed by the construction of the timber circle 

complex sometime after 2600BC.The primary concern in the layout of the Giant’s Ring was 

that it should be constructed with the passage tomb at its centre (Hartwell 1998, 37) and this 

would suggest that it was constructed before the relevance of the passage tomb was lost. 

The problem is, however, that the excavations in the Giant’s Ring produced no evidence of 
its date and recovered no artefact remains which might elucidate this problem. That the 

Giant’s Ring might have directly followed the passage tomb tradition in the townland, 

therefore, is based on the enclosure being laid out with the tomb as its nodal point, and also 
on the evidence of the Coarseware deposit at Monknewtown. A similar scenario can be 
argued for the timber circle and timber enclosure, although with a number of other factors to 

consider. First of all, no Coarseware was found in direct association with the remains of 

BNH5 and 6. Also, the timber circle remains at Ballynahatty are associated with Grooved 

Ware pottery which has been dated by comparative evidence to around 2500 BC and so is 
quite removed from the dates usually attributed to Coarseware. As noted above, however, 

the layout of the timber circle does respect the earlier tradition and existing monuments in 

many ways. Similarly, Grooved Ware pots at Knowth were placed within existing passage 

tombs, again suggesting that links with the past traditions were important (Eogan and Roche 

1997). The type of Grooved Ware recovered from the passage tombs at Knowth may be one 

of the earliest types used in Ireland and so is likely to date to some time before the timber 

circle construction at Knowth (Brindley 1999a, 31). Could it be that on the ridge at 
Ballynahatty too, there was an earlier phase of Grooved Ware activity which came imediatley 

after the passage tomb activity on the ridge and facilitated the persisting memory of the 

passage tomb tradition until such time as the timber circle complex tradition was 

established?

Without further excavation at the embanked earthen enclosures in Ireland their date and 

place in this sequence is unlikely to be clarified. Three monuments of this type have been 

excavated, at Monknewtown, Co. Meath, Dun Ruadh, Co. Tyrone and the Giant’s Ring, Co.
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Down and none have satisfactorily resolved the issue of their date. All show evidence of 

multi-period activity and whether the features pre-date or post-date or indeed are 

contemporary with the enclosure has not been firmly established. The proposal that the 

Coarseware cremation at Monknewtown is contemporary is mere supposition. Neither does 

the large concentration of Beaker in the interior have to date the construction and primary 

use of the monument any more than the Bronze Age activity at Dun Ruadh dates that 

monument. The place of the Giant’s Ring, with no associated dateable material, is therefore 

problematic. All that can be concluded is that it post dated the passage tomb. Whether it 

pre- or post-dates, or in fact was contemporary with the timber circle must remain within the 

realms of speculation.
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DISCUSSION

The remains uncovered during the excavation have been highlighted and the stratigraphic

relationships outlined. The following aims to summarise the sequence identified as a result of

the preceding analysis.

■ Coarseware was deposited with cremations on split stone settings and also in the 

miniature cist which is constructed in the passage tomb tradition. This activity is likely 

to be related to the tomb uncovered in 1855, and may be contemporary. It may be that 

the cremations in cists and on split stones are a later phenomenon than the passage 

tomb within the Giant’s Ring. This Coarseware associated cremation at Ballynahatty 

has comparisons at sites such as Kiltierney and Monknewtown. This type of feature is 

commonly associated with locations which have seen multi-period activity.

■ Cremations were placed on split stone, but not associated with ceramics and a pit was 

filled with split stone. The features are likely to have immediately preceded the earliest 

timber circle and may have been important in the laying out and construction of the 

monument.

■ It is suggested that there may have been a timber circle prior to the construction of 
BNH6. This is based on the presence of two postholes on either side of the BNH6 
entrance, between the inner and outer circle, which appear to have been cut through 

by the construction of BNH6.

- The construction of the BNH6 and BNH5 structures. This is likely to have followed the 
sequence: platform - ‘4 poster’ - BNH6 inner ring - BNH6 outer ring - eastern setting 

- BNH5 inner ring - BNH5 outer ring. The morphology of the BNH6 structure has 

parallels in Ireland at Balgatheran and Knowth, however, it is larger and more 

elaborate. The size and complexity is perhaps more in line with examples such as 
Durrington Walls northern circle, phase 2 or Machrie Moor, site 1. Structures 

comparable with BNH5 also lie in Britain, although BNH5 encloses a somewhat 

smaller area.

■ A number of suggestions have been made with regard to the annexe. It is proposed 

that the entrance chamber is a later addition and that the areas in the north and south 

annexe were initially accessible from the entrance through the fagade. The northern 

annexe perhaps saw a more protracted period of use than the southern annexe which 

may have been used for a shorter time immediately prior to the insertion of the 

entrance chamber. This along with the replacement of the inner fagade with the outer 

fagade would suggest that the annexe gradually became more elaborate with time,
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perhaps as a consequence of the evolution of existing ceremonies and rituals, it may 

be that the new, even more imposing fagade increased the sense of exclusion to those 

on the outside as well as heightening the visual impact of the structure. Access was 

evidently also becoming more restricted and controlled for those who were permitted 

within the monument, with the towering walls of the entrance chamber and the four 

posts within, funnelling visitors through the annexe area, perhaps stopping here, 

where there was no visual access to BNH6, before moving within the BNH5 structure.

That much ceremony was involved in the destruction of the monument is also evident. 

It was not abandoned to decay, but burnt, and the voids left, filled. The lack of charcoal 
at the site, other than in the postholes, suggests that the posts were not burnt in situ 

but taken out and burnt elsewhere. The highly prescribed activity evident in the life of 

the monument is also present at the end. Perhaps the functions carried out by the 

monument were still relevant and significant and the focus of activity was being moved 

to another monument nearby, rather than a wholesale abandonment of the 

monument’s significance and the associated ceremonies.

The place of the Giant’s Ring in the sequence is difficult to determine. It has been 

suggested that monuments such as this occupied the period prior to the construction 

of timber circles in Ireland, and the evidence from Monknewtown has been used to 
suggest a close relationship between the passage tomb tradition and the henge. On 
the rare occasions that a sequence can be identified, in Britain it is often found that 

timber circles pre-date associated henge monuments. The suggested shift in focus to 

the south of the annexe at Ballynahatty may have been in reference to new activity in 

the area of the Giant’s Ring. Perhaps the final stages of activity at the timber circle 
occurred while the Giant’s Ring was under construction and the destruction signalled a 

shift in focus to the earthen henge.

94



CHAPTER FOUR: THE ARTEFACTS

CHAPTER FOUR - ARTEFACTS

INTRODUCTION
The artefacts from Ballynahatty are fundamental to understanding the development and 

evolution of the site. Recovery of Grooved Ware, Coarseware (or Carrowkeel Ware) and 

Beaker during the excavation has been well publicised, as has the dominance of scrapers 

and burnt flint in the lithic assemblage (Hartwell 2002, 526). As yet, however, no composite 

study of the artefact remains and their distribution has been attempted. General observations 

have been noted during the course of the excavation and post-excavation work, for example, 

that ‘the Carrowkeel Ware comes from the earlier passage tombs and possibly from an early 

stage of the timber structure’ (ibid). It also appeared that the Grooved Ware was particularly 

associated with the annexe and was ‘spread over the surface of the north area and in the 

postholes of the entrance chamber’ (ibid, 529). As well as identifying any chronological 
sequence, a combined analysis of the artefacts, their composition, condition and distribution 

will enable greater understanding of the ritual activity at Ballynahatty.

This chapter will look in detail at the artefact remains recovered, providing analysis and 
descriptions as well as placing them within a wider context. It will also look at the distribution 

of the artefacts on the site. The aim of this approach is, first of all, to isolate any sequence of 

activity and so define further the phases at the site and also to date the phases using 
comparative evidence from excavated remains elsewhere. Details of the distribution of bone 

samples is also included in the following sections, although not a body of ‘artefacts’, the 
cremated bone from the site is so clearly interwoven with the very fabric of the monument 

and crucial to its interpretation that it is discussed alongside the artefacts.

Therefore, this chapter will:

• Describe and discuss the artefact assemblage recovered during the 

excavations at Ballynahatty.
• Analyse the distribution of the artefacts.

With the aim to:

• Provide further insight into how the site may have been used.

• Highlight discreet chronological events.

• Identify and date any sequence which emerges.
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The composition of the artefact assemblage
In total, 6708, finds were recovered during the excavation. The vast majority are lithic 

artefacts, with 5991 recorded in all. Four-hundred and fifteen pottery sherds were found, the 
majority of these being small fragments. Two-hundred and twenty-eight bone samples and 

74 ground stone objects were also uncovered during the excavation. The artefacts were 

recorded to area square, feature and context. Three dimensional co-ordinates were not 

taken as a matter of course.

The pottery assemblage is comprised, in the most part, of Grooved Ware and Coarseware 

with Carinated Bowl Style and Beaker pottery also present. Substantial portions of vessels 

did not survive and the assemblage is comprised, in the most part, of small fragments. The 

pottery types recovered indicate that the site was used (whether continuously or not) for at 

least 1000 years. The presence of activity in both the Middle and Late Neolithic is also 

evidenced in the lithic assemblage. The majority of the lithics are flint, with a small number of 

pieces being chert, quartz and porcellanite (Nelis 2003, 723). Knapping debitage makes up 

most of the material (ibid) with modified tools being dominated by scrapers (ibid, 745). Both 

hollow scrapers, typical of the Middle Neolithic (ibid) and thumbnail scrapers, which appear 

to be in use from the Late Neolithic, were recovered during the excavation (ibid, 859). The 

small coarse stone assemblage includes only two polished stone axes, with evidence for a 
broken miniature example. All of the bone recovered from the site was burnt and both animal 

and human remains are present (E Murphy pers comm).

The distribution of the artefact assemblage
The damage caused to the site by many years of cultivation has been discussed above. It is 
likely that the upper portion of the postholes and an unknown number of shallow features 

have been removed by the plough. It follows that a considerable number of the finds were 

recovered from the topsoil and ploughsoil layers which covered the site. They provide vital 

indications of features which have been damaged or even removed completely. Only the 

prehistoric artefacts from the topsoil are discussed here, however, it should be noted that a 

vast quantity of Post-Medieval and Modern remains were also recovered from the topsoil 

and ploughsoil layers.

Over 30% of the artefact assemblage was recovered from topsoil, a total of 2091 finds. Of 

these, 1895 are lithics, 153 pottery sherds, 25 bone samples and 18 stone objects. Figure 

4.1 shows the distribution of these topsoil finds, plotted by area square. Not included in the 

diagram are 238 artefacts which were recovered from topsoil, but unfortunately were not 

labelled with area square information. Four hundred and ninety-three artefacts which were 

recovered from the topsoil of trenches 1-7 in 1990 are also not presented. The number of
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Fig. 4.1 - Distribution of topsoil and ploughsoil finds, plotted by area square.

finds from trenches 1-7 includes a considerable amount of background or natural flint which 

was removed from the assemblages in all subsequent years. This has meant that plotting the 

1990 artefacts with the artefacts from all other years would create a bias or false 
concentration in trenches 1-7. The recovery of large amounts of finds from the topsoil of 

timber circle and pit circle sites is a typical feature. Gibson has noted that timber circle sites 

are “normally plough-truncated remains” (1998, 45). Sites with a large degree of plough 
damage include, for example, Fourknocks pit circle, Balgatheran timber circle, Balfarg henge 

complex, Marden timber circle and Durrington Walls Northern Circle (King 1999; Brindley 

2001; Mercer 1981; Wainwright, Evans and Longworth 1971; Wainwright and Longworth 

1971). As a consequence the material culture recovered from the ploughsoil is often an 

important source of evidence for this type of site. Figure 4.1 highlights a concentration of 

artefacts in topsoil which correlates well with the underlying features. This suggests that 

finds, although no longer within their original context, are unlikely to have moved far from 

that location. The line of the BNH5 enclosure as well as the position of BNH6 can be 

identified from the distribution of topsoil finds. As well as overlying the BNH5 and BNFI6
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structures the topsoil finds also appear to be concentrated in the open areas in the northern 

and southern annexe, the area outside the entrance to BNH6 and the area west of BNH6. It 

is likely that the artefacts in the topsoil of these areas are indicative of features and layers 

which, due to their shallow nature, have been almost obliterated. The artefact remains from 

the topsoil in these areas are the most telling evidence of what may have been going on in 

these ‘open areas’. At Balfarg it was noted that the lithic material from the topsoil overlay the 

postholes from which the greatest concentrations of artefacts were recovered. The excavator 

proposed that it could reasonably be assumed that the lithics were derived from these 

postholes also (Mercer 1981, 84), and also argues that the 2-dimensional stability of 

artefacts in ploughsoil is a factor which should be considered (ibid, 84).

A total of 4617 artefacts were recorded from features and contexts during the course of the 

excavation. Of this total, 4096 are flint, 262 are pottery, 203 bone samples and 56 stone 

objects. Figure 4.2 shows the distribution of all of the artefacts recovered. The total number 

of artefacts from each feature is shown and the features are collected together in their 

relevant ‘feature groups’. This figure clearly demonstrates that although artefacts were 

recovered from all of the 'feature groups’ they are recovered from few areas in large 

quantities. Isolated concentrations can be identified, particularly within the BNH6 inner ring, 

the ‘4 poster’ and the entrance chamber (it should be noted that any feature number which is 

followed by ‘(’90)’ was excavated in 1990 and so, as detailed above, the apparent 
concentration of artefacts in these features is false. This is particularly relevant with the 

BNH5 outer enclosure and ‘north-south post’ feature groups). Features which have 
recovered the greatest number of artefacts include the first postholes on either side of the 

entrance to BNH6 inner ring (c104 and c289) and also postholes cl 11 and c635 of BNH6 
inner ring which appear to have been selected for special treatment. A number of postholes 

in the entrance chamber held large quantities of artefacts, in particular the southern-most 

two of the four ‘free-standing’ central posts. The deposition of artefacts within postholes has 

been noted elsewhere (e.g. Knowth, Durrington Walls and Balfarg timber circles) and 

appears to be a feature of timber sites. Artefacts from Ballynahatty did not have the 

impression of having been discarded as ‘rubbish’ or ‘waste’ - the terms so often used. 

Rather, as will become apparent in the coming pages, the artefacts were purposely placed. 

The deposition of all the artefacts seems, by design, to have been an integral part of the 

monuments life.

In the following sections the artefacts are discussed by type: pottery, lithics (chipped stone), 

bone and coarse stone. A discussion of the assemblages is provided and their distribution 

analysed in detail. A discussion of each of the four assemblages is included at the end of the 

relevant section. The artefacts recovered from Ballynahatty, outside of the most recent 

excavation are then detailed to allow for a better understanding of the wider activity in the
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townland. The final part of this chapter is a discussion of the evidence presented and the 

conclusions reached.
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BNH6 inner nng '4 Poster'

BNH6 'entrance 4'BNH6 Outer ring

Platform Eastern Setting

BNH5 outer enclosure Area west of BNH6

BNH5 inner enclosure North-south posts

Fig. 4.2 (1 of 2) - Number of artefacts from each feature, arranged by feature group. The x- 
axis shows the posthole or feature number and the y-axis the number of artefacts found. The 
y-axis measures from 0-250 in all cases with divisions every 50. Two features recovered 
artefacts numbering greater than 250: they are BNH6 inner circle c111 (which held 430 
artefacts) and ‘4 poster’ c948 (which had 309 artefacts).
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Northern E-W posts

Southern east-west posts West-north-west posts

Open area in the northern annexe

Entrance Chamber

Fig. 4.2 (2 of 2) - Number of artefacts from each feature, arranged by feature group (x and y 
axis are arranged as before).
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THE POTTERY

Introduction
The interim excavation publications have referred to the recovery of Coarseware, Grooved 

Ware and Beaker pottery from the timber circle complex (e.g. Hartwell 2002, 526). More 

detailed references to the Grooved Ware have also appeared in print: Brindley’s study 
discussed the Grooved Ware which had been excavated from Ballynahatty prior to 1994 

(1999, 24, 31-32), and a more comprehensive study of the same assemblage was 

undertaken by Roche (1995, 74-79, catalogue 81-93, figs 22-24). This work included 

analysis of all the Grooved Ware pottery which had been recovered from the excavations of 

1992-1994. The material was sorted by vessel and fabric type and descriptions of the ware 

given. This work very much concentrated on the fabric and form of the pottery with less 

emphasis on the distribution of the wares. Despite some analysis already having been 
undertaken, a full study of the pottery from all seasons of excavations at Ballynahatty has not 

hitherto been undertaken. Therefore a comprehensive analysis of the pottery assemblage 

was undertaken by this author, and is here presented.

General composition and condition

Four hundred and fifteen pottery sherds were recovered during the ten seasons of 
excavation. The assemblage was in a very fragmentary condition with few sherds from each 

pot surviving. Exceptions to this are the two damaged, but almost complete, pots which were 
recovered from the cist. Analysis of the pottery from Ballynahatty for the current study has 

confirmed the presence of Coarseware, Grooved Ware and Beaker pottery. In addition there 

is evidence for the presence of Carinated Bowl style. The Grooved Ware and Coarseware 
are the most numerous types recovered and are intricately linked with the features and 

structures uncovered during the course of the excavation. Stratigraphic links between the 
other pottery types and the excavated features are more tenuous, however, the presence of 

the pottery provides an exciting glimpse of the longevity and continuity of activity at 

Ballynahatty.
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Composition of the Pottery Assemblage

The Carinated Bowl Pottery

Four sherds of pottery recovered during the excavation at Ballynahatty are tentatively 

identified as the type commonly known as Western Neolithic (after Case 1961). This term 

has recently been replaced with ‘Carinated Bowl’, the term employed here (Sheridan 1995, 

17; Waddell 1998, 44; Cooney 2000, 181). This pottery type, the first to be used in Ireland, 

comes in a relatively standard form. The fabric is normally hard, well-finished and has often 

been burnished. The vessels are round bottomed and have a distinctive change in angle at 

the shoulder. Uncarinated bowls also exist and both are usually free of decoration (Case 

1961 175-176; Sheridan 1995, 6).

The identifications of this pottery type at Ballynahatty are tentative given the small and 

fragmentary nature of the sherds. A fragment of a rounded base, 10mm thick, is likely to be 

from Carinated bowl pottery. The fabric is hard, well finished and dark-brown in colour. The 

fragment is not decorated and the round base confirms the likelihood that it is from a vessel 

which predates Grooved Ware. Three body fragments of this pottery type were also 

recovered, one of which has the typical shoulder carination.

The sherds were all recovered from topsoil contexts, except for the base fragment which was 

associated with the BNH5 outer enclosure posthole c.64. This sherd was recovered in 1990 

and so it was undoubtedly uncovered from uppermost levels of the posthole. The upper 

levels of the postholes tended to be plough damaged and somewhat difficult to define, and 

as a consequence, its association with the posthole is by no means certain.

The Coarseware Pottery (Carrowkeel Ware)

One-hundred and eight sherds of pottery were recovered during the excavations at 

Ballynahatty. The term ‘Coarseware’ is preferred by Sheridan (1995, 18), however, this 

pottery type has been commonly known as Carrowkeel Ware. Coarseware is quite distinctive 

and comes in the form of hemi-spherical, round bottomed vessels. The rims are usually 

simple, pointed and inturned. Sheridan’s term ‘coarseware’ describes well the fabric and the 

execution of the ornament of this pottery type. The fabrics are (seemingly intentionally) 

coarse and thick with large grits and the exterior surface is usually covered with rough 

decoration, often in the form of stab and drag ornament, where a point is ‘stabbed’ into the 

clay and then ‘dragged ‘ before being stabbed again.

It is estimated that at the remains of at least eight vessels of Coarseware were recovered 

from Ballynahatty. The vast majority of two whole pots were recovered from the cist structure 

(Fig. 4.3). The first (Vessel 1) ranged from 12-18mm in thickness and is of a very sandy 

fabric. It is very poorly made and the decoration is roughly applied in the form of stab and
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drag ornament covering the surface of the pot. The rim is pointed and interned and the 

vessel is globular in shape, with a round base. The second pot (Vessel 2) from the cist 

ranges from 11-16mm thick and is again ornamented all over with stab and drag decoration. 

The fabric of the second pot is not as sandy and some small angular inclusions are visible. 

The rim of this pot is flat and inturned and has lines faintly incised along the top of the rim. 

The diameters of both pots are estimated to be around 16cm although the accuracy of these 

measurements is compromised somewhat by the poor condition of the pots.

The fragmented remains of two vessels were recovered from the cremation deposits outside 

of the annexe fagade, one in better condition than the other. Both were of a similar fabric and 

decoration to the pots from the cist (Vessels 3 & 8).

The remains of at least four vessels were recovered from the area west of BNH6. The 

remains were quite fragmented and some were abraded. The first vessel (Vessel 4) is 

represented by a portion of a rim, measuring approximately 16cm in diameter. The fabric 

ranges from 9-19mm in thickness and is harder and better finished than that recovered from 

the cist. The rim is flat and inturned. Nail impressions ornament the top of the rim and there 

are horizontal rows of heavily impressed ‘dots’ which are almost rectangular in shape. Body 

fragments of a vessel ornamented with stab and drag decoration were also recovered from 

this area (Vessel 5). The fabric is coarse with large inclusions and is 10mm-13mm thick. A 

third group of body sherds, 10-16mm are roughly ornamented with stab and drag decoration 

(Vessel 6). A final group of sherds are from the base of a round bottomed vessel (Vessel 7). 

The sherds are very abraded, ranging from 6-13mm thick, and are not decorated.
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The Coarseware was recovered from three distinct areas. In particular from the cist and the 

immediate surrounding area. The cist was disturbed during the erection of posthole c895 and 

a number of sherds were recovered from the posthole fill and also from a number of spreads 

in areas 37 and 41. The recovery of the sherds in this area is also likely to be due to the 

disturbance of the cist. The apparent disregard for the contents of the cist by the builders of 

the inner fagade is interesting to note. A second concentration of Coarseware was found 

associated with the cremation deposits outside the annexe fagade. The third concentration 

was identified to the west of the BNH6 structure.

The Grooved Ware Pottery
Grooved Ware is the first flat based pottery used in the Neolithic and commonly has barrel 

shaped or straight sides. The rims are simple, usually rounded, pointed or flat. Much of this 

pottery is fine and well-finished, however, coarser examples are also found. Much work has 

been carried out in recent years which has led to the recognition of Grooved Ware in Ireland. 

Work, in particular by Roche and Brindley, has furthered understanding of a pottery type 

whose existence in Ireland was not recognised until relatively recently, despite references to 

Grooved Ware in publications as early as 1951 and 1954 (O’Riordain) and again in 1959 

(Collins 1959, 7). There was also recognition of the type at Newgrange (O’Kelly, Cleary and 
Lehane 1983) and Knowth (Gibson 1982; Brindley in Bogan 1984) but it was not until the 

discovery of the ‘Grooved Ware Timber Circle’ at Knowth that in-roads were made to the 

understanding of this pottery type and its date in Ireland. Roche, writing in 1995, argued that 
‘with the recent discovery of a sealed Grooved Ware assemblage in a typical British Grooved 

Ware type context at Knowth, Co. Meath and with the discovery of Grooved Ware associated 

with a timber circle complex at Ballynahatty, Co. Down, the importance of Grooved Ware in 

Ireland can no longer be ignored’ (1995, 3). Her thesis addressed this problem and all 
assemblages which were known to contain both Neolithic and Beaker pottery were examined 

for the work (ibid). Grooved Ware was identified at sites from which it had not previously 

been recorded. A total of 13 sites were identified in all with a further four identified as 

possible Grooved Ware sites (ibid, 7). Roche classified the pottery into three groups, termed 

Knowth Style 1, 2 and 3 (ibid, 14). A further study of the Grooved Ware in Ireland was put 

forward by Brindley. Brindley identified sites with Grooved Ware and classified them into five 

different groups based on their fabrics and decoration, and named them according to their 

widest geographical distribution. The groups are known as the Dundrum-Longstone type, the 

Knowth type, the Kiltierney type, the Grange-Geriod Island type and the Donegore- 

Duntryleague type (1999, 24, 30). Brindley suggests a date of 3000 cal BC for the earliest of 

the Grooved Ware pottery (Kiltierney) and a date of between 2600-2450 cal BC for the later 

types (e.g. Dundrum-Longstone; 1999, 30-31). Her work suggests that the Grooved Ware in 

Ireland began with the use of highly decorated wares, such as those recovered from 

Kiltierney (Fig. 4.4) and evolved to the more sparsely decorated examples such as those 

recovered from Ballynahatty and Knowth.
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Roche's classification has been used in the 

current study. Brindley’s typology classes all of the 
material from Ballynahatty as ‘Dundrum- 

Longstone’ type. This is certainly valid and in 

general the pottery from Ballynahatty is 

homogenous. Roche’s scheme, however, allows 
for greater, more detailed, analysis within the 

assemblage and recognises the different classes 

which are present within the group from 

Ballynahatty.
Fig. 4.4 - Grooved Ware sherds from 

A total of 278 Grooved Ware sherds of Knowth Kiltierney, from Daniells and Williams 

Style 1 and 2 (both falling within Brindley’s 1977, fig. 7.

Dundrum-Longstone type) were recovered during

the course of the excavation. It is estimated that the sherds from Ballynahatty represent a 

minimum of 30 different Grooved Ware vessels. Of these 194 are Knowth Style 1 (70%) and 

67 Knowth style 2 (24%). The remainder of the sherds (16) are too fragmented and abraded 

to classify. The sherd count perhaps gives an over-representation of Knowth Style 2, since in 

terms of vessel count, Knowth Style 2 only makes up 16% of the total. The assemblage is 

comprised 208 body sherds and fragments, 32 base and base angle sherds and 38 rim 

sherds. Decoration where present is limited to between one and four horizontal grooves on 
the interior of the rim (Fig. 4.5). In a small number of cases a single applied strip is present 

on the exterior surface. Eighty-five percent of the assemblage have sooting on the surfaces. 
It is likely that the vessels became charred prior to fragmentation rather than as broken 

sherds. No sherd profiles are charred as would be expected if broken pot sherds were 
thrown onto a fire. This supports the belief that Grooved Ware was used to cook or heat 

material over a fire.

Despite this, the assemblage is not particularly abraded. Only a small number of sherds are 
weathered, suggesting that most of the assemblage was sealed into a context shortly after 

breaking rather than lying around on the ground surface. This was also the case at Knowth, 

where Roche has suggested that there was only a short period of time between the use of 

the pots and their deposition in the post pits (Bogan & Roche 1999, 101).
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Fig. 4.5 - Grooved Ware from Ballynahatty, Co. Down. The vessel numbers are given next 
to the sherds. From Roche 1995, figs. 22-24.
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Knowth Style 1

Knowth Style 1 sherds are an average 5mm thick and range from 2-8mm thick. The sherds 
are fine and well-finished. Fourteen vessels have horizontal grooves incised on the interior of 

the rim: five of the vessels have one groove (Vessels 19.1, 26, 12, 28, 31), four have two 

grooves (Vessels 10, 20, 33, 34), three vessels have three grooves (Vessels 9, 17, 32) and 

two vessels have four grooves. Vessel 19.1, which has a single incised groove on the interior 

of the rim also has a fine applied strip on the exterior surface. A further Knowth Style 1 

vessel (Vessel 21) has an applied horizontal cordon on the exterior surface. No other 

decoration was present on the Knowth Style 1 sherds. Substantial portions of vessels were 

not recovered making estimations of vessel size difficult. Two base diameters of Knowth 
Style 1 Vessels 12 and 19 were estimated at 10cm and 10.5cm and a rim diameter was 

estimated to measure 20cm (Vessel 12). Vessel size, therefore compares well with Grooved 

Ware pottery from other sites, for example at Knowth, fine-ware pots measured an average 

16cm at the rim and 15cm at the base. At Balgatheran, Co. Louth, seven rim diameters 

measured an estimated 18-25cm, while a base diameter was estimated to be 10.5cm.

Knowth Style 2

The Knowth Style 2 sherds are an average 7.4mm thick, ranging from 4-14mm thick. None 

of the Style 2 vessels have horizontal grooves on the interior of the rim. The only evidence of 
decoration comes in the form of an applied strip and an applied ‘V’ shaped strip on the 

exterior of Vessel 23. Most of the Knowth Style 2 assemblage was fragmentary, however, 
substantial portions of one vessel were recovered. Vessel 25 gives the estimated base 

diameter of 8cm and rim diameter of 16cm.

The Grooved Ware pottery recovered during the excavation was concentrated in the open 

area of the northern annexe and also in the post-holes of the Entrance Chamber.

The Beaker Pottery
Five sherds from a single Beaker vessel were recovered during the excavation. The sherds, 

from a small portion of a rim, are of a fine fabric and are decorated with incised horizontal 

bands of infilled triangle decoration and twisted cord impressions. The fabric of the body is 

4mm thick and a rim diameter of 8cm is estimated. The Beaker sherds were recovered 
associated with a posthole of BNH5 outer enclosure. The actual relationship between the 

sherds and the feature, however, could not be determined.

Miscellaneous
There are 19 sherds in this group, most of which are too fragmented and abraded to identify. 

This group does include, however, a small base sherd, perhaps from a ’miniature’ vessel and 

a fragment of a large and crudely made rim. The fabric of the rim sherd is coarse and not
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well finished and has faintly incised decoration, which gives the impression that it was 

somewhat haphazardly applied. Four sherds, likely to be from the same vessel were 
recovered from surface deposits during the excavation. The fabric is thick, at 10-11mm, and 

is gritted with large inclusions. The sherds are well finished and hard, and a slip has been 

added to the exterior. The exterior of the sherds are decorated all over with finely incised 

decoration which take the form of oblique lines and in one case applied cordon, creating a 

ridge on the surface. It is not possible to tell, from the small sherds, what overall form the 

decoration may have taken. The sherds were recovered from surface deposit and topsoil in 

areas 31 and 33. It is suggested that these sherds have been disturbed from their position by 

plough damage, but are unlikely to have been moved far. Area 33 lies close to the edge of 

the excavated area and it may be that the sherds relate to activity as yet unexcavated.
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The Distribution of the Pottery

Topsoil and ploughsoil
A substantial portion (35%) of the pottery assemblage was recovered from the topsoil and 

ploughsoil layers at Ballynahatty, a total of 147 sherds. This number also includes pottery 

which has no recorded context information. Thirteen sherds had no area information and the 

remaining 134 were recovered from 15 different area squares. Figure 4.6 shows the 

distribution of the pottery recovered from topsoil. The distribution of the pottery in the topsoil 

correlates well with that recovered from the underlying features and it is proposed that the 

material in the topsoil is derived from these features.
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Fig. 4.6 - Distribution of the pottery recovered from topsoil and ploughsoil contexts.

One-hundred and three sherds from the topsoil are Grooved Ware, 89 of which are Knowth 

style 1; 36 sherds are Coarseware. There are also three possible Western Neolithic sherds 

from the topsoil. The remaining four sherds are too abraded and fragmented to identify.

110



CHAPTER FOUR: ARTEFACTS

Figure 4.7 shows the distribution of these pottery types in the topsoil. This highlights an 

interesting concentration of Coarseware in areas 44, 45 and 46 rather than in areas 41, 42 

and 50, the location of the cist and stone lined cremations, as may be expected and also 

shows Grooved Ware concentrated in areas 2, 24 and 37.
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S Coarseware 

D Grooved Ware 

□ Other5 25 ^

o 20 -

10

Area square

Fig. 4.7 - Distribution of pottery by type in the topsoil and ploughsoil layers of each area 

square.

The distribution of the pottery recovered from the topsoil is discussed in greater detail below 

by area square.

Area 2

Twenty-six sherds were recovered from area 2, which overlies post hole c209 of the BNH5 

inner enclosure and the area immediately to the interior of the BNH5 enclosure. The sherds 
were all from Grooved Ware Knowth Style 1 Vessel 19.1. A single sherd of pottery was also 

recovered from the posthole c209, although it is not of the same vessel as the topsoil 

assemblage it is Knowth Style 1. It may be that these 26 sherds were placed into the top of 

the secondary fill of this posthole and were subsequently displaced by the plough.

Area 12

Three sherds from Knowth Style 1 Vessel 19.2 were recovered from area 12. Area 12 

overlies BNH5 inner enclosure post holes, c664, c735 and c 26, BNH5 outer enclosure 

postholes c.220 and c622 and north-south postholes c431 and c63. The area also includes 

the space between the two enclosures. A sherd from this Vessel was also recovered from 

c63, and so it may be that these sherds also relate to that context.
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Area 24

Thirty-two sherds from Knowth Style 1 Vessel 18 were recovered from area 24. The remains 

are now fragmented and quite abraded. The sherds were recovered from what would appear 

to be an integral point at an equal distance from the entrance to BNH6, the Eastern Setting 

and the estimated position of its mirror. No features were uncovered in this area on the 

removal of the topsoil and ploughsoil contexts. It may be that the pottery represents the 

remains of a deposit, placed in the ground to mark this important point, the only place at 

which the interiors of the Eastern Settings and BNH6 were in full view. This point has also 

been identified as one of the nodal points from which the BNH5, BNH6 and eastern settings 

could have been set out (see Fig. 3.51).

Area 31

Area 31 includes postholes of the ‘excarnation platform’ (c657, c958, c926, c949, c490, 

c493, c830), part of '4 poster’ post hole c630 and a shallow scoop, c564. Two sherds of 

Knowth Style 3 were recovered from this area. One is recorded as having come from the 

north-west corner, which would overlie the ‘excarnation platform’ postholes.

Area 33

This area overlies part of the ‘4 poster’ c630, BNH6 inner ring postholes c507, c853, c813, 
c501 and BNH6 outer ring post holes c503 and c504. One sherd of pottery was recovered 

from the topsoil of this area. It is the large coarse decorated rim

Area 36

Three sherds of pottery were recovered from the topsoil of this area, which overlies the 
north-western most corner of the northern annexe area. One of the sherds is from Vessel 12.

Area 37

Twenty-two pottery sherds were recovered from the topsoil and ploughsoil layers of this area 

which overly postholes c720, c879, c533 and c531 of the entrance chamber and the south

western most part of the open area in the northern annexe. This includes three sherds of 

Coarseware which have come from the cist (c951) and 19 sherds of Knowth Style 1. This 

number includes 4 sherds from Vessel 12, ten from Vessel 17 and one from Vessel 27. 

Sherds of these vessels were also recovered from the postholes of the Entrance Chamber 

and from the northern annexe area.

Area 41

One sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from the topsoil of area 41. The topsoil here 

overlies postholes, c902, c898 and c783 of the entrance chamber, as well as part of the cist 

c951 and part of posthole c895 of the inner fagade.
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Area 42

One sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from the topsoil of area 42, which overlies the 
outer fagade, and part of both the cist and posthole c895 of the inner fagade.

Area 44

Four sherds of Coarseware were recovered from the topsoil in this area, which overlies 

postholes c802, c938 and c941 of BNH6 outer ring and the area to the west including the 

stone filled pit c943 and c931 (a cut described in the field record as being ‘stone packed ... 

with Neolithic pot’). One of the sherds is from Vessel 5 and the remainder from Vessel 6.

Area 45

Twenty-three pottery sherds were recovered from area 45, to the west of BNH6. Twenty-two 

of them Coarseware and one sherd which may be Grooved Ware. The possible Grooved 

Ware sherd is of quite a coarse fabric, however, it appears to be from a straight-sided 

vessel. The rim is rounded and is 7mm thick. The topsoil in this area overlies the posthole 

c918 and c921 of BNH6 outer ring and feature c936. The Coarseware sherds are from 

Vessels 4, 6 and 7.

Area 46

Six sherds of pottery were recovered from the topsoil in this area, which overlies the 

postholes c1009 and c960 of the BNH6 outer circle and the area immediately to the west of 

the structure. Recovered were five sherds of Coarseware and one sherd of Grooved Ware. 
This includes sherds of Coarseware Vessel 4.

Area 69

One sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from the topsoil in this area which overlies the 

northern two ‘free standing’ posts in the entrance chamber.

Area 82

Five sherds of Grooved Ware were recovered from this area which overlies the west-north

west posts c1503, c1401, c1505, c1508 and c1589. Sherds of Knowth Style 1 Vessel 30 

were recovered from this area.

Area 97

Three sherds of Grooved Ware Knowth Style 2 were recovered from this area, which 

overlies post holes c1574, 1544 and 1576 of the southern east-west posts.
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Features and Contexts 

Introduction

A total of 268 pottery sherds were recovered from features underlying the topsoil and 

ploughsoil layers. This is only 65% of the total assemblage recovered from the site. The 

pottery was recovered from 49 different features, illustrated in figures 4.8-4.10. The 

distribution of the pottery is discussed below under the various ‘feature group' headings.

Fig. 4.8 - Number of pottery sherds recovered from each ‘feature group’.

The pottery was recovered from both the primary and secondary fills of the posthole 

features. Of a total 106 pottery sherds which could be assigned to either the primary or 

secondary fill of a posthole, the majority (or 59 sherds), were found in the primary fill (Fig. 

4.9). This finding is at odds with the results from the lithics, bone and stone assemblages, 

which showed that the majority of those assemblages were recovered from the secondary fill 

contexts. The primary fill of the postholes was established when the post was raised and so 

the pottery recovered from these contexts is associated with the erection of the post. The 

secondary fill was deposited within the posthole when the post was destroyed and the 

pottery recovered from these contexts was evidently involved in the destruction phase of the 

site.
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44%

□ Primary Fill 
■ Secondary Fill

56%

Fig. 4.9 - Percentage of pottery sherds recovered from the primary and secondary fills of 

postholes.
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Fig. 4.10 - Number of pottery sherds from the postholes of each feature group, indicating 

numbers recovered from the primary and secondary fills.

Figure 4.10 shows the total number of pottery sherds which were recovered from post holes 
during the excavation. The recovery of pottery from the primary fills appears to be 

concentrated within the entrance chamber. The material from the primary fill of c895 is 

residual material from the disturbance of the cist.

Interpretation of the pottery distribution

Before detailing the distribution of the pottery sherds in the features and contexts at 

Ballynahatty it is perhaps useful to outline some of the potential problems in interpreting the 

distribution. It is perhaps first necessary to discuss the types of contexts from which the 

pottery was recovered. The Coarseware, recovered from three distinct areas, can be 

interpreted with a fair degree of confidence. It is possible to identify residual sherds in the 

posthole which cut the cist and also the surrounding area. Apart from this area, in no other
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cases was the Coarseware pottery recovered in association with postholes. This is 

particularly relevant in relation to the sherds which were recovered to the west of BNH6. It 

would appear that these sherds were sealed into contexts and were not lying around on the 

ground surface when the timber circle was constructed. No Coarseware sherds were 

included in the postholes which also lay in the same area. The sherds which were recovered 

from the topsoil to the west of BNH6 are therefore likely to have become disturbed from 

sealed contexts after the construction of the timber circle, and more likely have only been 

disturbed relatively recently by ploughing.

The Grooved Ware pottery is somewhat more difficult to interpret, however, it is possible to 

make some assessment. The sherds were recovered from the primary fill of postholes in the 

annexe, presumably dating the construction event. The problem is in confirming whether or 

not any of the sherds are residual. It is considered that the pottery recovered from the 

primary fills in the south west of the entrance chamber are not residual but rather were 

incorporated within the primary fills when the posts were erected. The majority of the pottery 

in this area is of a type not recovered in the surrounding area. It may be that one or two 

sherds from the northern annexe did get incorporated into the adjacent postholes of the 
north wall of the entrance chamber. It is proposed, however, that the assemblage is not one 

characterised by the presence of residual material. Patterns are detectable in the distribution 
and the pottery is extremely restricted in its concentration, making it unlikely, for example, 

that there was sufficient pottery lying around the site which might become incorporated into 
the holes of newly erected posts. If material had been distributed on the ground surface 

prior to construction of the annexe area, it would surely be detectable in the ploughsoil 
layers. It is conceded that a small number of sherds in the primary fill of the northern 

entrance chamber may be residual. It is felt, however, that this is not to such an extent that it 
effects the overall distribution picture. This is particularly apparent when the distribution of 

the lithic material is also taken into consideration. Lithics were not recovered from the 

northern annexe area to the same degree as the pottery, however, it was found that the 

lithics were also recovered in considerable quantities form the primary fill of the entrance 
chamber. The inclusion of pottery sherds in the primary fill of the postholes in the entrance 

chamber and annexe area is therefore considered a real phenomenon and not the result of 

residual material.

Grooved Ware pottery was also recovered from the secondary fills of postholes. This is 

indicative of activity carried out at the destruction of the monument. These contexts are 

considered fairly reliable as it would appear that great effort was expended in their formation 

(detailed below). The sherds within these features are considered to have been deliberately 

placed. It should be noted, however, that in the south-western corner of the annexe, sherds 

of a vessel were recovered from the secondary fill and sherds of the same vessel were found 

in the primary fill. Although it may be the case, it seems unlikely that fragments of vessels
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were saved in order to be deposited during the destruction of the site, particularly as the 
sherds recovered from the primary and secondary fills are in a similar state of preservation. It 

is possible that in the cases of the postholes at the south-west of the entrance chamber the 
pottery was originally thrown in between the post and the primary fill when the post was 

erected. When the post was extracted some of the sherds may have become dislodged from 

their position at the interface and have fallen into the cavity left by the post and so have 
subsequently been incorporated into the secondary fill.

With these interpretative considerations in mind, the distribution of the pottery sherds in the 
contexts and features at Ballynahatty is detailed below. Figure 4.11 shows the distribution of 

the pottery.

Area west of timber circle Ballynahatty 6

Four pottery sherds were recovered from features which lie immediately to the west of 

BNH6. Three Coarseware sherds of Vessel 5 were recovered from c931 a stone packed cut. 
Sherds from Vessel 5 were also recovered from the topsoil in this area and are likely to have 

come from this feature. A single sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from c936, a feature 
which may be associated with the BNH6 outer ring posthole c921.

Ballynahatty 6, Outer Ring

A single sherd of Grooved Ware Knowth Style 2 (Vessel 24) was recovered from c448 the 
charcoal rich secondary fill within the posthole c449, which is the second posthole to the 

south of the entrance through BNH6.

Ballynahatty 6, Inner Ring

Seven sherds of pottery appear to be from contexts in the BNH6 inner ring area. A single 
sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from the fill of feature c863 which cuts through the 

primary fill (c332) of posthole c289, the first posthole of the inner circle to the north of the 

entrance. Four sherds of Knowth Style 2 Vessel 23 were recovered from the posthole cl 11 

of the inner circle. Two of the sherds were recovered from the uppermost fill, cl 86, a sandy 

loam filled with charcoal and cobbles and 2 were recovered from the context below c291 

which was also a charcoal rich deposit. Both are the secondary fills of this posthole. A single 

sherd was recovered from c446, a charcoal flecked spread which overlies posthole c501 of 

BNH6 inner circle. A second sherd of this pot was recovered from c578 a dark orange-brown 

fill, below spread c446. A single sherd of Knowth Style 1 Vessel 21 was recovered from a 

black charcoal rich spread, c519 which appears to overly posthole 534. A single sherd of 
Knowth Style 1 (Vessel 22) was recovered from cl 05, a small depression on the edge of 

posthole 104, immediately to the south of the entrance.
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The sherds recovered from cl 11 appear to be the only pottery which can be firmly assigned 

to BNH6 inner circle contexts. The remainder of the sherds are from scoops or spreads in 

the upper levels and cannot be definitely associated with the deposits within the BNH6 inner 

circle postholes. The recovery of a single pot sherd from a scoop or cut on the edge of the 

post holes on either side of the entrance is interesting to note.

‘4 Poster'

Two pottery sherds were recovered from the ‘4 Poster’ feature group. A single sherd of 

Grooved Ware was recovered from the charcoal rich secondary fill (c552) of posthole c453. 

An interesting piece of pottery was recovered from the secondary fill of posthole c948. The 

sherd appears to be a base sherd from a very small perhaps ‘miniature’ vessel. The fabric is 
not in good condition and may have been burnt.

Ballynahatty 5, Inner Ring

Two sherds of pottery were recovered from BNH5 inner enclosure. A single sherd of Knowth 

Style 1 was recovered from the charcoal rich fill (c204) of post hole c209. A very small 

abraded fragment of pottery was recovered from c287, the sandy primary fill of post hole 

c279.

Ballynahatty 5, Outer Ring
Seven pottery sherds were recovered from contexts associated with the BNH5 outer 
enclosure. A single base fragment from a round bottomed vessel, possibly of the Carinated 

Bowl Style, was recovered from posthole c64. A small fragment of pottery was recovered 
from the primary fill of post hole c1596. The field notes also record that the five Beaker 

sherds recovered from the site were found in association with the posthole c1711, although 
the relationship between the pottery and this posthole is not clear.

Entrance through Ballynahatty 5
A small fragment of a Knowth Style 1 rim was recovered from c1268, a charcoal rich layer 

within the shallow trench c1343, which would have held the small posts which created the 

entrance through the BNH5 enclosure.

North-South line of posts
Two sherds of Knowth Style 1 were recovered from post hole c63. One is recorded to the 

posthole only and the other, a vessel 19.2 sherd is from the charcoal rich secondary fill 

(C127).

Northern annexe
Sixty-six sherds of pottery were recovered from features in the northern annexe area. Two 

sherds of Coarseware (Vessel 2) were recovered. The sherds had come from the cist and
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were recovered from a sandy loam layer (c876) which covered features, c902 and c898. This 
layer also held sherds from Knowth Style 1 Vessels 2, 12, 27 and 29. A single rim sherd of a 

Coarseware pot was recovered from large oval scoop c777. A sherd of Coarseware from the 

cist and a Grooved Ware sherd were recovered from c779 a layer which covered the cist, 

c892, c895. One sherd of Grooved Ware (Vessel 16) was recovered from c500, a stony 

deposit, interpreted as a possible floor layer. A charcoal spread (c555) underneath c500 
contained 35 sherds of Knowth Style 1 pottery, including sherds from Vessels 9, 10, 11, 12 

and 13. Below this, a thin yellow spread (c605) was uncovered, from which 14 sherds of 

Knowth Style 1 were recovered, including Vessels 12 and 15. A layer beneath c605 (c621) 

held a Knowth Style 1 rim sherd. A single sherd of a Style 1 vessel was recovered from c518 

a charcoal spread in the northern annexe area. A further Knowth Style 1 vessel was 

recovered from the fill of shallow scoop c786. The northern annexe is the only area at 

Ballynahatty which sees surface spreads of pot sherds. The Grooved Ware in this area is 
apparently representative of a different kind of activity than the deposition of the pottery in 

postholes.

Entrance chamber
Ninety-two sherds of Grooved Ware pottery of Knowth Style 1 and 2 were recovered from 

the postholes of the Entrance Chamber.

C531
Three sherds of Knowth Style 1 Vessel 14 were recovered from a small charcoal lens (c587) 

within the primary fill of this posthole.

C720
A single base sherd from Knowth Style 1 Vessel 27 was recovered from c742m a layer of 

pink grey clay within posthole c720.

C783
Six sherds, including sherds from Knowth Style 1 Vessels 12 and 29, were recovered from 

the primary fill (c827) of the posthole. Vessel 12 sherds were also recovered from deposits in 

the northern annexe.

C898
One sherd from Vessel 12 was recovered from this posthole. Sherds of this vessel were also 

found in posthole c783 and the northern annexe area.

C902
Seven Knowth Style 1 sherds from Vessels 20 and 27 were recovered from c903 a brown- 

orange compact soil with charcoal.
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C1616

Four sherds of Vessel 25 were recovered from primary fill contexts (c1618 and c1619).

C1257

A total of 43 pottery sherds were recovered from three fills within this posthole. Twenty-five 

sherds were contained in the secondary fills c1270 and c1204, including sherds from Knowth 
Style 1 and 2, Vessels 25, 28 and 29. Eighteen sherds from Vessels 23 and 25 were 

recovered from the primary fill of this posthole (c1269).

C1344

Fifteen sherds, all from Knowth Style 2 Vessel 25, were recovered from this posthole. 

Twelve (1345) were found in the primary fill and 3 in the secondary fill (c1347)

Cl 493

Three Vessel 25 sherds were recovered from the primary fill (c1494) of this posthole.

Vessel 25 was recovered from four adjacent post holes of the entrance chamber (c1616, 

c1257, cl 344 and c1493) and from a posthole of the southern east-west posts (cl 544). No 

sherds of Vessel 25 were recovered from topsoil. There are a number of cross context joins 

from three of the features. Links exist between c1345 and c1269 and c1347. Joining sherds 

were also recovered linking c1270, c1494, c1269 and c1345. This means that joining sherds 
from a single vessel were recovered from postholes c1616, c1257, c1344 and c1493. A 

single sherd form the same vessel was also recovered from posthole c1544.

C1276
Seven sherds of pottery were found in this posthole, six sherds of Vessel 26 were found in 

the primary fill (c1272) and 1 Knowth Style 1 sherd was found in the primary fill (c1280).

C1546
One very fragmented sherd of pottery was found in the secondary fill (c1430) of this 

posthole.

C1632
One Knowth Style 1 pottery sherd was found in the secondary fill of this posthole (cl 417).

Inner Fagade

Eleven sherds of pottery were recovered from postholes of the inner fagade. A single sherd 

of Knowth Style 1 was recovered from the secondary fill of c1314. Ten sherds of Coarseware 

from both Vessels 1 and 2 were recovered from c896, the primary fill of posthole c895 of the
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inner fagade. The cut for this posthole cuts through the cist and the backfilled material 

contains the disturbed material from the cist.

Outer fagade

Nine sherds of Coarseware from the cist were recovered from the outer fagade in area 42.

Cist

Twenty-four sherds, which made up the substantial remains of two whole Coarseware pots 
(Vessels 1 and 2) had been deposited in the subterranean cist with cremated human 

remains. The disturbance of this feature during the erection of the inner fagade has also 

meant that much of this pot is scattered in nearby features. Figure 4.11 highlights the 

distribution of the Coarseware. All of the sherds surrounding the cist are likely to have 
originally derived from the cist.

Stone lined cremations

Twenty-five sherds of Coarseware were recovered from two of the cremation deposits which 

lie outside of the outer fagade. Only a single sherd was associated with c1014 (Vessel 8), 
while the remainder came from c1012 (Vessel 3). All of the sherds associated with these 

features were fragmented and very abraded. No pottery sherds were recovered from the 
other two cremation deposits.

Southern East-West posts

Five sherds of pottery were recovered from two of the southern east-west postholes. Four 

sherds of Grooved Ware were recovered from posthole cl 544 including both Knowth Style 1 

and 2. One of the sherds was from Vessel 25, which as discussed above was also recovered 
from postholes of the entrance chamber. A single sherd of Knowth Style 1 was recovered 

from the posthole c1574.

Burning pit

Four pieces of pottery were recovered from the burning pit. Two pieces were unidentifiable 

burnt clay and two sherds of pottery of the same fabric were recovered. One pot sherd is a 

fragment of a rim, 13mm thick and the second a crumb of the same fabric. The rim is smooth 

on the interior surface and has an externally bevelled, rounded rim.
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Discussion of the pottery assemblage and its distribution
The composition of the pottery assemblage in terms of type is one which is mirrored at a 
number of other sites in Ireland, and is clearly indicative of monuments within the ‘Grooved 

Ware Tradition’. The recovery of pottery types spanning 1000-1500 years, side by side, yet 

with no firm connection is again typical. The distribution of these pottery types in the 
excavated area highlights a number of patterns.

Carinated Bowl Style

The presence of the Carinated Bowl type pottery at Ballynahatty is highlighted. Sheridan 

argues for quite a long period of use for this pottery and proposes that it may have continued 

in production from 3950 cal BC to as late as 3350 cal BC (Sheridan 1995, 18). Carinated 

Bowl pottery was recovered during the excavations at Knowth, Co. Meath along with 

associated domestic activity, including a rectangular house (Eogan and Roche 1997, 39). 

Located at the site of the great passage tomb, the ‘Western Neolithic Complex’ was the 

earliest activity uncovered at Knowth (ibid, 5). At this site, radiocarbon dates from the 

excavation of the area where the Carinated Bowl pottery was recovered from has produced 

dates of 4324-4045 cal BC, 3975-3789 cal BC and 3948-3784 cal BC, although these were 
not directly associated with the pottery (ibid, 39). The identification of these few sherds from 

Ballynahatty as Carinated Bowl leads to the tentative, yet tantalising suggestion that there 
was activity in the area of the timber circle complex during the Earlier Neolithic. It is not 

possible to suggest what form this may have taken, however, there is some anecdotal 
evidence to support an early phase, discussed below.

Coarseware (Carrowkeel Ware)
The Carrowkeel, or Coarseware recovered from Ballynahatty evidently formed an important 

component in the development of the site. The types recovered appear to fall into two 
separate groups. The first: four vessels of inexplicable poor quality, which were associated 

with the subterranean cist on the line of the inner fagade, and two of the line of four 

cremations outside the entrance through the outer fagade. The vessels are all of similar flaky 

thick sandy fabric, adorned with roughly executed stab and drag decoration. No Coarseware 

was recovered in association with the cremations in the BNH6 area. The second group of 

Coarseware was located within c931, a stone packed cut to the west of BNH6 and in the 

overlying topsoil. These features were recovered at the limit of the excavated area and so 

may be indicative of remains lying further within the BNH5 enclosure. The pottery in this 

area was of a harder and better finished fabric than the types recovered from the cist and 

stone lined cremations. It may be that the difference in fabric and finish is indicative of the 
function which the pottery was required to perform. It is unlikely, for example, that the pottery 

recovered from the cist could have ever been manhandled to any degree; so rough is the 

construction of the vessel. The fabric is likely to have been weak and it is difficult to see how 

it could have held liquid or foodstuffs, or been heated over a fire. The pottery recovered from
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the area to the west of BNH6 on the other hand is of a harder, better-finished fabric. The 

decoration on this pottery is also better executed. It may be that the pottery from within the 
cist was made specifically to be deposited within the tomb, its construction perhaps even 

forming part of the cremation ritual. The better finished pottery may have been required for 

more conventional usage, for storage or for heating foodstuffs over a fire. This need not 

necessarily mean a ‘domestic’ function, with food and drink undoubtedly forming part of ritual 

ceremonies. Herity argues that the commonly poor quality of Coarseware pottery may have 

as much to do with its preservation as its original manufacture. He attributes the poor quality 

to its ‘having lain four thousand years in a deposit of extremely dry cremated bone’ (1974). 

Although this may be a factor, it would not, for example, determine the execution of the 

decoration and even given preservation conditions, the pottery associated with the cists at 

Ballynahatty has been constructed in a rough fashion.

The decoration adorning the pottery recovered from Ballynahatty has parallels elsewhere 

(Fig. 4.12). Both of the pots from the cists have stab and drag decoration in sections of 

oblique lines. Cist pot Vessel 2 has more definitely impressed ‘stab’ marks, while with Vessel 

1 the stab marks are faintly incised. Lines of stab and drag decoration were incised on the 
vessel recovered from Millin Bay, Co. Down (Collins and Waterman 1955). In this case, the 

lines ran vertically. Vessels with all over stab and drag lines were recovered from the Mound 

of the Hostages at Tara, Co. Meath, Altanagh, Co. Tyrone and under peat at Lislea, Co. 
Monaghan (Herity 1974). A sherd with lines of impressed marks made with a small point 

were recovered from Ballynoe stone circle in Co. Down (Groenman-van Waateringe and 
Butler 1976) comparable with the decoration found on one sherd from Ballynahatty. A rim 

sherd decoration with nail impressions has also been recovered from Knowth, Co. Meath 

(Eogan and Roche 1997), although is not as neatly executed as the example from 
Ballynahatty. Rims similar to the types found at Ballynahatty (i.e. pointed and inturned or flat 

and inturned) are typical and have been recovered for example from Altanagh, Co. Tyrone 

and Ballynoe, Co. Down.
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Fig. 4.12 - Coarseware pottery from Millin Bay and Ballynoe, Co. Down, from Herity 1974, 
fig. 138.

The recognition of common features between the pottery of Coarseware type and that of 

Peterborough Ware has been noted (Eogan and Roche 1997, 97-98). Indeed Van Giffen 

recorded in his field book during the excavation at Ballynoe in 1938 that a “rim sherd with 

Peterborough type decoration” had been recovered (Groenman-van Waateringe and Butler 

1976, 83). Van Giffen also recognised that this sherd was comparable to a sherd which he 

identified as being from Moytirra (ibid), now known to have come from the Carrowmore 
cemetery (Herity 1974, 142). Peterborough Ware is an all over decorated round based 

pottery, dated to between 3600-3000 BC (Gibson and Kinnes 1997). The name was once 

given to all of this type of pottery recovered in Britain, however, it is now recognised that 

there are a number of regional groupings (Gibson and Woods 1990, 224). This ware and the 
coarsewares in Ireland do have common features, however, it is thought that rather than one 

developing from the other, both have evolved from the earlier carinated bowl pottery, with the 

similarities between the two being the result of contacts between Britain and Ireland. 
Sheridan argues that the similarities between Peterborough wares and the Irish material 

have occurred in the same way that inter-regional similarities exist within Ireland (Sheridan 

1995, 15). Eogan and Roche also refer to the connection in this way describing ‘parallel 

developments’ and ‘cross-fertilisation’ (1997, 97-98). The impression, therefore, is that the 
Coarsewares recovered from Ballynahatty were of local innovation, developing from the 

earlier modified carinated bowl styles in use locally (also known as Sandhills Western etc), 

with some influence from wider contacts in Ireland and Britain.

Coarseware pottery of this type has been best known for its association with passage tombs. 

Herity, writing in 1974, states that Coarseware is ‘thus found exclusively with passage grave 

burials ... and was clearly the normal funerary ware of the passage grave builders’ (1974, 

142). It is now recognised that it has been recovered from non-passage grave contexts 

(Brindley and Lanting 1990, 6; Sheridan 1995, 12; Cooney 2000, 124). This factor has 

formed the basis of Sheridan’s re-classification of the pottery as coarseware, in recognition 

of the fact that pottery termed ‘Carrowkeel Ware’ is one part of a larger decorated 

coarseware group which comes from a range of contexts. Sheridan proposes the presence
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of assemblages of coarseware (including Carrowkeel Ware) from non-funerary contexts, 

including the assemblage from Knowth, Co. Meath and Townleyhall, Co. Louth (Sheridan 

1995, 11; Bogan and Roche 1997, 71; Liversage 1960). Whether or not these assemblages 

are truly from non-funerary contexts could be disputed. Indeed they are not recovered in 

direct relationship with human remains, however, their proximity to funerary monuments 

might suggest that the pottery had been used in some part of the funerary ceremony.

This pottery type has also been recovered from non-passage grave funerary monuments (as 

well as those from Ballynahatty), including Millin Bay and Ballynoe, Co. Down and a number 

of cremation deposits, in many cases associated with miniature cists (e.g. Kiltierney, Co. 

Fermanagh: Daniells and Williams 1977, 36-37; see above). It has been recognised 

therefore that although coarsewares are very much part of the passage tomb assemblage 

they are also recovered unassociated with human remains (Sheridan 1995, 12) and from 

non-passage tomb funerary contexts (Brindley and Lanting 1990, 6; Cooney 2000, 124).

Sheridan dates this type of pottery to the Middle Neolithic, which is defined as 3650-2900 cal 

BC, and particularly to the early part of this period (1995, 18). At Knowth it is suggested that 
the ‘Decorated Pottery Complex’ came into existence around 3500 cal BC and continued for 

a number of centuries (Bogan and Roche 1997, 96).

The Grooved Ware
The Grooved Ware assemblage from Ballynahatty forms an important component of the 

small number of assemblages recovered from Ireland. Grooved Ware, first defined in Britain 

in 1936 (Warren et al; Wainwright and Longworth 1971), did not receive the same 

recognition in Ireland until around 60 years later (Roche 1995; Brindley 1999a and b).The 

find of a small and fragmented assemblage such as that recovered from Ballynahatty, 

therefore, is a valuable addition.

The fine, sparsely decorated ware known as Knowth Style 1 is predominant in the 

assemblage; Knowth Style 2 is also present. The pottery is all of small finely made vessels, 

barrel or straight sided in shape. The thicker fabrics of the Style 2 vessels are also well 

finished. Decoration on all is sparse. The Knowth Style 1 vessels have between one and four 

horizontal grooves incised on the interior of the rim, but this feature is not present on the 

Style 2 vessels. The only decoration present on the Style 2 vessels is in the form of an 

applied strip and a ‘V’ shaped applied strip.
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Grooved Ware and the BNH6 timber circle

■ Construction

Grooved Ware was not recovered from the primary fill of the BNH6 structure and so cannot 

be directly linked to the construction of the monument.

■ Use

One Grooved Ware sherd was described as coming from a feature which cuts post hole 

c289 and another came from a small depression on the edge of posthole c104. These are 

the first postholes on either side of the entrance through the BNH6 inner enclosure. The 

Knowth Style Grooved Ware 1 sherds were not recovered directly from the postholes but 
appear to be from related contexts. It could be envisaged that the pottery was placed into 

cuts located at the edge of the entrance posts which were intended to receive offerings. 

Sherds from a single Knowth Style 1 vessel were deposited at an apparently important point 

where the line of sight from the eastern setting and its opposite and the BNH6 entrance 

intersect. Evidently this pottery was placed, either as a whole vessel or as a group of sherds, 
to mark this important spot.

■ Destruction

Four sherds of Knowth Style 1 pottery were recovered from the secondary fill of d 11. A 

single sherd was recovered from the secondary fill of one outer ring posthole (c449). The 

Grooved Ware sherds, recovered from the burnt secondary fill, were evidently inserted into 

the posthole with the destruction of this part of the structure. Only two pottery sherds were 

recovered from the large ‘4 poster' postholes. One Grooved Ware sherd was recovered from 

the secondary fill of posthole c453. A base sherd from a possible ‘miniature’ vessel was 

recovered from the secondary fill of posthole c948. Again it is viable to assume that these 
pottery pieces were included with the secondary fill when the postholes were backfilled.

No pottery was associated with the postholes of the ‘excarnation platform’ or the eastern 
setting.

The small almost negligible amount of pottery recovered in direct association with the timber 

circle, BNH6 is at odds with the other excavated Irish timber circles. At Knowth, a total of 500 

pottery sherds were incorporated into the posthole fill when the posts were raised (Roche 

and Eogan 1997, 148). Grooved Ware was also recovered from the timber circle at 

Balgatheran. The inclusion of Grooved Ware within postholes is also a feature of timber 

circle sites in Britain (e.g. Durrington Walls southern circle and Balfarg timber circle). 

Seemingly the Grooved Ware pottery was deliberately excluded from the postholes of the
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timber circle at Ballynahatty or the Grooved Ware was not introduced or used at the site until 

the timber circle, BNH6, was already constructed.

The few sherds recovered in association with BNH6, it could be argued, cannot be used as a 

basis for any discussion of distribution activity. For example, to conclude that the entrance 

through BNH6 and the post hole, c111, were attributed special treatment on the basis of a 

total of six pottery sherds would perhaps be considered stretching the evidence. When the 

pottery and lithic distributions are viewed in conjunction, however, it is apparent that the 

deposition of each sherd of pottery was likely to have been significant.

Grooved Ware and the BNH5 timber circle

A single Knowth Style 1 pottery sherd was recovered from the secondary fill of posthole c209 

of the inner ring of BNH5. Only one further, small abraded fragment of pottery was recovered 
from BNH5 inner ring, recovered from the primary fill of posthole c279. A small fragment of 

Grooved Ware was recovered from the primary fill of the BNH5 outer ring postholes, c1596, 

and a fragment of a round based vessel, possible traditional carinated bowl style, was 

recovered from outer ring posthole c64. In addition to this, the five fragments of a Beaker rim 
were found, apparently associated with the posthole c1711, of BNH5 outer ring. The direct 

association between the Beaker and this posthole could not be established. It is interesting 

to note, however, that this is also the position at which the west-north-west posts joined the 

enclosure. A single fragment of Knowth Style 1 pottery was also recovered from the BNH5 
entrance area. The sherd was recovered from a charcoal layer within a shallow trench which 

had been dug at the north side of the entrance through the BNH5 inner and outer enclosures 

in order to hold a row of posts.

Grooved Ware and the north-south posts

The north-south line of posts, cuts the primary fill of the post holes of the BNH5 outer 

enclosure (suggesting that the postholes of BNH5 were still in place whenever the new 

postholes were dug, see above). Two sherds of Knowth Style 1 were recovered from the 
southern-most of these post holes, c63. One sherd of Vessel 19.2 was recovered from the 

secondary fill; sherds of this vessel were also from the topsoil overlying the feature.

Grooved Ware and the entrance chamber

The pottery recovered from the entrance chamber was concentrated in the south-west 

corner, within four postholes. The sherds were largely from a single Knowth Style 2 vessel 

and as detailed above, there are a number of cross-context joins between the four postholes. 

The rim and base sherds were spread throughout all four postholes and the base fragments 

were found in postholes c1257 and c1616. A whole vessel could not be reconstructed from
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these sherds, however, a substantial portion of the vessel remains. The sherds were 

recovered from the primary fill of postholes, c1616 and c1493, but were recovered from both 

the primary and secondary fills of postholes c1257 and c1344. With cl 344 there were 12 

sherds in the primary fill and three sherds in the secondary, and with c1257 there were 18 

from the primary and 25 from the secondary. It appears that initially the broken sherds of this 

vessel were included in the primary fills of the four postholes, perhaps thrown into the post

pit cutting before the primary fill was packed in around the post. The recovery of a 

substantial number of the sherds from the secondary fill of posthole c1257 would suggest 

that during the destruction process the sherds from the primary fill became incorporated into 

the secondary fill. A body sherd from this vessel was also recovered from one of the 

southern east-west posts (c1544), perhaps indicating that the southern east-west posts and 

the entrance chamber were erected at the same time, or that the sherd within the posthole 

c1544 is residual and so this post was erected at a later stage than the entrance chamber. 

Again this sherd is not in significantly different condition to the Vessel A sherds recovered 

from the entrance chamber. It may be that sherds of this vessel were also incorporated into 

other as yet unexcavated features. Sherds of Grooved Ware (Vessels 12, 27, 29) were 

recovered from spreads in the northern annexe and also in the postholes of the Entrance 

Chamber. The sherds were recovered from the primary fills of c720, c783 and were also 

recovered from contexts in c898 and c902 as well as the secondary fill of posthole c1257. It 

may be that the sherds of these vessels within the postholes are residual, the entrance 

chamber having cut through the northern annexe deposits. It may also be the case, however, 

that the pottery sherds were broken in the northern annexe and then were placed within the 

postholes of the entrance chamber.

Grooved Ware and the fagade

Only a single sherd of Grooved Ware was recovered from both the inner and outer fagade 

structures; a Knowth Style 1 sherd which was recovered from the secondary fill. The 

remainder of the sherds recovered from these feature groups are Coarseware from the cist. 

As might be expected, a quantity of the cist sherds were recovered from the primary fill of the 

post holes which cut it. A quantity of the cist material was also recovered from the primary fill 

of the adjacent outer fagade area.

Grooved Ware and the northern annexe

Almost 20% of the Grooved Ware recovered during the excavation came from the northern 

annexe area. The northern annexe appears to have at one time had a floor surface, and 

from this over fifty sherds of Knowth Style 1 were recovered (including Vessels 9, 10, 11, 12, 

13, 15 and 16). This floor surface appears to have been made up of a layer of fine yellow 

sandy soil, covered with a stony deposit, which also had spreads of charcoal associated. 

This area appears to have been the location for a particular kind of activity, a kind which was 

not located anywhere else within the excavated area. The build-up of sherds in this area may
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be the result of some ceremonial activity carried out within the confines of the structure, but 

prior to entering into the interior of BNH5 and BNH6. It is unlikely that this pattern is simply 

due to survival. If pottery had been within surface spreads elsewhere on the site there is 

likely to have been evidence of this within the ploughsoil. The distribution of the pottery in the 

ploughsoil at Ballyhahatty overlies features which contained pottery and so it is proposed 

that the pottery was disturbed from the contexts, but generally did not move very far from its 

original position. The lack of Grooved Ware in the topsoil of other areas would indicate that 

the concentration in surface spreads in the northern annexe is a real phenomenon, rather 

than a product of survival.

The distribution of the Grooved Ware

It is considered that the deposition of the Grooved Ware sherds is suggestive of highly 

structured practices and that the position of each sherd should be viewed as significant. The 

variation in distribution patterns between the BNH6 structure and the entrance chamber is 

particularly notable and is perhaps suggestive of a chronological separation. It has been 

suggested elsewhere that the deposition of Grooved Ware in timber circle contexts is a later 

phenomenon. Garwood, for example, highlights the paucity of Grooved Ware associated 

with the Phase 1 southern circle and northern circle at Durrington Walls and at Mount 

Pleasant, and suggests that the deposition of Grooved Ware at sites such as the phase 2, 

southern circle at Durrington indicates that the deposition of Grooved Ware is a later practice 
(Garwood 1999, 152). In southern Britain it seems that the early use of Grooved Ware is 

related to pit deposits and surface spreads and henge monuments and late in the use of 
timber circles, the structured deposition of artefacts occurs (ibid, 157). Gibson has also 
suggested that Grooved Ware is associated with the climax of timber circle construction 

(1999, 78). Perhaps deposition of Grooved Ware became an important element at 
Ballynahatty in its final stages, that is, with the insertion of the entrance chamber and 

possibly the southern east-west posts and also at the destruction of the site.

Comparable Grooved Ware assemblages

Figure 4.13 shows examples of Grooved Ware recovered elsewhere in Ireland which is 

comparable to that excavated at Ballynahatty. Comparisons have already been drawn with 

the pottery from the known timber circle at Knowth, Co. Meath (Eogan and Roche 1997). 

Pottery from the more recently reported example discovered at Balgatheran, Co. Louth again 

is similar to the material recovered from Ballynahatty, indeed the excavator has remarked on 

the likeness (6 Drisceoil pers. comm.). A glance at the photographic images of both the 

Knowth and Ballynahatty Grooved Ware fabrics highlights the visual similarity (Fig. 4.14). 

Pottery comparable to the Grooved Ware from Ballynahatty has also been recovered from 

other site types, for example the large pit enclosure at Newgrange, Co. Meath and the pits
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Fig. 4.13 - Drawings of Irish Grooved Ware comparable to that from Ballynahatty, from Cleary 1983; 
King 1999; Eogan and Roche 1997; Collins 1952.
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Fig. 4.14 - Above (blue background), 
Grooved Ware sherds from Knowth, from 

Bogan and Roche 1997, plate IV and VII. 

Below - (black background) Grooved 
Ware sherds from Ballynahatty, from 

Hartwell 1994, 11, fig. 2 and unpublished 

archive.
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and postholes at Fourknocks, Co. Meath (King 1999) as well as from the sandhill site at 
Dundrum (Collins 1952).

As the Grooved Ware does not appear to have a native beginning, origins in Britain have 

been sought (Bogan and Roche 1997, 214; Sheridan forthcoming). Bogan and Roche draw 

comparisons with Quanterness in Orkney, Balfarg Henge, Fife and Marden Henge, Wiltshire 

for the assemblage from Knowth (1997, 214). Brindley too links her Dundrum-Longstone 

type to examples from Balfarg, Quanterness and Flamborough, Yorkshire (1999a, 24). The 

pottery from Ballynahatty too has comparisons in assemblages from Quanterness (Renfrew 

1979) and Balfarg (Mercer 1981; Fig. 4.15). The sparsely decorated examples from 

Ballynahatty would appear to have little in common with the highly decorated types of 

southern Britain recovered from sites such as Durrington Walls and Marden. Undecorated or 

sparsely decorated vessels form substantial elements of assemblages from Skara Brae, 

Rinyo and Quanterness. Mercer highlights the undecorated element of the assemblage from 

Balfarg. These vessels have simple rim profiles with linear incised or grooved decoration on 

the interior of the rim (Mercer 1981, 129).

Fig. 4.15 - Grooved Ware from Balfarg, from Mercer 1981, 131, fig. 44.

The decorated sherds from Knowth and Kiltierney can be more readily compared with the 

decoration found on much of the British Grooved Ware (Fig. 4.16). Sheridan points to the 

links between the passage tomb builders of the Boyne valley and Orkney to explain Irish 

awareness of Grooved Ware and proposes that it was due to the links with Orkney, around 

3000BC, that Grooved Ware was adopted in Ireland (Sheridan forthcoming). As there are no
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direct links between the fine sparsely decorated pottery of the Dundrum-Longstone group 

and assemblages elsewhere it may be that once the style was adopted from Orkney, 

regional variations began to evolve. It is likely that the Dundrum-Longstone type evolved as 
insular innovation of a type which was adopted from elsewhere.

Marden Knowth

1400

Fig. 4.16 - Line drawings of decorated Grooved Ware, from Bogan and Roche 1997, 

207, fig. 44, Wainwright 1971,208, 213, fig. 13, 16.

Structured deposition
The highly structured nature of Grooved Ware deposition at timber circle sites has been 

noted elsewhere (Richards and Thomas 1984; Pollard 1992; 1995a; Mount 1994). As 

detailed above, the assemblage from Ballynahatty is small and fairly homogenous. The 

distribution of the Grooved Ware has been plotted on the site plans in an attempt to identify 

particular patterns which might exist. The first thing to note, perhaps, in more general terms, 

is the restricted nature of the deposition in postholes. Concentrations in the north-east and 

south-west of the entrance chamber are apparent. When the sherds are plotted in terms of 

Knowth Style (Fig. 4.17) some patterns are evident: Knowth Style 1, for example, is the sole 

type recovered from the northern annexe area, and Style 2 is particularly concentrated in the 

south-west of the entrance chamber. Only body sherds were recovered from BNH6 (Fig. 

4.18) and rims appear to have been more prolific than base sherds in the entrance chamber.
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That the overall deposition of the Grooved Ware at Ballynahatty was highly restricted and 
structured is apparent. There is also some indication that selections may have been made in 

terms of Styles 1 and 2 rims, body or base sherds. These patterns become more apparent 

and perhaps more credible when viewed alongside the other artefacts recovered.
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Summary
The following summarises the discreet phases and sequence identified from the study of the

pottery assemblage and its distribution.

■ The Coarseware pottery is the first fully definable stage at Ballynahatty, likely to have 
followed Earlier Neolithic activity in the area. The pottery was associated with 

cremation deposits, in miniature cists and a miniature passage tomb structure. The 

pottery was also associated with an area of activity to the west of the timber circle.

■ It is proposed that the Grooved Ware recovered from Ballynahatty is represented at an 

early stage by the highly decorated sherds, which may have immediately followed or 

overlapped the Coarseware activity at the site. The Early Grooved Ware appears not 

to be associated with the timber circle and may in fact relate more closely to the 

Coarseware activity, in the way that the Grooved Ware material from Kiltierney 

accompanied a cremation burial in an area which also had cremations accompanied 

by Coarseware.

■ The next identifiable phase associated with the pottery appears to be when single 

sherds were placed in cuts on the edges of the entrance postholes of the BNH6 inner 

circle, and the remains of Vessel 18 were placed outside the entrance to the timber 

circle, as well as the activity in the northern annexe area.

■ The construction of the Entrance Chamber is the next phase identified from the 

pottery. The construction of the entrance chamber sees considerable deposition of 

pottery within the primary fill of the postholes.

■ Pottery was included within the secondary fill of a number of the posthole feature 

groups. This activity occurred during the destruction of the timber circle complex.

■ No pottery was recovered in association with the ‘excarnation platform’, the eastern 

setting, the northern east-west posts or the west-north-west posts.

■ The final phase identifiable for the pottery is the Beaker activity suggested by the 

recovery of a small number of sherds, not directly associated with any feature.
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THE LITHIC ASSEMBLAGE: CHIPPED STONE

Introduction

Publications relating to the excavation at Ballynahatty have referred to the recovery of flint, 

substantial amounts of which were burnt, and also the notable amounts of end scrapers 

(Hartwell 2002, 526). Beyond this, no analysis of the lithic material had occurred until the 

recent comprehensive study undertaken by E Nelis as part of a PhD thesis (Nelis 2003). 

During this study, the many attributes of each artefact were recorded, in catalogue form, for 
statistical analysis.

Nelis details the primary and secondary technology of the assemblage providing a full 

account of the lithic activity at Ballynahatty. The work looks at the 5036 artefacts recovered 

from the excavations between 1992 and 2000. As discussed above the material excavated 

from 1990 includes all of the background flint material, whereas in following years this 

material was removed from the assemblage. A total of 955 lithic artefacts were recovered 

during the 1990 excavations, and this was not included with the study of the 1992-2000 

material, so that statistically biased information would not be presented. The material 

excavated during the 1990 season is to be analysed as part of a separate study (Nelis 

forthcoming). The information below detailing the composition of the assemblage is based on 

the data and discussion provided in Nelis’ study (2003). It is intended to give an overview of 
the lithics recovered from Ballynahatty, however, the original work should be consulted for 
the full account. A detailed discussion of the distribution of the lithics was not possible at the 

time of the Nelis’ study as work on the stratigraphic account for the site was ongoing. 

Analysis of the lithic distribution was also not the primary aim of the thesis (as with Roche’s 

study of the pottery). An analysis of the distribution of the lithics is, however, crucial for the 
current study, particularly in defining how the timber circle complex was used and what 

activities may have been carried out. Following the completion of work on the stratigraphic 

account of the excavation for the current study, analysis of the distribution of the lithics is 

now possible.
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Composition of the Lithics Assemblage
The vast majority of the lithic material recovered at Ballynahatty was flint, however, a small 

amount (29 pieces) of chert, quartz and porcellanite was also recovered (Nelis 2X>3, 723). 

Although it was not possible to glean more information on possible sources for the material, 

a reliance on beach pebble material or glacially derived flint was not evident, indicating that 

an alternative source was accessible (ibid, 724, 766). Almost half of the total numoer of flint 

pieces recovered were burnt, although in terms of mass the burnt material consitutes just 

over 15% of the flint assemblage (ibid, 726). Less than one fifth of the ma:erial was 
considered to be in an abraded condition.

A substantial portion of the assemblage was deemed to be unworked (664 pieces). Much of 

the remainder of the material was comprised knapping debitage including cores, flakes and 

blades, and angular shatter, with over half of the assemblage being made up of flakes and 

blades (ibid, 723). It would appear that bipolar reduction was major factor in the reduction 

strategy although platform reduction was also employed (ibid, 766).

Two hundred and eleven of the artefacts had evidence of secondary working (ibid, 745). 

Within the modified and core tool assemblage are scrapers (64), projectiles (9), knives (5), 

hollow scrapers and associated possible blanks (17) and a substantial number of expediently 

made and edge retouched and utilised tools (ibid, 746). The projectile assemblage includes 
a small number of petit-tranchet and derivative arrowheads and perhaps the most impressive 
lithic artefact recovered, a complete javelin (ibid, 752, 766; Fig. 4.19). Amongst the 

expediently made tools are notched tools, which may have served as spoke shaves, and 

also tools which may have served as borers, piercers and wedges (ibid, 756). Of the 17 

cores which had been utilised as tools, most would have been suitable for use as wedges 
(pieces escaillees). These were evidently created with a clear function in mind rather than 

simply being the opportunistic reuse of cores (ibid, 763). Nelis highlights that these wedge 

type tools may be more common throughout the Neolithic than has previously been 
recognised, having been recovered among assemblages from Ballynagailly, Donegore, Millin 

Bay and Audleystown, for example. At Millin Bay and Donegore these wedge tools appeared 

to be accompanied by reworked and reused polished stone axes and may have served 

similar functions (ibid, 882). Perhaps these tools were utilised in the preparation of wood at 
Ballynahatty although Nelis also suggests that these tools would have been used for splitting 

bone, again pertinent at Ballynahatty. The modified tool assemblage suggests that tools for 

cutting, scraping, piercing and splitting (with wedges utilised to split) were all required (ibid, 

766).

With regards to the date of the lithic assemblage from Ballynahatty a number of suggestions 

are proposed. Hollow scrapers, for example, do not seem to have been in use by the Late 

Neolithic; perhaps with an origin in the Early Neolithic they are ultimately a Middle
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Fig. 4.19 - Lithics from Ballynahatty, Co. Down, from Nelis 2003, 770, ill. 13.4, 
showing: wedge tools, scrapers, petit-tranchet and derivative arrowheads, 
hollow scraper and javelin.
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Neolithic phenomenon (ibid, 858; Woodman 1994, 215). From her study of the Neolithic 

material of the north of Ireland Nelis proposes that the most distinctive element of the later 

Neolithic assemblages appears to include petit-tranchet and derivative arrowheads and 

thumbnail scrapers (Nelis 858, 859).

Nelis draws attention to the significant amount of material recovered from Ballynahatty, 

particularly when compared to other ritual monuments of the Neolithic (i.e. court, portal and 

passage tombs) and points out that lithics also tend to be few and scattered at sites typically 

dated to the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age (i.e. wedge tombs, stone circles and henges) 
(ibid, 765). The apparent structured deposition of flint debitage and particularly the 

preferential treatment of the debitage over modified tools is again at odds with lithic activity 

at previous ritual monuments (ibid, 768).

Nelis highlights similarities between the assemblage recovered at Ballynahatty and that 

excavated at the Knowth timber circle. The assemblage from Knowth is also dominated by 

flake debitage and has substantial numbers of scrapers (ibid, 765). Preliminary results from 

Balgatheran timber circle, Co. Louth suggest that bipolar reduction was the major reduction 

strategy employed; at Knowth platform reduction appears to have dominated (ibid, 765).
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The Distribution of the Lithics
Some trends in the distribution of the lithics were noted by Nelis. The dominance of flake and 

angular debitage within the material recovered from BNH6 is noted. The small modified tool 

assemblage is dominated by scrapers and edge retouched/ utilised tools (ibid 767). This 

pattern is reflected in the material recovered from the entrance chamber (ibic). BNH6 in 

particular seemed to have a high proportion of burnt material. Cores appear to be scattered 

across the site with most associated with BNH6, the entrance chamber and the fapade of 

BNH5 (ibid). Many of the modified tools appear to have been recovered from the BNH5 area. 

The hollow scrapers are particularly abraded, compared with most of the remainder of the 

assemblage (ibid).
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Fig. 4.20 - Distribution of the lithics recovered from topsoil and ploughsoil contexts.
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A large portion of the lithic assemblage, or 32%, was excavated from the topsoil and 

ploughsoil layers. This total of 1895 lithic artefacts, illustrated in figure 4.19, also includes a 
small number of lithics for which there is no context information, apart from area. The 

importance of ploughsoil as a context for lithics and the occurrence of large portions of total 

lithic assemblages from topsoil at prehistoric sites has been noted elsewhere (Cross 1999, 

183). Figure 4.20 demonstrates that the lithics are distributed in the topsoil over the majority 

of the excavated area. They are, however, concentrated in the topsoil overlying BNH5 and 6.

Features and contexts
Introduction

The remainder of the lithic artefacts were recovered from contexts and features during the 

excavation. Figure 4.21 shows the distribution of the artefacts by feature group.

Fig. 4.21 - Number of lithic artefacts from each ‘feature group’.

The figure clearly shows preferential treatment of some ‘feature groups’, particularly, as 

noted by Nelis within BNH6 inner ring and the entrance chamber (Nelis 2003). Considerable 

quantities of lithics were also recovered from the ‘4 poster’ feature. The lithics were largely 

recovered from the ‘secondary fill’ of the post hole features. Of the 2548 lithic artefacts which 

could be assigned to the primary or secondary fill of a posthole, a total of 2224, were found 

in the secondary fill (Fig. 4.22). The secondary fills of the postholes at Ballynahatty were 

placed in the postholes at the destruction of the site, the timbers were burnt and the cavities 

left vacant, were filled. The lithic artefacts recovered from these contexts evidently played an 

important role in this activity.
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Fig. 4.22 - Percentage of lithic artefacts which were recovered from the primary and 

secondary fills of postholes.

Figure 4.23 shows this information broken down by individual post hole feature. Again the 

distribution within the secondary fill is notable within all of the feature groups. No lithic 

artefacts were recovered from the primary fill of the ‘4 poster’ postholes. It is interesting to 

note, however, that significant amounts of lithics were recovered from the primary fills of the 

post holes in the entrance chamber. This is the only area were lithics were recovered from 

the primary fills in consistent amounts.

‘Excarnation Platform’

A total of 9 lithic artefacts were recovered from six postholes of the platform in the centre of 

BNH6 (c470, c738, c830, c926, c949, c958). The finds were recovered from both the primary 
and secondary fills.

‘4 Poster’
A total of 489 lithic artefacts were recovered from this feature group, 8% of the total lithic 

assemblage. Although recovered from all four of the postholes, some were evidently chosen 

for preferential treatment. Posthole c948 had a total of 300 lithics deposited within its 

secondary fill while posthole c453 had only 18. Postholes c582 and c630 had 70 and 101 

lithic artefacts (respectively) within their secondary deposits.

BNH6 Inner Ring

Lithics were recovered from this feature group in greatest quantities. It would appear that the 

secondary fills of the BNH6 inner ring were specially chosen to receive 1146 lithic artefacts, 

substantial quantities of which were debitage, during the destruction of the structure. Lithics 

were recovered from 23 of the 24 postholes of the inner ring. No lithics were recovered in 

association with posthole c858. The finds were distributed in varying quantities, for example, 

while post hole c810 received only one artefact, posthole cl 11 had 417 lithic artefacts 

deposited within its secondary fill. As well as c111, the lithics were concentrated in greatest
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Fig. 4.23 - Distribution of lithics in the primary and secondary fills of postholes in each 
feature group. X-axis shows the posthole number and the Y-axis shows the number of lithic 
artefacts recovered (1 of 2).
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Fig. 4.23 - 2 of 2 - Distribution of lithics in the primary and secondary fills of postholes in 
each feature group (contd).
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numbers in post holes c104 (205 lithic artefacts) and c289 (153 lithic artefacts), the first 

postholes on either side of the entrance through BNH6 inner circle. The secondary fill of 

c635 also appears to have been selected to receive a substantial quantity of lithics, with a 
total of 70 recovered from this context.

BNH6 Outer Ring

A total of 204 lithic artefacts were recovered from 22 of the total 33 postholes within the 

BNH6 outer ring. The majority were recovered from the secondary fills and again greater 

quantities of lithics appear to have come from the posthole at the entrance, for example, 

c416 (35), c413 (30) and c326 (30).

Eastern Setting

An assemblage of 25 lithics were recovered from all but one (c25) of the eight postholes of 
the Eastern Setting. They were recovered from both the primary and secondary fills and are 
evenly distributed.

BNH5 Inner & Outer Ring

A total of 242 lithic artefacts were recovered from 19 postholes of BNH5 inner and outer 

rings. Differences between the two lines of posts were not noted and no posthole seemed to 
have received greater quantities than any of the others. The lithics were recovered from the 

secondary fills in greatest quantities, with just, 33 pieces being found in the primary fills of 
the postholes.

North-South line of Posts

One-hundred and forty-four lithic pieces were recovered from five post holes in the north- 
south line of posts. The greatest quantities (116) were recovered from the postholes which 

were excavated during the 1990 season.

Northern East-West Posts

A small quantity of lithics were recovered from the northern east-west posts. Ten pieces in all 

were found within both the primary and secondary fills of four postholes (cl 127, c1128, 

c1244, c1261). Seven lithic artefacts were recovered from the secondary fill of posthole 

c1244, and a single lithic artefact was recovered from the remainder.

Open Area in the Northern Annexe

Sixty-four lithic artefacts were recovered from 13 contexts within the northern annexe. This 

area contained a number of shallow features and scoops and a possible floor area which 

also yielded substantial quantities of Grooved Ware pottery. A number of the features in this 

area may also contain contexts which have been disturbed from the cist structure.
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Entrance Chamber

A total of 846 lithic artefacts were recovered from the postholes of the entrance chamber. 
The majority are from the secondary fill, however, 149 were found in the primary fill. The 

greatest numbers were recovered from the secondary fills of the southernmost two of the 

four ‘free-standing’ posts within the entrance chamber. One hundred and fourteen were 

recovered from posthole cl 255 and 148 from posthole c1461. Of the enclosing chamber 

posts, the greatest number (109 pieces) were recovered from both the primary and 
secondary fills of posthole c1276.

Inner Fagade

A total of 23 lithic artefacts were recovered during the excavation of the inner fagade. The 

artefacts were fairly evenly distributed within the primary and secondary fills of eight 

postholes (c764, c765, c892, c895, c1314, c1319, c1586, c1615).

Outer Fagade

A total of 80 lithic artefacts were recovered from contexts within the outer fagade.

Mfesf North-West Posts

Twenty lithic artefacts were recovered from five postholes within the west north-west post 

alignment (c1401, c1589, c1474, c1591, c1601). The majority (13 pieces) were recovered 
from the primary fills.

Southern East-West Posts

Eighteen lithic artefacts were recovered from five of the southern east-west posts holes 

(c1360, c1450, c1544, c1576, c1669). They were recovered in similar numbers from each 
posthole and were recovered from both the primary and secondary fills.

Area WestofBNH6

Thirteen artefacts were recovered from shallow features in areas 45 and 46, lying to the west 

of BNH6. The lithics were recovered from shallow pits and scoops and appear to be 

particularly associated with two areas of split stone. It is also in this area that a number of 

Coarseware sherds were recovered.

Cremations

Five lithic artefacts were recovered along with the cremation deposit c943. A single lithic 

piece was associated with both cremation deposit c1012 and c1014. A further five lithic 

artefacts were recovered from a feature which was described as a possible cremation 

deposit in area 76 (c1630).
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Discussion of the lithic assemblage and its distribution
The large assemblage of lithic artefacts recovered during the excavation at Ballynahatty, 

indicates not only the presence of a functional assemblage of Middle and Late Neolithic 

artefacts, but also one which has been intimately involved in the ritual practices performed at 

the site. The deposition of burnt flint debitage, for example, appears to have played an 

important role in the destruction of the site.

The lithic assemblage recovered is comprised mainly of flint artefacts, much of which is 

represented by flakes and blades, with scrapers dominant among artefacts with secondary 

working. The composition of the modified tool assemblage would indicate that a combination 

of cutting, scraping, piercing and splitting functions were required. The presence of types 

pertaining to both the Middle Neolithic (hollow scrapers) and Late Neolithic (petit-tranchet 

and derivative arrowheads) is compatible with the pottery assemblage.

Fig. 4.24 - The petit-tranchet derivatives from Newgrange, Co. Meath, after Lehane 1983, 

148-149, fig. 62-63.

The lithic assemblage recovered from Ballynahatty has parallels within assemblages 

recovered from Late Neolithic sites elsewhere. Similarities are evident in the assemblage 

recovered from the Late Neolithic/ Beaker phases in the vicinity of the Newgrange passage 

tomb. Some 11000 lithic artefacts, the majority from nodular flint, were recovered from 

contexts which included multiple arcs of ‘great pits’ (Lehane 1983, 118). Amongst the 

modified and utilised tools of this assemblage scrapers dominated and petite tranchet 

derivatives were also present (ibid, 131, 146; Fig. 4.24). A total of 801 lithic artefacts were 
recovered from the postholes of the timber circle at Knowth. Flint was the dominant raw
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material used, and a source at the north-east coast of Ireland was deemed likely for the 

majority of the material (Dillon 1997, 162). As at Ballynahatty the majority of the assemblage 

recovered from Knowth was found to consist of flakes and blades (57% at Ballynahatty - 

Nelis 2003, 723; 62% at Knowth - Dillon 1997, 179). Highlighting their fresh condition, Dillon 

proposes for consideration the scenario that these flakes and blades may have been 

knapped specifically for deposition within the postholes. A number of the flakes from Knowth 

were broken and it is suggested that these artefacts were purposely broken before being 

placed in the postholes (ibid, 179). Amongst the tool assemblage, again scrapers were in 

the majority with over 80 examples. Broken scrapers were also recovered. Petit-tranchet or 

‘transverse’ arrowheads (the term used by Dillon), were also recovered from Knowth (ibid, 

170, 195). Notched flakes were also found in the postholes of the timber circle. The 

symmetrical deposition of the lithics within the postholes at Knowth is discerned. Such 

symmetry was not evident at Ballynahatty (Fig. 4.25), although it is apparent that particular 

postholes were selected for special treatment and received substantially greater quantities of 

lithics than others. These include the postholes on either side of the entrance within the 

BNH6 inner circle, the ‘4 poster’ posthole c948 and also the two southern-most of the free 

standing posts in the entrance chamber.

The lithic assemblage from Ballynahatty can be assigned to two periods. An earlier phase 
identified by the presence of hollow scrapers, likely to be directly associated with the 

Coarseware. The second phase occurs when the lithics were incorporated into the primary 
fills of the postholes, particularly within the entrance chamber. The most prolific phase of 

lithic activity, however, was involved in the destruction of the site when large quantities of 
lithics were incorporated into the secondary fills of postholes. The assemblage from 

Ballynahatty adds to the growing body of evidence suggesting that there may be a Grooved 
Ware ‘package’ of artefact types. As detailed above, the petit-tranchet and derivative 

arrowheads have been recovered in association with Grooved Ware pottery elsewhere, a 

pattern repeated at Ballynahatty.

Patterns in the distribution of the lithics at Ballynahatty are perhaps more apparent than with 

the pottery, simply due to the greater quantity of lithics which were recovered. A number of 

patterns are discernable. The deposition of lithic artefacts in the postholes at Ballynahattty 

was evidently an important practice, and particularly so with the destruction of the 

monument. The lithics are found in the postholes of all the feature groups (unlike the 

pottery), however, there appears to have been a deliberate selection of postholes which 

were to receive the artefacts. Over 1100 pieces, for example, were deposited within the 

BNH6 inner circle compared to a total of just over 200 from the BNH6 outer ring. Within the 

BNH6 inner ring the postholes on either side of the entrance and postholes d 11 and c635 

(north-east and north-west of the centre, respectively) received the greatest quantities of 

lithic artefacts. As with the majority of the lithics recovered, these were found in the
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secondary fills of the postholes. Conversely, a substantial portion of the lithics recovered 

from the entrance chamber was found in the primary fill. As also appears to be the case with 

the pottery, an amount of lithics were included with the primary fills of this feature group. As 

well as being associated with the primary and secondary fills of the postholes, the lithics 

were also recovered from the ground surface of the area west of BNH6 and also on the open 

area in the northern annexe.

The entrances are emphasised by the deposition of artefacts in large numbers in both the 

entrance chamber, and the postholes flanking the entrance through BNH6 inner circle, 

perhaps marking these important transitional places between the outside of the monument 

and the interior of BNH5 and also between the space defined by BNH5 and the interior of 
BNH6.

It is interesting to note that large numbers of lithics were recovered from the postholes of all 

of the eight ‘free standing’ posts, both the ‘4 poster’ and within the entrance chamber. In 

each case, however, the two southern-most were chosen to receive a greater proportion of 

artefacts. The lithics in the entrance chamber are concentrated in greater numbers to the 
south generally and, reflecting the pottery distribution, more specifically at the southwest. If 

the entrance chamber is split on an axis running through the entrance ways, it is apparent 

that almost 80% of the lithics recovered from this feature were found to the south and just 
over 20% to the north. With the distribution of the pottery in BNH6 outer circle, postholes to 
the north and east appear to be favoured.
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THE COARSE STONE

Introduction
A total of 74 coarse stone objects were recovered during the course of the excavation. Little 

can be said about the composition of the assemblage at this stage as the analysis of the 

stone, in terms of both raw material and technology, has yet to be carried out. In general the 

assemblage is largely comprised small rounded objects, many of which are possibly 

hammerstone artefacts. A summary of the distribution of the coarse stone objects is included 

here: a total of 24% was recovered from topsoil/ ploughsoil contexts or were not recorded 

with context information.

Area Hfesf of BNH6
Two stone objects were recovered form this area, from c864 and c934.

Excarnation Platform
A single stone artefact was recovered for the posthole c926 of the ‘excarnation platform’.

‘4 Poster’
Seven coarse stone objects were recovered from this feature group. The majority (5) were 

found in the secondary fill of c948, while the remainder came from c582.

BNH6 Inner
A total of nine coarse stone objects were recovered from the BNH6 inner circle. One was 
recovered from the primary fill of c104, two from the secondary fill of c111, one from c527, 

c538 and two from c635 and c963.

BNH6 Outer
Seven coarse stone artefacts were recovered form this area. They were recovered from the 

secondary fill of c341, c723, c805 and from the primary fill of c856.

BNH5 Inner and Outer Ring
A single coarse stone object was recovered from each of these feature groups, from c735 

and c220.

Entrance Chamber
Four stone objects were recovered from this feature group, two from posthole c720, one 

from c1257 and one from c1439.

Inner Fagade
A single coarse stone object was recovered from the secondary fill of posthole c765.
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Northern East-West posts
A single coarse stone object was recovered form this feature group. The artefact was 

recovered from posthole c1261.

North-South Posts

Two stone artefacts were recovered form this feature group, from c63 and c469.

Open area in the Northern Annexe
Three coarse stone artefacts were recovered from the annexe area, from c771, c777 and 
c904.

Outer fagade
Three stone artefacts were recovered from outer fagade contexts.

Wesf north-west posts
A coarse stone artefact was recovered for the secondary fill of posthole d 589 of the west- 
north-west post group.

Burning Pit

A single coarse stone object was found in the burning pit.

Discussion of the distribution of the coarse stone
The small number of stone artefacts would appear to preclude any conclusions being drawn 
from its distribution. The stone does, however, appear to follow the distribution of the pottery, 

lithics and bone to some degree. Of the 27 objects which were recovered from the primary 

and secondary fills of the postholes, the majority were recovered form the secondary fills (as 

with the lithics and bone) (Fig. 4.26). The stone also appears to have been placed within 
features which saw concentrations of other artefact types: for example, posthole c948 of the 

‘4 poster’ and c104, c111 and c635 of BNH6 inner circle, and c1257 of the entrance 

chamber. This would indicate that the coarse stone was being treated in a similar way to the 

other artefacts types recovered at Ballynahatty.

□ Rimary Fill 

■ Secondary Fill

Fig. 4.26 - The percentage of stone objects recovered from the primary and secondary fills 

of postholes.
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THE BONE

Introduction
The discovery of a number of cremated bone deposits at Ballynahatty is well documented, 

and indeed has been partly responsible for the overall interpretation of the function and use 

of the site. Over 200 cremated bone samples were collected during the course of the 
excavation. A number relate to individual cremation deposits, including the cremation within 

the cist. Cremated bone was also, however, recovered from the fill of the postholes. A 

substantial portion of the bone has undergone analysis (Wilkinson 1994; Murphy 1995).

Composition of the bone assemblage
The bone assemblage from Ballynahatty has yet to undergo a full and composite analytical 

study. A substantial amount of work has been carried out to date, however, and the results 

are summarised here.

Six of the individual cremation deposits recovered during the course of the excavation have 

been fully analysed. Work on the deposit within a stone setting (c588) concluded that the 
cremation was the remains of a female probably aged between 30-40 years (Wilkinson 

1994). The remains excavated from the line of four cremations outside of the outer fagade 

and those from the ‘passage grave’ cist were analysed by Dr Murphy in 1995. The first 

contained the remains of a 4-5 year old child as the primary burial and an incomplete adult 
burial. Two other cremations contained the remains of adults, again the complete remains 
were not present and it was not possible to identify sex. A further cremation contained the 

remains of a 9-10 year old child. The suggestion that these may have been token deposits is 

raised by Murphy (1995). Confirming this is difficult, however, as it is not possible to gauge 

how much of the desposits were lost due to plough damage.

As well as the individual cremation deposits, a substantial quantity of bone was recovered 
from the postholes and other features during the course of the excavation. The presence of 

pig remains within these samples had previously been noted (Hartwell 1994, 13). More 

recently, Dr E Murphy kindly provided identifications for samples recovered from a number of 

postholes and the ‘burning pit’ (Fig. 4.27). As well as confirming that pig remains were 
deposited within the postholes, Murphy has suggested the possible remains of cattle. 

Murphy’s identifications also reveal the presence of human remains in the postholes of a 

number of ‘feature groups’. This is a very exciting revelation and provides a new insight into 

the rituals and ceremonial behaviour demonstrated at Ballynahatty.

It must be noted, however, that this small number of identifications should not be taken as 

representative of the total remains recovered. A small sample of material from each ‘feature 

group’ was chosen from the total remains by the current writer. The aim was ultimately to
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establish which animal species were present and also to identify if human remains were 

present in the ‘burning pit’ in order to attempt to clarify its function. The samples chosen 

were then presented to Dr Murphy. Furthermore, it was not possible to identify a number of 

the samples due their small and undiagnostic nature.

UN Identification (Murphy pers comm) Feature No. Feature Group
6265 Human: Skull fragments 635 BNH6 Inner (primary fill)

6211 Animal: Probably cattle 289 BNH6 Inner (secondary fill)

6229 Animal: Pig 453 ‘4 Poster’ (secondary fill)

6231 Animal: Pig 453 ‘4 Poster’ (secondary fill)

6226 Animal 453 ‘4 Poster’ (secondary fill)

6230 Animal: Pig 453 ‘4 Poster’ (secondary fill)

6225 Possibly human 531 Entrance chamber

6327 Human 1544 Southern East-West Posts

6362 Animal: Pig 1453 Burning Pit (depth 15cm)

6326 Human: Possibly jaw fragments 1453 Burning Pit

6371 Human and animal 1453 Burning Pit

6356 Human: Skull fragments 1453 Burning Pit

Fig. 4.27 - Identification of samples of cremated bone recovered during the course of the 
excavation.
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Distribution of the bone samples
Twenty-eight samples of cremated bone were recovered from the topsoil and ploughsoil 
contexts during the excavation at Ballynahatty. The bone was spread over most of the 

excavated area, with usually only one or two fragments from each area square. The 

remainder of the bone was recovered from the features and contexts during the excavation 

and, as discussed above, was recovered from discreet cremation deposits and also from 
within the postholes and the ‘burning pit’ in the southern annexe. In a total of 71 cases, the 

bone was recovered from either the primary or secondary fill of the postholes. The majority 

(60 bone samples), were recovered from the secondary fills (Fig. 4.28).

15%

□ Primary Fill 

■ Secondary Fill

85%

Fig. 4.28 - Number of bone samples recovered from the primary and secondary fills of the 
postholes.

‘Excarnation Platform’

A single cremated bone sample each was recovered from post holes c926 and c595 of the 
excarnation platform.

‘4 Poster1

Fourteen bone samples were recovered from three of the ‘4 poster’ postholes, eight from 

c453, four from c630, two from c948. All were recovered from the secondary fills. Four of the 

cremated bone fragments from posthole c453 were animal remains, three of those identified 
as pig (E Murphy pers comm).

Area west of BNH6

Three bone samples were recovered from features located to the west of BNH6. The bone 

was recovered from two shallow scoops in this area (c930, c934) and also from an area of 

split stone (c868). Coarseware and lithics were also recovered from this area.

BNH5 Inner and Outer Circle

A single bone sample was recovered from the posthole c221 of the BNH5 inner circle. Two 

bone samples were found within c1268, the fill of the trench cut to hold the postholes, which 

created the entrance through BNH5 inner and outer circle.
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BNH6 Inner Ring

Forty-one bone samples were recovered from the postholes of BNH6 inner ring (Fig. 4.29), 

distributed mainly in the secondary fills. Cattle remains were identified among the secondary 

fill of the posthole c289 and human skull fragments were identified from the remains in the 

secondary fill of posthole c635.

BNH6 Outer Ring

Ten bone samples were recovered from the postholes of the outer ring. Although this is a 

small sample, the remains would appear to be concentrated in the north and east of the 

outer ring (Fig. 4.29).

‘Burning Pit’

Seventeen bone samples were recovered from the pit termed the ‘burning pit’ on account of 

the high percentage of charcoal and charred remains within it. Those samples with recorded 

depths were recovered between 15-90cm down. Both human and animal remains (pig) were 

identified amongst this material.

Cremations

Seven discreet cremation deposits were uncovered during the course of the excavation, four 

in a line outside the outer fagade. One within the cist on the line of the inner fagade and two 

in the BNH6 area. A trace of a possible further two cremation deposits was picked up in 
areas 76 and 86 in the form of shallow scoops which appeared to hold (or have held) 

cremated remains (c1628, c1630). In addition to these nine cremations and possible 
cremations, the ghost of a line of four, to mirror that picked up to the north of the entrance 

through the fagade, has been suggested.

Entrance Chamber

Twenty bone samples were recovered from the postholes of the entrance chamber. A bone 

sample from posthole c531 was identified as possibly human (E Murphy pers comm).

Inner and Outer fagade

Six bone samples were recovered from the inner fagade postholes, four from post hole 

c1586, one from c765 and one from c892. One sample was recovered from the outer fagade.

Open Area in the northern Annexe

A total of twelve samples were recovered from this area.
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Southern East-West Posts
A total of six cremated bone samples were recovered from this posthole feature group. One 
was recovered from posthole c1635 and the remaining five from posthole c1544. A sample 

from c1544 was identified as being from human remains.

Discussion of the bone assemblage and its distribution
The analysis of the bone from the cremation deposits at Ballynahatty has proved interesting. 

Perhaps the earliest deposits were the line of four cremations at the outer facade and also 

the ‘passage grave’ cist. Within the line of four cremations were the primary burial of a child, 
with the incomplete remains of an adult, a second child burial and two deposits of adults, 

again with incomplete remains. Dr Murphy has suggested that these cremations may in fact 

be token deposits, due to the partial remains (1995). Although the material from these 

contexts is likely to have been plough damaged, token deposits of human bone, it would 
seem, were deposited within the postholes at Ballynahatty. A further two cremation deposits 

are likely to predate, or overlap with, the date of the timber circle. The builders of the timber 

circle, evidently aware of the cremations, purposely splayed the posthole ramps in order to 

avoid the cremations. One of these has been identified as a female, probably aged between 

30-40 years old. Bone remains were also recovered from most of the ‘feature group’ at the 

site and were found in the primary and secondary fills of the postholes, although were 

predominantly found in the secondary fills. Both human and animal remains were recovered 
from these contexts. Human and animal remains were also recovered from the ‘burning pit’ 
in the southern annexe area, perhaps hinting that the pit was used to prepare remains to be 

deposited within the postholes. It is interesting to note that no unburnt bone was recovered 
during the excavation at Ballynahatty, perhaps due to unfavourable preservation conditions. 

Unburnt bone was, however, recovered from the cist excavated in 1855 and the recovery of 

large quantities of bone material from neighbouring fields has been highlighted (MacAdam 

and Getty 1855).

The distribution pattern for the bone (Fig. 4.29) follows that for the lithics and pottery, with 

the greatest concentrations being in the entrance chamber and also in the postholes of the 

BNH6 inner and outer circles. It is interesting to note that the distribution of the bone 

samples in the BNH6 structure mirrors the north and east distribution of the lithics in the 

BNH6 outer circle.

Evidence for burning of animal remains in pits has been uncovered at Newgrange and 

Balfarg (Mount 1994, 434). At other timber circle sites too, animal remains have been found 

deposited within postholes. Cattle and pig remains were recovered from contexts within the 

Knowth timber circle (McCormick 1997, 301) and were found at the Durrington Walls timber 

circles also (Wainwright and Longworth 1971). Richards and Thomas have proposed that the 

apparent rise in use of pigs in the Later Neolithic and their dominance at timber circle and
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Grooved Ware pit sites (e.g. Durrington Walls, Marden and Mount Pleasant) is directly 

related to their use as a feasting animal (1984, 206). It is likely that the animal remains within 

the postholes at Ballynahatty represent either the remains of feasting, or offerings of ritually 

significant food, and that the ‘burning pit’ is in some way associated with the preparation of 

the meat.

Human remains were also deposited within the postholes of the timber circle complex at 

Ballynahatty. The presence of human remains in the ‘burning pit’ perhaps indicates that the 

remains were being processed at Ballynahatty also. Deposits of human remains nave been 
uncovered at similar sites: for example, cremated human remains were deposited in the pits 

at Fourknocks, Co. Meath. They were accompanied by Grooved Ware and lithics and it was 

noted that in a number of cases the bone was adhered to the interior of the pots (King 1999, 

174). Human remains were also found in post hole 79 of the southern circle at Durrington 

Walls (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 191). Three pieces of a human lower jaw were 

scattered in stone hole 16 of the stone and post ring at the Sanctuary (Pollard 1992).

The human remains predating, and also associated with, the timber circle indicate that the 

site was in some way associated with the dead prior to, and during the life of, the timber 
circle. Those who used the timber circle evidently had no taboos surrounding the deposition 

of human remains in contexts such as postholes. The use of partial remains and their 
association in the same contexts with animal bones, lithics and pottery sherds almost 
indicates that they all had a similar significance, with the human remains not being accorded 

a separate status. The recovery of bone from the ‘burning pit’ would also suggest that the 
site was used to process the dead to some degree. The animal remains, and in particular the 

recovery of pig, would suggest that the feasting, evident at other Grooved Ware sites, was 

also taking place at Ballynahatty.
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ARTEFACTS FROM ELSEWHERE IN BALLYNAHATTY TOWNLAND

Introduction
The timber circle complex at Ballynahatty, as has been detailed above, was only one of a 

number of monuments situated within the townland in antiquity. Separate from the 1990- 

2000 excavations, a quantity of artefact material has been recovered from the townland, both 

as stray finds and also during earlier archaeological investigations. All of these finds are 

detailed below. It is hoped that this will enable the artefact material excavated between 

1990-2000 to be placed within the context of the activities elsewhere in the townland.

Given the extent of the archaeological remains which lie within the boundaries of 

Ballynahatty townland, one would perhaps expect that museum collections would contain the 

records of many stray artefact finds. This has proved quite the contrary and a search of the 
acquisition and recorded specimen files of both the Ulster Museum and the National 

Museum Ireland produced few finds provenanced to either Ballynahatty or the neighbouring 

townlands. The excavations which have previously been carried out in the townland have 

also produced relatively few finds.

Excavated artefact material
The 1855 excavation
The excavation which was undertaken in Bodel’s field, Ballynahatty, by MacAdam and Getty 
has been detailed above. The excavation recorded the presence of three pottery vessels 

(and the possible existence of one other) accompanying substantial quantities of burnt and 
unburnt human remains. The report on the excavation only provides a brief description of the 

vessels and no illustrations are included. The excavators describe ‘in the compartments ... 
were found three urns of burnt clay (1,2 and 3) filled with burnt bones’ and dimensions 30cm 

(12”) high and 25cm (10”) broad were given (1855, 360). The excavators state that the 

vessels were removed in a fragmentary state. It would appear that these are the pottery 

vessels which were donated by Lord Dungannon (the landowner) to the Royal Irish Academy 
in 1856 (anon 1853-1857, 300). Wilde described the vessels in more detail in 1857. He 

states that all three are of the same type of decoration with impressed ‘scratches or 

indentations’. Wilde appears to make a distinction, however, between two of the vessels, 
describing one as a ‘large and rudely decorated urn’, and another as ‘a large globular urn’ 

(Wilde 1857, 358-365). The lack of a full description of the three vessels is regrettable. Two 

vessels survive, provenanced to this excavation, and are held by the National Museum 

Ireland. One of the vessels, a Coarseware pot (Fig. 4.30) drawn by Herity in the National 
Museum, however, could not be located during the authors visit to the museum. A second 

vessel, also described by Herity, is the remains of a Collared Urn (Fig. 4.31). The recovery of 

a Collared Urn in a cist with a Coarseware vessel is obviously significant, although it is not
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with out precedence. The difficulty, however, is that these two vessels are quite obviously 

different in form, fabric, decoration and colour. The report by MacAdam and Getty, otherwise 

so thorough, did not differentiate between the vessels indicating that they were all of the 

same type. Although Wilde does appear to make a distinction, he states that the decoration 

on all vessels was of the same type. Whether the Collared Urn was recovered from the cist 

cannot now be established with certainty, and apart from the descriptions by Mac Adam and 

Getty, and Wilde, there is no reason to presume that the urn was not rrecorded from the cist. 

Secondary burials of a Bronze Age date within passage tombs have been recovered 

elsewhere, for example at Waringstown, Co. Down and at Fourknocks I, Co. Meath (Herity 

1974, 144). The bone from the 1855 cist is to be included in a forthcoming dating project 

being undertaken by Dr E Murphy and Dr R Schulting, of Queen’s University Belfast, and this 

may resolve the apparent reuse of this subterranean cist. A further group of Coarseware 

sherds from a single vessel are housed in the Ulster Museum and are also provenanced to 

the 1855 cist (Fig. 4.32). These sherds could very well belong to the same pot as that held 

by the National Museum Ireland, if not, they are certainly from a vessel of similar form, fabric, 

and decoration. The sherds from this Coarseware vessel and that in the National Museum 

compare well with the vessel recovered from the ‘passage grave’ cist during the recent 
excavation.

The seeming paucity of stray finds recovered in the townland over the years is in conflict with 
the account given by a Ballynahatty farmer in 1855 at the time of MacAdam and Getty’s 

excavation. He described the tradition of discovery of archaeological remains and artefacts 
by his predecessors and during his own time farming the land, and he indicated that plough 

damage had resulted in the discovery of “vast quantities” of human bones. Furthermore, he 

also describes the discovery of stone cists in a number of fields which, in most cases, held 
pottery vessels. He also described the recovery of stone implements, including axes and flint 

arrowheads. Mr Bodel also asserts that stone cists like those uncovered on his farm had also 

been recovered on the land of a number of neighbouring farmers (MacAdam and Getty 

1855,364,365). ----------------------------------------------------------------------

Fig. 4.30 - Coarseware sherds recovered during the excavation of the subterranean cist in 

Ballynahatty townland in 1855 (from Herity 1974).
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Fig. 4.31 - A collared urn, held by the National Museum, provenanced to Ballynahatty 
townland and is recorded as having come from the subterranean cist during the excavation 
of 1855.

Fig. 4.32 - Coarseware sherds, now in the Ulster Museum, recovered during the excavation 
of the subterranean cist in Ballynahatty townland in 1855. The image on the right shows the 
impressions on the interior of the rim.

Excavations at the Giant’s Ring
Three excavations have to date been carried out within the Giant’s Ring earthwork. As 

detailed above, none have satisfactorily answered the questions posed by the excavators. 
This must be due partly to the lack of artefact remains which were recovered during the 

course of the excavation work.

The first excavation took place at the Giant’s Ring in 1917 and Lawlor recovered only a 

single artefact. He writes “in all our investigations we found no single vestige of pottery, no 

pieces of worked flint or shaped stone, only this one elongated oval stone chipped at each 

end by hammering some object” (1918, 17).

A second investigation of the Giant’s Ring was undertaken following the observation of a 

circular crop mark within the enclosure on an air photograph. The excavation team led by 

Chart opened a trench 25ft x 3ft (7.6m x 0.9m) over the crop mark. The excavation
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recovered from the ploughsoil, modern finds and flint flakes. As well as this flint was 

recovered from the underlying layer (Richmond 1929).

The Giant’s Ring was the subject of an archaeological investigation for the last time in 1954 

when it was excavated for three weeks as part of the Archaeological Survey of County Down 

(dope et al 1966). Collins recovered worked flint artefacts, including flakes and cores and 

notes that they are all of glacial drift material, of poor quality and describes the recovery of a 

rough out for a leaf-shaped point (Collins 1954, 48). The lithics, numbering 24, are now held 

by the Ulster Museum. This material was examined by Nelis as part of her recent study 

(2003, 681-684). The assemblage was found to comprise 15 complete flakes, 3 blades, 4 

shattered pieces and 2 cores as well as a single modified tool (ibid, 681). The modified piece 

is bifacially thinned and may be an unfinished laurel leaf, probably Collins’ leaf-shaped point 

(ibid, 683). Nelis proposes that the material excavated by Collins seems to have an Early/ 

Middle Neolithic character but, the context of this material cannot be assigned to either the 

passage tomb in the centre of the Giant’s Ring or to the Giant’s Ring henge itself. The 

material was associated with the bank and so may have derived from the surrounding area. 

The finds do, however, lend support to the assertion that there was activity in the 
Ballynahatty area prior to Coarseware activity at the timber circle site.

The limited success in recovering finds from the interior of the Giant’s Ring is perhaps not 

surprising as it has been suggested that monuments such as these were often purposely 
kept ‘clean’ of artefact remains (Thomas 1999, 74). At Balfarg henge for example, no 

artefactual remains were found in the primary or secondary silts of the ditch (Mercer 1981, 
66). Similar findings were also made at Avebury, where it was proposed that the paucity of 

finds from the interior of the enclosure and the primary ditch silts indicated that the enclosure 

was kept deliberately clean (Smith 1965).

A forthcoming paper by Sheridan refers to the finding of an oblique arrowhead (or petit- 

tranchet derivative) at the Giant’s Ring and she quotes the information from Woodman who 

states that these tool types ‘are almost certainly confined to monuments related to henges 

e.g....the Giants Ring (Hartwell pers comm)’ (Woodman 1994, 213). It may be that 

Woodman is actually referring to the petit-tranchet derivative arrowheads which were 

recovered from the timber circle, however, as he refers to the Giant’s Ring it gives the 

impression that the artefact was recovered from the earthen embanked enclosure. This is an 

important distinction and as far as the current author is aware no such artefacts have ever 

been recovered from the Giant’s Ring. Certainly none are mentioned in any of the excavation 

reports and no such artefact is recorded in the Ulster Museum or National Museum Ireland. 

This is particularly important to note since no typically Late Neolithic artefacts have hitherto 

been found at the Giant’s Ring.

165



CHAPTER FOUR: AFTEFACTS

Stray Find Recovery
The Ulster Museum
The Ulster Museum holds both acquisition registers and recorded specimen files, where 

finds are noted but retained by the finder. Within the computerised topographical records 

three artefacts from Ballynahatty are listed. They are two flint end-scrapers (A16621/ 

A2.1:15.36 and A17538 A2.1:15.29) and a prehistoric blade (A16964/ A2.1:15.26) which is 
recorded as coming from the field between Shaw’s Bridge and the Giant’s Ring The only 

computerised topographical record for finds in neighbouring townlands is a Late Mesolithic 

edge-retouched flint blade from Ballylessan townland (A751.1936/C4:106.29). A fulher three 

artefacts were listed in the recorded specimen files. One a possible porcellanite polished 

stone axe (RS1999.13) from Ballynahatty townland. The provenance is unclear, the finder 

states that it was found within the Giant’s Ring, however, the depositor of the record states 

that she heard it was near the Ring and presumed it came from the field of the excavation 

(i.e. the field with the timber circle complex). The second recorded specimen was found in 

Ballylessan townland: the worked flint artefact (RS2000.27) was found when a flower bed 

was being dug at Eden House (J334673). A flake with secondary working was also 

recovered from the townland Ballycowan (RS2003.20).

9 S

Fig. 4.33 - Grooved stone balls, possibly recovered from the Giant’s Ring.

A number of artefacts provenanced to Ballynahatty, held in the Ulster Museum, were also 

viewed by the author. They include the Coarseware sherds discussed above (47.31 marked 

on the box). Two flint artefacts (A5079 and A5080) were found within 10m of each other on 

the north slope of the east-west ridge in Ballynahatty during fieldwalking by C Foley in 1989. 

The stone balls shown in Fig. 4.33 are also thought to have come from Ballynahatty. The
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record notes ’Mrs Dunlop of Edenderry House, Belfast remembers the three grooved stones 

as having been in the house for many years and believes they were found at the Giant’s 
Ring’; the find was deposited in 1927. The museum also has a flint artefact from ploughed 

field to the north of the Giant’s Ring and another from the field adjoining the Giant’s Ring to 

the north-west, close to the foot path to Edenderry.

The National Museum Ireland
A similar search was performed in the National Museum Ireland. The topographical, drawing 

and photographic records were searched for references to artefacts from Ballynahatty and 

neighbouring townlands. Apart from the remains of the two vessels detailed above, the only 

files relating to Ballynahatty in the National Museum are of the find of a flint scraper (Reg. 

No. 1911:7, Store D1:16). The records describe the scraper as an end and side scraper with 

its edge produced by secondary pressure flaking of a brownish bulbar flake, trimmed on one 

face only. Strips of whitish cortex survive on the trimmed face. The artefact measures L 4cm 

W 2.2cm T 5mm. The record states that it was ‘found lying in a hollow (?under) the grass in 

the Giant’s Ring near Belfast - very near the dolmen’.

A number of specimens were recovered from the townland at Ballylessan. These are a 

pointed stone (Reg. No. 1929:164, Store C2:13) and two stone axeheads (Reg. No. 

1929:165, Store C2:13; Reg. No. 1934:76, Store C9:3). Similarly records noting the recovery 

of finds from Ballynavally constituted three flint implements (Reg. No. 1936:2585-7, Store 
C27:17).
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Discussion
The four recorded excavations in Ballynahatty townland and long history of cultivation of the 

soils have resulted in the recovery of relatively few artefacts. The excavations in 1855 

recovered Coarseware and possibly also a Collared Urn. The excavations in the Giant’s Ring 

recovered few artefacts, although these have an Early/Middle Neolithic character (Nelis 

2003, 683). The stray finds recovered do little more than confirm the presence of prehistoric 
activity in the vicinity evidenced by flint artefacts. The carved stone balls are interesting, 

although the context of their recovery is uncertain.

It is evident, however, that the Coarseware recovered during the recent excavation at the 

timber circle site is only a small part of the repertoire which is likely to be distributed across 

the townland. The finds from the Giant’s Ring too, perhaps, give greater substance to the 

identification of Carinated Bowl Style pottery at the timber circle site. The possible recovery 

of the Cordoned Urn also gives some hint as to the length of time that Ballynahatty was the 

focus for this type of activity.
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DISCUSSION

This chapter has detailed the composition of the artefact assemblage recovered from 

Ballynahatty townland and discussed the distribution of that assemblage over the site. The 

aim, as proposed at the beginning of the chapter, was not only to catalogue and illustrate the 

assemblage recovered, but also to define and date any sequence which might emerge from 
the analysis and to highlight discreet areas of activity, thereby providing greater insight into 

the activities carried out at Ballynahatty.

The assemblage recovered conforms to what seems to be emerging as the ‘typical’ Irish 

Grooved Ware assemblage, with Grooved Ware pottery, petit tranche! derivative arrowheads 

deposited within posthole contexts alongside pig and even human remains. Typical too is the 

close association with this assemblage of the forerunning Coarseware element at the site. 

The Grooved Ware pottery is of a type recovered at the Knowth and Balgatheran timber 
circle and the examples are so similar it is likely that close contacts existed between the 

locations, if indeed the pottery was produced at more than one place. Much of the lithic 

material recovered from the timber circle at Knowth had been sourced from the north-east 
coast. Whether this source was accessed directly or the material was acquired through 

trade, it attests to the contacts which were evidently in existence. The lithic artefact types 
recovered from Ballynahatty have also been recovered from other Grooved Ware sites. The 

relationship with petit-tranchet derivative arrowheads, for example, has been detailed 
elsewhere (Sheridan forthcoming). Other lithic types also may have important functions at 

timber circles, for example, large numbers of scrapers have been recovered. Lithics tools 

which have functioned as wedges have also been recovered from Ballynahatty and may also 

have been important artefacts at timber circles. The splitting function which they would have 
carried out has obvious uses at such a site, more so perhaps in the processing of bone than 

wood. Unburnt animal remains recovered from timber circle sites have shown few butchery 

marks (a feature typical of feasting), however, in some cases it has been shown that long 

bones have been split to remove marrow (Richards and Thomas 1984, 206). It may be that 

the wedges were employed in this task.

The treatment of the artefacts and the way in which they were deposited at Ballynahatty 

reveals a complex story. Thomas has proposed that the deposition of artefacts in a 

formalised way in pit and related contexts is a developed form of a tradition which had roots 

in the Early Neolithic (Thomas 1999, 83). He proposes that this culminates in the deposition 

of artefacts associated with Grooved Ware within henge monuments (ibid, 69, fig. 4.4; 83). It 

is apparent that the deposition of artefacts within postholes at Ballynahatty was quite an 

elaborate affair forming part of this tradition, albeit, executed in an individual away. At 

Knowth for example, lithics and pottery were placed within the post packing during the
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construction of the timber circle. At other sites (e.g Durrington Walls, Southern Circle) 

artefacts had been included in the post packing and had also been placed around the base 

of the post, at ground level. At Ballynahatty the deposition of artefacts within the postholes of 

the timber circle seems to have played a more important role in the destruction of the site. 

Artefacts had been placed within the ‘primary fills’; the majority, however, were associated 

with the ‘secondary fills’. It could perhaps be suggested that the variation is chronological: for 

example, the timber structures BNH5 and 6 were constructed at a time prior to the practice 

of including highly structured deposits within postholes; when Knowth was constructed this 

practice had become part of the cultural repertoire. This is perhaps also the case for the 

entrance chamber at Ballynahatty. By the time the Ballynahatty structure was destroyed, this 

practice of artefact deposition had evolved and had become an integral part of the 

ceremonies carried out.

The often highly structured nature of artefact deposits at timber circles has been highlighted 
(Richards and Thomas 1984; Pollard 1992; 1995a; Mount 1994; Hamilton 1997, 116). 

Patterns are discernable at Ballynahatty also. Individual postholes seem to have had 

particular significance, for example posthole c111, which was the only posthole in the BNH6 

circle to have received pottery, also held over 400 lithic artefacts. Overall artefacts were 
concentrated in the entrance chamber and in the BNH6 inner circle. The entrance postholes 

at either side of the entrance through BNH6 inner circle held large numbers of artefacts. That 
both the entrance chamber and the BNH6 inner circle mark transition points, between outer 

and inner space, is likely to be significant and is reflected in the artefact distribution. The 
ways in which space might have been divided are also suggested by the distribution of the 

artefacts. Over 80% of the lithics recovered from the entrance chamber came from the 
postholes south of the entrance passage, the pottery too was concentrated in the south west 

corner. A small pit had been dug in this south-west corner to receive 66 lithic artefacts and 
bone. The apparent significance of differentiating between the south and the north of the 

entrance chamber is now lost, however, it may be that those moving through the entrance 

chamber would be required to stop at this point, perhaps for the performance of certain 

ceremonial rites prior to moving within the BNH5 enclosure. The lithics were recovered from 
BNH6 outer circle in fewer numbers than the inner circle, however, the finds that were 

recovered from the outer circle were concentrated in postholes to the north and east. This 

distribution is mirrored with the bone assemblage which is also concentrated to the north and 

east of BNH6.

It would appear that the area between the BNH5 enclosure and the outer fagade was 

employed for a particular activity. A large amount of pottery and some lithics were recovered 

from a possible floor surface in the northern annexe. Burning and charcoal were also evident 

in this area. The feature appears to have survived despite plough damage evident in the 

area, however, the remains are likely to represent only a portion of the original. Survival was
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aided by the fact that the feature lay below the top of the ridge where the worst plough 

damage occurred. Pottery sherds within the topsoil around this feature are testament to the 

fact that the feature represents only partial remains. Features which have been interpreted 

as areas for ‘pot breaking’ prior to structured deposition have been excavated at a number of 

sites. At Balfarg, for example, an area which held large amounts of broken pot and charcoal 

lay close to the timber circle. Pottery from this area was also found within the postholes of 

the circle and Mercer suggests that deliberate pot breaking may have been taking place here 

before the sherds were placed in the postholes (1981, 97, 101). At Knowth, the deliberate 

breaking of lithic artefacts for deposition within the postholes has been suggested (Dillon 

1997). Evidence for ritual breaking of pottery was also recovered at the Grange Stone Circle 

(O’Riordain 1951, 73-74). The southern circle at Durrington Walls had a platform outside of 

the entrance to the circle which had evidence of burning and had large quantities of pottery, 

lithics and bone placed on it (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 23). This was interpreted by 

the excavators as an area where offerings could be placed prior to entering the circle (ibid, 

32). It may be that the area excavated in the northern annexe at Ballynahatty functioned in a 

similar way, perhaps to receive offerings, or as a place were pots where broken before they 
were included within the postholes. The activity is likely to have taken place during the use 

of the site, when the annexe area was defined, between the lines of BNH5 posts and the 
inner fagade. This area could not be defined until these post rows at least, and perhaps also 

the northern east-west posts, were raised.
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Summary
A summary of the various elements of the sites history, identified through the analysis of the

artefacts and their distribution, is now possible and is presented below.

• An Early Neolithic phase is suggested on the basis of the tentative identification of 

Carinated Bowl Style pottery from the excavation and the recovery of lithics of an Early/ 

Middle Neolithic character from the Giant’s Ring excavation.

■ A Middle Neolithic phase represented by five cremation deposits with associated 

Coarseware. It is also likely that at this time there was some activity to the west of where 

BNH6 was later constructed. The hollow scrapers recovered were also likely to have 
been in use at this time.

■ It is possible that there was a period of earlier Grooved Ware use at Ballynahatty, 

assigned to a period after the Coarseware activity and prior to the construction of the 

timber circle complex.

• The bulk of the excavated remains from Ballynahatty relate to the Grooved Ware phase, 
characterised by the sparsely decorated fine Knowth Style pottery. There are a number 

of phases of activity identifiable from the artefacts:

The construction phase.
Artefacts of pottery, flint, bone and stone were recovered form the primary fills of 
postholes and were evidently deposited into the packing around the post when it 

was erected. No artefacts were recovered from the primary fill of the ‘4 poster' and 

no pottery was associated with the primary fill of any of the BNH6 components 
(platform, inner and outer rings and eastern setting). Artefacts were concentrated in 

the primary fill within the entrance chamber in considerably greater concentrations 

than elsewhere. This differentiation perhaps indicates that either the artefacts were 

purposely excluded (particularly the pottery) from the primary fills of the BNH6 

structure, or that the BNH6 structure and the entrance chamber were constructed at 

different times. The first (perhaps BNH6) constructed at a time when the deposition 

of artefacts and particularly pottery within post packing was not carried out, and the 

entrance chamber at a later time when the notion of the inclusion of artefacts in post 

packing had been introduced.

Use of the site.
The elements which were likely to have taken place at this time include the 
deposition of artefacts in scoops on edges of c104 and c289 and the placing of the 

Grooved Ware vessel outside the entrance to BNH6 (point ‘B’ on Hartwell’s
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construction diagram, see Fig. 3.51). The area between BNH5 and the outer fagade 

was also evidently in use at this time, with the ‘burning pit’ used to prepare human 

and animal remains. The northern annexe area may also have been used at this 
stage as a place to break pottery, to prepare feasts, or make offerings.

The Destruction Phase.

The destruction of the site saw considerable deposition of artefacts within the 

secondary fill of the postholes of all feature groups. In particular the secondary fill of 

the inner BNH6 circle was chosen to receive large amounts of lithics. Small amounts 

of pottery were placed within the post hole c111 of the BNH6 inner ring and also 

within two of the ‘4 posters’. The entrance chamber also saw a concentration of 

lithics and pottery within the secondary fills at this stage.
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CHAPTER FIVE - DATING

Introduction

The evidence for phasing and dating at Ballynahatty derived from the artefact and 

stratigraphic analysis has been discussed in the previous chapters. As well as this, some of 

the comparable sites and assemblages in Britain and Ireland have also been discussed. This 

chapter will look at the absolute dating method, with the sequences identified in the previous 

chapters in mind. The relatively broad nature of radiocarbon dating makes it likely that the 

differences in some of the periods of activity at Ballynahatty will not be picked up. It is hoped, 

however, to outline the radiocarbon dating evidence for the timber circle complex in Ireland 

and also to discuss the radiocarbon dates associated with the sites in Britain identified as 
particularly comparable to Ballynahatty.

Radiocarbon dating - potential problems
The problems of using radiocarbon dating methods to date timber circle sites have been well 

documented elsewhere. It has been realised in recent years that methods and controls need 

to be more rigidly applied, particularly with regard to sample selection, in order for useful and 

meaningful dates to be produced.

A series of nine radiocarbon dates from bulk charcoal samples and one date from a 

cremated bone sample have been produced from the material excavated at Ballynahatty. 

The bulk sample dates have been useful in confirming the date of the structure to the Late 
Neolithic. A number of difficulties present themselves, however, when any further analysis of 

the dates is attempted. These issues need to be addressed prior to any consideration of the 

radiocarbon evidence from Ballynahatty.

Bulk samples
Nine of the dates from Ballynahatty were derived from bulk samples of charcoal. Queries 

have been raised in recent years with regard to the accuracy of dating contexts using 

charcoal derived from bulk samples. Ashmore, in particular has supported the use of single 

entity dating and proposes that ‘In future, all archaeological dates should be obtained from 

single entities’ (Ashmore 1999, 128). Moreover, he suggests that combining different pieces 

of charcoal to produce one average date can lead to serious errors, more commonly than 

has previously been thought (ibid, 124). This mixing can occur, for example, when residual 

charcoal is included in a context, and has occurred on sites even when there was no 

previous evidence of multi-period activity. Similar mixing can also occur when heartwood is 

mixed with twig, also creating misleading dates (ibid, 124, 125). Ashmore cites case studies 

in support of his argument that the errors created by using bulk or mixed samples are
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common. At Eilean Olabhat, in North Uist, for example, seven bulk charcoal samples from 

contexts associated with metalworking at the Early Historic site were submitted for dating. 

The dates returned ranged from 1400±90 to 2820±70BP (ibid, 127). It is possible that some 

of the charcoal dated actually derived from a nearby Neolithic settlement site which is known 

to be the site of waterlogged wood. It is suggested that the wood may have been dried out 

and reused by the Early Historic inhabitants at Eilean Olabhat, meaning that the charcoal left 

behind was a mix of Neolithic (e.g. 4500BP) and historic (e.g. 1400BP) charcoal. Ashmore 

highlights that a further problem of dating bulk samples is that this scenario cannot be 

proven, and that if, for example, the seven dates had been produced from single entities (i.e. 

individual pieces of round wood) and a series of Neolithic and Early Historic dates had been 

returned the situation would have been somewhat clearer (ibid). Dates derived from food 
residue on pottery later confirmed the context under discussion to be dated to the 6th century 

AD (ibid). It is apparent that the situation at Eilean Olabhat is not unusual and that charcoal 

of varying dates does survive within archaeological contexts (ibid, 128).

Taking this into consideration, it cannot be ruled out that the dates from Ballynahatty are the 

product of wood of more than one date. This is perhaps particularly pertinent given that there 
was certainly activity on the ridge prior to the construction of the timber circle.

Sample ‘own age’

The ‘old wood effect’ is a problem relevant to the dating of charcoal from timber circles and 
also Ballynahatty, particularly given that the structure was made up of large wood timbers 
over 1m in width in some cases. It is likely that some of the charcoal on the site could be 

derived from heartwood and so have an 'own age’ of potentially hundreds of years. The 

importance of selecting samples with negligible own-ages has recently been emphasized 
(Lanting and Brindley 1998, 1). They stress that charcoal samples ‘with all their attendant 

problems’ should be avoided and that material such as bone and seed should instead be 

utilised (ibid).

Sample derivation

It is important when interpreting radiocarbon dates to consider exactly where the sample has 

come from. This is perhaps particularly pertinent at Ballynahatty where a number of phases 

of activity are likely to have occurred even within individual features. Contexts within features 

could date to the construction phase (the primary fill), or the destruction phase (the 

secondary fill) and so radiocarbon dating material from these features should in theory date 

the beginning and the end of the life of the structure. This sounds relatively straight forward, 

however, unfortunately it is not the case. The material in the primary fill need not date the 

construction of the structure. As the primary fill is largely backfill of natural material removed 

during the digging of the posthole, it could potentially hold residual material as well as the 

material which was included during the construction of the timber circle. The secondary fill of
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the postholes is thought to comprise of the charred remains of the post, so a date derived 

from this material would date the post used in the construction of the monument. Also 
included in the secondary fill was material ritually deposited during the destruction process 

and so if any of this material is used it will provide a date for the destruction of the 

monument. There is also potential for the secondary fill to hold residual material from the 

primary fill, which potentially could have become incorporated whenever the post was 

extracted. Added to this potential minefield, is the fact that old material may also have made 

its way to sites such as Ballynahatty intentionally. This has been highlighted recently by 

Garwood who suggests that the potential for ‘ancient objects’ to have been employed in 

rituals or ceremonies at timber circles needs to be considered (Garwood 1999, 149). He 
considers the possibility that as references to past may have been important, ancient objects 

might have been sought specifically for use in ritual practice.

Calibration curve
There are even problems when samples with a short life, derived from secure contexts are 

dated. This is due to the nature of the calibration curve for the second half of the Neolithic. 

There are several plateaux in the curve meaning that the calibration of radiocarbon dates in 
this period will pose problems of interpretation (Brindley 1999b, 133). Brindley points out that 

any event which occured between 3100 and 2900 BC is likely return the radiocarbon date of 

C4400BP. Similarly any event between 2850 and 2650 BC return a date of about 4200BP 
and any event between 2600 and 2480 BC will give a result of around 4000BP (ibid). The 

result of this is that dates in the Late Neolithic will cluster around 4400BP, 4200BP or 
4000BP (ibid). Brindley proposes that as a result the “Late Neolithic dates can only be 

interpreted on the basis of their accompanying pottery or as part of a long sequence of 

events or dates” (ibid, 134).

Ballynahatty radiocarbon dates
The problems outlined above are not specific to Ballynahatty and have been encountered 

commonly in the archaeological field. The points raised, however, are perhaps particularly 
pertinent to timber circles given the nature of the remains. The use of large timbers, the 

presence of large amounts of burnt material and the longevity and multi-period nature of the 

sites, all hinder the dating process.

With careful consideration of the dates from Ballynahatty and the contexts they are derived 

from, conclusions can be drawn despite the potential pitfalls outlined above.

Coarseware activity
A reliable date has been produced using a sample of cremated bone from one of the 

deposits recovered during the excavation (4460±40BP; Fig. 5.1). The sample from the 

cremation, associated with Coarseware, was recovered from the small cist structure. The
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material was recovered from a secure context and has a short own-life (15-20 years at the 

most; Lanting and Brindley 1998, 3). The date produced for the material falls within the long 

range 3350-2920 cal BC.

Timber circle complex: ‘primary fill’
To turn to the bulk charcoal sample derived dates. It is interesting to note first of all the dates 

from charcoal in the primary fill of the postholes. Of all of the ‘timber circle’ samples they 

produce the earliest and the latest date (Fig. 5.2). The earliest date, 3770-3640 cal BC, was 

derived from the primary fill of the ‘excarnation platform’ posthole c926. This firmly Early 

Neolithic date would indicate that the sample used was residual. This is perhaps particularly 

interesting given that this location occupies the very centre of the later monument. A small 

number of sherds thought to be of Carinated Bowl Style were also recovered from the site.

The date derived from the primary fill of the Eastern Setting posthole c31 (2860-2490 cal BC) 

compares well with the dates derived from the secondary fills and may indicate it is derived 

from similar material, and perhaps dates the construction of the eastern setting.

The third sample, from the primary fill of the BNH6 outer ring posthole c799, produced the 

latest date of all the samples at 2580-2290 cal BC. It is perhaps viable to suggest that this is 

indicative of later activity on the site, also attested to by the recovery of Beaker pottery.

Timber circle complex: ‘secondary fill’
The samples from the secondary fills were all thought to derive from the burnt timbers which 

had stood in the postholes. The dates fall into two groups. Two dates, from the BNH5 outer 

ring (c64) and the north-south post row (c46), fall slightly earlier. They are 3020-2870 cal BC 
and 3080-2900 cal BC respectively. The remaining dates, from BNH6 entrance 4 posthole 

c417 (2880-2620 cal BC), the ‘4 poster’ posthole c948 (2870-2570 cal BC), the BNH6 inner 

ring posthole c635 (also 2870-2570 cal BC) and the north-south post row c22 (c2840-2490 

cal BC) form a second group. The dates are all largely in agreement with each other and 

indicate the construction of the structure to between 3080-2490 cal BC. The likely ‘own-age’ 

of the timbers would suggest that the construction date is more likely to fall to the end of this 

bracket, although in theory this need not be later than say c2700 cal BC.
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No. BP ± Feature Group Cut FiN Prim/Sec fill

GrA-14812 4460 40 Carrowkeel cremation 951 - -

UB-3402 4293 30 BNH5 Outer Ring 64 Secondary

UB-3403 4355 26 N-S Posts 46 Secondary

UB-3404 4062 21 N-S Posts 22 Secondary

UB-4292 4070 26 Eastern setting 31 62 Primary

UB-4293 4152 24 BNH6 (small) Ent 4 417 373 Secondary

UB-4294 4106 27 BNH6 Inner Ring 635 634 Secondary

UB-4295 3950 46 BNH6 Outer Ring 799 819 Primary

UB-4296 4915 37 Excarnation Platform 926 927 Primary

UB-4297 4114 26 ‘4 poster’ 948 644 Secondary

Fig. 5.1 - The radiocarbon dates from Ballynahatty and their contexts.

Rimary Fi I

LB-4296 4 915±37BF>

UB-4292 407O±26BP

LB-4295 3950±46BP

Secondary Fill

LB-3403 4 355±26BP

LB-3402 4293±30BP

152+24BPLB-4293 4

UB-4297 4114±26BP

LB-4294 4106±27BP

LB-3404 4 362+21 BP

2000CblBC3000CSIBC
Calibrated date

Fig. 5.2 - Ballynahatty radiocarbon dates derived from bulk charcoal samples.
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Radiocarbon dates from comparable sites
Assessments of the radiocarbon dating evidence for both timber circles and Grooved Ware 

have been undertaken. The dates suggest a lengthy currency for timber circles and a more 

restricted one for Grooved Ware although it too is likely to span over a millennium. A number 

of monuments and artefacts within this group have been compared favourably with 

Ballynahatty; some have associated radiocarbon dates which are outlined here.

A review of the radiocarbon dates for timber circles has been undertaken recently and 

divided into three categories (Gibson 1994, 200; 1998a, 47). It was identified that the dates 

could be described as ‘directly associated’, ‘indirectly associated’ and ‘problem dates’. The 

review found that the dates from timber circles, using directly associated radiocarbon dates, 

suggest a range of c.2800-1000 BC which is broadened to 3000-900 BC if the indirectly 

associated dates are also considered (ibid, 47). Garwood has reviewed the radiocarbon 

dating evidence for the use of Grooved Ware in Southern Britain (Garwood 1999). He 

suggests that the results indicate that there is no evidence for the presence of Grooved 

Ware in Southern Britain prior to 3000/2900 BC, and little indication of its continuation after 

2100/2000 BC (ibid, 152). In Scotland the dates for Grooved Ware begin earlier, with its use 
certainly by 3100 BC, but possibly as early as 3400 BC (Ashmore & MacSween 1998, 145- 

7). Evidence from radiocarbon dating would support its use until 2400 BC (ibid). The limited 

radiocarbon dating evidence for Irish Grooved Ware would suggest a period between around 

3000 BC and 2450 BC (Brindley 1999a, 32). This suggests that overall there was a tradition 

of timber circle building spanning almost two millenia and a tradition of Grooved Ware use 
between at least 3100BC and 2100BC. Assuming an origin in Orkney, as has been 

suggested (e.g. MacSween 1995; Garwood 1999; Sheridan forthcoming) the evidence would 
also indicate that the use of Grooved Ware had reached Southern Britain and Ireland by 

around the same time, some time around 3000BC.

Ground plans similar to the BNH6 structure have been uncovered at Machrie Moor and at 

the Durrington Walls Northern Circle (Phase 2). These structures are, needless to say, 

perhaps as geographically removed from one another as they could possibly be and so the 

relevance of the similarity of their ground plans to that at Ballynahatty should be treated with 

caution. Drawing comparison based on ground plan does appear, however, to correlate to a 

degree with date (Gibson 1998a, 58). The structure at Machrie Moor has two radiocarbon 

dates associated with the main ring. GU-2316 was derived from a mix of oak, hazel and 

alder and GU-2325 was derived from an oak sample which was directly associated with 

Grooved Ware (Haggarty 1991, 63). The date from Durrington Walls Northern Circle 

(3905±110BP) is comparable to this. It has been proposed that given the old wood effect the 

structure at Machrie Moor dated to 3000 BC or later (Ashmore & MacSween 1998, 146).
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The Grooved Ware pottery from Knowth compares well with the sherds from Ballynahatty. 

Two dates were produced from residues adhering to the Grooved Ware which was 

recovered from the post pits at Knowth. The dates (GrA-445 4130±35BP and GrA-448 

3985±35) give a calibrated date range of 2880-2570 cal BC and 2580-2350 cal BC 

respectively. The possibility that the use of Knowth Style 1 and 2 Grooved Ware at 

Ballynahatty post-dates the construction of BNH6 is considered. If this is the case, then the 

dates from Knowth would help to date the construction of the entrance chamber, the use of 

the site and its destruction rather than the construction of BNH6.

Other dates from sites which have elements comparable to the site at Ballynahatty include 

the examples from Balfarg, Newgrange and Fourknocks. At Fourknocks, two samples of 

mixed oak charcoal from the fill of pits associated with Grooved Ware were dated. The dates 

(GrN-11873 - 4305±45 BP and GrN-12348 - 4250±40 BP) give the ranges 3090-2780 cal BC 

and 2930-2680 cal BC respectively. Brindley suggests that it is likely due to the own-age of 

the oak charcoal that the dates do not fall within earliest part of the range (3000-2800 cal 

BC), but are likely to be later (Brindley 1999c, 191-192). The pottery from Fourknocks is 
comparable to that from Ballynahatty.

A number of radiocarbon dates have been recovered from the excavations undertaken by 
both O’Kelly and Sweetman. Although pottery comparable to that from Ballynahatty was 

recovered from Newgrange, the direct association between the dates and this pottery is hard 
to establish and particularly difficult to untangle from the Beaker activity on site. For this 

reason the dates from Newgrange have not been included in Fig. 5.3.

The dates from Balfarg (GU-1160 - 4180±50BP and GU-1161 4035±50) come from charred 

alder samples taken form the posthole fill. The dates calibrate to 2890-2590 cal BC and 

2890-2450 cal BC respectively. This date may predate the use of the Grooved Ware at the 

site, but has been included here for comparative purposes as it has pottery which is 

comparable to the bulk of the Irish Grooved Ware.

Discussion
It is possible to date to the sequence identified in previous chapters to a degree. The dates 
often have long ranges, however, and are affected by the fact that the samples suffer from 

long ‘own-life’ and also many of the samples are mixed entities. Nonetheless, it is possible to 

draw some conclusions (Fig. 5.3).

Two dates from Ballynahatty predate the timber circle: the first dating residual material may 

attest to the presence of Early Neolithic activity in the centre of the BNH6 circle. This is 

based on the assumption that the charcoal sample is of one age and not an average of 

earlier and later dates. The second radiocarbon determination dates the Coarseware activity
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at Ballynahatty and, although a long range, confirms the activity to the Middle Neolithic and 

based on comparative evidence is likely to date to the end of the range, perhaps between 
3100-2900 cal BC. The first use of Grooved Ware at Ballynahatty may date to between 

3000-2800 cal BC.

The construction of the timber circle therefore is likely to date to sometime after 2800 cal BC, 

based on the relationship with the above stages, and also compared to the general dates for 

timber circles in Britain and Ireland. The set of dates, from the secondary fills, are likely to 

date the construction of the timber circle and outer enclosure. The dates fall within the long 

range of 3080-2490 cal BC, almost 600 years. The likelihood of a long ‘own age’ of the 
samples, however, would suggest that the date is unlikely to fall within the first few hundred 

years of this range. This would support a date of 2700 cal BC or later for the construction of 

BNH5 and 6.

Grooved Ware at Ballynahatty is principally associated with the use of the site, the 

construction of the entrance chamber and also the destruction of the site. The date from the 

Grooved Ware at Knowth therefore provides a date comparable to the use of the timber 

circle, the construction of the entrance chamber and the destruction of the monument. The 

dates of 2880-2570 cal BC and 2580-2350 cal BC are likely to have a negligible own life and 

so support the date of Ballynahatty’s use and destruction within the date range 2800/2700- 
2500 cal BC. It has been proposed that the use of the Knowth Style 1 and 2 or ‘Dundrum- 

Longstone type pottery falls within the range 2700-2500 cal BC (Brindley 1999a; Lanting and 

Brindley 1999).

It is suggested, therefore, that the construction of the timber circle occurred around the 2700 

cal BC date and was followed by a period of elaboration of the site, which eventually 

involved the structured deposition of Grooved Ware and the destruction of the site, between 

2700-2500 cal BC.
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Ballynahatty:UB4296 4915±i7BP^^
?Early Neolithic activity

Coarseware cremation Bally nahatty :Gr/V14812 446(fc40BP

Machrie IVborGU-2316 447Qi50BPTimber circle complex - 
construction

Bally nahatty :UB-3403 4355±26BP

Bally nahatty :UB-3402 4293±30BP

Bally nahatty :UB4293 4152i?4BP

Bally nahatty :UB4297 4114+SBP

Bally nahatty :UB4294 4106±?7BP

Bally nahatty: UB-4292 4070±26BP

Bally nahatty :UB-3404 4062t21BP

IVfechrie IVborGU-2325 398a i80BP

Durrington NC:NPL-240 390f±110BP

Grooved Ware deposition 
activity & destruction of 
timber circle complex

Fourt<nocks:G'N-11873 4305t45BP

Fourknocks:GrN-12348 425Qt40BP

Balfarg:GU-1160 418Qt50BP

Kncwth:GrA445 4130+35BP

Balfarg:GU-1161 4035±50BP

Kncwth:GrA448 3985+35BP

Bally nahatty: UB4295 3950+I6BP?Beaker activity

2000CalBCSOOOCalBC

Calibrated date

Fig. 5.3 - Radiocarbon dates from comparable sites and artefacts.
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Introduction to the final discussion and conclusions
This project set out with the specific task of utilising the excavation archive from the ten 

seasons of excavation work at Ballynahatty, in order to define discreet phases of activity at 

the site, and also to clarify the evolution and dating of the features. It had previously been 

noted by Hartwell that this was an element of the site’s history which was still imperfectly 

understood. As outlined at the beginning of this study, it was hoped that by clarifying the 

evolution of the sequence at Ballynahatty, the character of the monument could be better 

understood and its place within the Late Neolithic of Britain and Ireland could be elucidated.

In order to achieve this aim, the excavation archive has been presented and analysed, and 

the composition and distribution of artefact and bone assemblages detailed. A discussion of 

the radiocarbon dating evidence has also been presented. This work has resulted in a 

greater understanding of the character of the timber structure and the functions it performed, 

and has also provided a proposed sequence of phases of activity, highlighting how the 

monument may have evolved and the chronological profile of this evolution. The remains 

excavated have provided vital evidence for the further study of the Late Neolithic in Ireland, 

and also highlight that, within the wider timber circle tradition, the monument is likely to have 
formed part of a regional group of monuments evident throughout Britain and Ireland.

The phasing and dating of the timber circle complex
The main aim of this study has been to clarify the phasing and dating of the timber circle 

complex. The analysis of the excavation archive, as well as the artefact assemblage and the 
radiocarbon dates, has culminated in the identification of a series of phases and likely 

evolution of the monument, which are outlined below.

■ A phase of Early Neolithic activity in the townland is suggested on the basis of the 

tentatively identified sherds of Carinated Bowl pottery. This is supported by the lithic 

material of Early/Middle Neolithic character from the Giant’s Ring area and by the 

radiocarbon date from a sample taken from the ‘excarnation platform’ posthole. It has 

been presumed that the charcoal, dated to 3770-3640 cal BC, is residual material of 

one period of activity, rather than the average of two or more events. Although the 

specific nature of the Early Neolithic remains cannot be determined, the material from 

Ballynahatty is testament to the longevity of activity in this area.

■ It is proposed that the next phase of activity apparent in the townland is the 

construction of the passage tomb at the centre of the Giant’s Ring, which falls into
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Sheridan’s Stage 1 or 2 of passage tomb development, dating to between 3800-3050 

cal BC (Sheridan 1986, 19; Hartwell 1998, 44).

The deposition of the cremations within stone settings, and the subterranean cist 

uncovered during the recent excavations as well as the feature uncovered during the 

1855 investigations, may be later than the passage tomb in the Giant’s Ring. The date 

from a cremated bone sample associated with Coarseware at Ballynahatty falls within 

the period 3350-2920 cal BC. Evidence from comparable sites would suggest that 

stone-lined single burials associated with Coarseware come late in the passage tomb 

sequence, and so this phase at Ballynahatty is more likely to date to between 3100- 
2900 cal BC.

As well as accompanying the cremations within the excavated area, Coarseware was 
also recovered from a concentration to the west of the BNH6 structure. The sherds lay 

at the edge of the excavation and may be associated with a number of shallow cuts 

and concentrations of split stone which were also uncovered in this area. This activity 

may be contemporary with the cremation deposits, however, only further excavation 

within BNH5 is likely to resolve the full nature of this non-funerary Coarseware activity. 

A number of hollow scrapers were also recovered during the excavation and are likely 
to date to the Coarseware phase.

Comparable evidence, from Knowth and Kiltierney, suggests a date not long after 
3000 cal BC for the initial use of Grooved Ware in Ireland. Interestingly the sherds 

from both of the aforementioned sites were recovered associated with features in the 

passage tomb tradition: the Grooved Ware from Knowth was inserted into an existing 
passage tomb and the Kiltierney sherds were from a cremation close to a Coarseware 

associated cremation. It may be that this type of stone-lined cremation deposit, 

accompanied by Coarseware, represents a final stage in the passage tomb complex, 

immediately preceding the use of the first Grooved Ware in Ireland. It is likely that this 

sequence occurred at Ballynahatty also, with decorated Grooved Ware following the 

cremation deposits and Coarseware use, and preceding the construction of the timber 

circle. It is likely that this activity fell within the period 3000-2800 cal BC.

The two cremation deposits without ceramic associations also pre-date the timber 

structure; how removed in date from the timber circle construction the features are 

cannot be determined. It cannot be ruled out, however, that they were associated with 

the Coarseware activity or the Early Grooved Ware activity, or indeed that they were 

associated with the construction of the timber circle. It is unlikely that the cremation 

deposits are very removed from the date of the timber circle construction, however, as 

the post ramps splay to avoid them.
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There is some evidence for the existence of a timber circle earlier than the BNH6 

structure. The circle may have taken the form of a simple single circle, with the 

entrance marked by posts on the exterior. This circle was all but obliterated by the 

BNH6 structure, with only four postholes from the early structure uncovered during the 
excavation.

The following stage, the construction of the BNH5 and 6 structures, was an ambitious 

undertaking, enclosing an area 70m x 100m. The remains of the intricately designed 

structures would suggest that they were planned, set out and raised in a very 

methodical way. Hartwell has identified how the structure may have been laid out, 
using three nodal points. The BNH6 structure was then raised, from the inside 

outwards, with all of the post ramps radiating from the centre. A small number of 

artefacts were incorporated into the primary fill of the postholes. It is suggested that 

this stage could have taken place by c2700 cal BC.

It is not possible to establish whether the annexe features were added to BNH5 

immediately, or were a later addition. It is likely, however, that a sequence of 
construction exists within the annexe. It is proposed that this initially took the form of 

(at least) the inner fagade posts, creating an imposing approach to the BNH5 

monument. It is also likely that at least some of the northern east-west posts and the 

west-north-west posts were erected at this initial stage. This would have served to 
screen from view the activities being carried out in the annexe area. It is also proposed 

that the area within the northern annexe was utilised at this stage, to prepare or 

perform ceremonies and rituals. Substantial amounts of Grooved Ware recovered from 

this area may be associated with this activity. It may also be at this stage that the 
single sherds were placed within scoops at the edge of the two postholes on either 

side of the BNH6 inner ring, and also at the point at which the interiors of the eastern 

settings and the BNH6 interior could be viewed. It is likely that these positions were 

marked as important transitional points.

A later enlargement seems to have involved the construction of the southern east- 

west posts and the use of the cremation pit in the southern annexe area. This 

enlargement to the south, may have been carried out at a similar time to the 

construction of the entrance chamber, as a sherd of pottery from the primary fill of the 

chamber was also recovered from a posthole of the southern east-west post 

alignment. It is possible that the open area in the southern annexe and the cremation 

pit were utilised during the construction of these structures, perhaps to prepare 

remains to be incorporated within the primary fill of the postholes. Large amounts of 

the lithic, pottery and bone assemblages were placed within the postholes of the
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entrance chamber when it was constructed, particularly in the posthoes of the 
southern half.

The final stage of construction at the timber circle is likely to have been the raising of 

the massive outer fagade posts. This may have been at the time that the entrance 

chamber was inserted, or at a later stage. At this late stage, there seems to be a shift 

in focus to the south of the monument indicated by the possible late addition of the line 

of posts running from the fagade, which are orientated directly on the passage tomb 

within the Giant’s Ring.

The final destruction of the timber circle complex would appear to have been quite a 

spectacular event. The destruction was apparently as highly ritualised as the use of 

the monument, and saw the most elaborate phase of structured deposition evident at 

Ballynahatty. Large numbers of artefacts, particularly lithics but also including bone, 

coarse stone and pottery, were placed into the secondary fills of the postholes. The 

BNH6 inner circle and the entrance chamber were chosen to receive large numbers of 

artefacts within the secondary fills, recognising the significance of the features, even 
on their destruction. Postholes selected for special treatment include the BNH6 inner 

ring post holes c104 and c289 at either side of the entrance and c635 and d 11. The 
significance of the latter two is now lost, but it is apparent that the marking of 

transitional points, and those important during the life of the monument, was also 
important in its destruction. Spatial patterning is also evident in the destruction phase: 

for example the concentration of bone to the north and east parts of the BNH6 outer 

ring and the concentration of artefacts in larger numbers to the south of the entrance 

chamber. It is perhaps unexpected that the spatial divisions should be imposed and 
significant positions marked even when the site was being destroyed. Evidently the 

site and the rituals carried out within it continued in importance; perhaps the 

monument had begun to decay and so was replaced, rather than simply being 

destroyed because it was no longer relevant. Perhaps focus was shifted to another 

timber monument, or even possibly to the Giant’s Ring. It is proposed that this highly 

prescribed destruction and structured deposition of artefacts associated with fine 

Grooved Ware pottery occurred sometime around 2500 cal BC.

That the townland also saw activity in the Beaker period is evident from the recovery of 

a small number of sherds from a single vessel, close to the BNH5 postholes where the 

west-north-west posts join them. A bulk charcoal sample from the excavation dated to 

2580-2290 cal BC and it may be that this relates to Beaker activity in the area. The 

longevity of activity in the area is also indicated by the possible recovery of a cordoned 

urn from the 1855 investigation.

186



CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS

It is apparent, then, that the townland saw prehistoric activity from the Early Neolithic, 

perhaps as early as 3770-3640 cal BC, and also in the Middle Neolithic, perhaps around the 
middle of the fourth millennium, witnessed by the construction of the passage tomb within 

the Giant’s Ring. At the end of the Middle Neolithic, between c3100-2900 cal BC, the small 

stone-lined cists and cremations were deposited, and perhaps evolved from the more 

elaborate examples (such as the 1855 tomb), to the simple single deposits placed on split 

stones. At a similar time, the area to the west of where the BNH6 structure would be 

constructed, saw Coarseware associated activity.

The subsequent construction and evolution of the timber circle complex is likely to have 
taken place over a protracted period of more than 200 years between c2800/2700-2500 cal 

BC, which was then followed by Beaker activity at the site between c2400-2300. It is 

suggested that this activity was continuous, if not at the timber circle site then certainly within 

the townland, for at least 1000 years, from the passage tomb construction and use to the 

Beaker activity. It is likely that other ceremonial and funerary structures are also located 

within the townland, dated to this period, which await discovery.

Ballynahattv in context
The end of the passage grave activity in the townland saw the deposition of cremation 

deposits with Coarseware in simple stone lined pits. This activity has been observed 
elsewhere, for example, at Monknewtown, Kiltierney and Millin Bay. It is suggested that 
these features, at Ballynahatty certainly, occupied a phase immediately prior to the 

introduction of decorated Grooved Ware. This decorated Grooved Ware phase is evidenced 

elsewhere in Ireland, at Kiltierney and also perhaps with the deposition of the Grooved Ware 

vessels within the earlier passage tomb monuments at Knowth. Links with Britain are 

apparent at this stage and it is likely that the pottery used at Ballynahatty was introduced due 

to contacts with the Grooved Ware users in Orkney and perhaps also with contacts further to 

the south.

It would appear that Grooved Ware in Ireland evolved as a fairly homogenous group, with 

less influence from Britain as time went on. Comparable Grooved Ware is present, however, 

within the British assemblages for all stages of the Grooved Ware tradition in Ireland. The 
lithic assemblage too, would appear to be a regional expression of a tradition which is 

encountered throughout Britain and Ireland. The recovery of large numbers of scrapers and 

the presence of petit-tranchet derivative arrowheads would suggest that there may have 

been a ‘package’ of artefacts which are commonly associated with Grooved Ware and 

Grooved Ware sites.

The evidence would suggest that the timber circle monuments in Ireland were also part of 

the wider tradition in Britain and Ireland. The example from Ballynahatty compares well with
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the sites excavated in Ireland, particularly with regard to the associated artefact assemblage. 

The Ballynahatty structure, however, is arguably the most elaborate excavated in Ireland to 

date, and compares favourably with the Northern Circle, phase 2 site at Durrington Walls 

and also with site 1 at Machrie Moor.

The functions performed by the timber circle complex at Ballynahatty were evidently 
witnessed at similar sites throughout Britain. Focus on the entrances is apparent, with 

structures at the entrance evidently calculated to impress and inspire awe. It is also likely 

that they served as barriers (both visual and physical) to those who were not permitted to 

see or pass beyond that point. The concentration of artefacts at entrances at Ballynahatty as 

well as at many monuments in Britain reinforces the apparent significance of entrance ways. 

The effort expended in the destruction of the timber circle complex is particularly interesting 

and is perhaps without direct comparison. The kind of structured deposition activity apparent 

at the destruction of Ballynahatty is often witnessed at similar monuments in Britain during 

their life. It would seem that the structure at Ballynahatty was still important to the people 

who took it apart so carefully at its end, and it was important to express its importance ritually 

during this final phase.

To close, it is proposed that a period of at least 500 years existed between the Coarseware 

activity at Ballynahatty and the use of Beaker. It is suggested that this period of 500 years 
saw the introduction of Grooved Ware and the construction of the timber circle complex and 

the Giant’s Ring, and indeed it can be said that Ireland saw a phase of timber circle 
construction and Grooved Ware use similar to the phase apparent in Britain. Understanding 

of this period in Ireland is still in its infancy; in a general sense, much remains to be 

understood about the changes and developments of the domestic and ritual lives of the 
people at this time. It is hoped that the evidence from Ballynahatty has contributed 

significantly to the development of this field of study in Ireland: that of the monuments and 

their functions, the associated artefacts and dates of the tradition, it is also hoped that this 

study will be of assistance in untangling the detail of Ireland’s Late Neolithic, Beaker and 

Early Bronze Age periods.

Further work

The study has been successful in achieving the objectives outlined, although it has become 

apparent that there is work still to do. With regards to the timber circle complex, specialist 

analysis of the bone and coarse stone artefacts, beyond the capabilities of the current writer, 

must be completed. Discussion of these artefacts has been possible, however, further site 

analysis will undoubtedly benefit from a detailed study of the composition of the 

assemblages. The composition and distribution of the lithic assemblage has been presented 

in this thesis. Again, however, further analysis of the exact composition of the lithic 

assemblages within each posthole will allow for greater understanding of the structured

188



CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS

deposition activity at the site. It is hoped that future collaborative work between the current 

writer and Dr E Nelis, not possible for this study, will detail the types of lithic artefacts 

deposited in each posthole. It is anticipated, however, that this outstanding analytical work 

will not alter the conclusions reached in this study, but rather will add to the information 

available and aid further discussion.

The difficulties in using radiocarbon dates to highlight phases and date sequence have been 

outlined in this study, and further work might centre on the identification of single entity 

samples with negligible own-ages from Ballynahatty for dating. Charred seed and cremated 

bone samples, recovered from most of the postholes, for example, may be suitable. The 

likelihood, however, that these would shed any further light on the dating of the sequence is 

questionable. Even using the ‘perfect’ sample may not provide closer dating than has 

already been achieved. The dating of pottery residue from 2 different sherds from Knowth, 
for example, provided dates of dates 4130±35BP (GrA-445) and 3985±35 (GrA-448) and a 

calibrated range of over 500 years; the cremated bone sample from Ballynahatty too 

returned a long range of over 400 years. While these dates are excellent for assigning 

features to certain periods, they are of limited use in identifying events within a short lived 

sequence. The difficulties in ascertaining the exact context of a sample also needs to be 

considered. These points are intended to be cautionary, rather than overtly pessimistic, and 
the samples from Ballynahatty certainly exist if some of these potential problems could be 

overcome.

This study has also highlighted the need for further excavation at the earthen henge 

monuments in Ireland. Excavation work (when it has occurred) has been small scale, with 

the most extensive projects carried out at Monknewtown and Grange. Both revealed 
evidence for Beaker activity, however, neither has satisfactorily resolved the date of the 

monuments. Part of the problem would appear to be that the earthen henges of Ireland are 

constructed by scraping up material from the interior to form the enclosure, the result being 

that material included within the bank could date to any preceding period. Similarly, features 

cut into the bank or located within the enclosure could feasibly date to any period following 

its construction. The tendency for the henges in Britain to have a ditch means that they can 

often be dated by the artefacts in the primary ditch silts: at Durrington Walls, for example, 

Grooved Ware was recovered from the old land surface below the bank and also in the 

primary ditch silts, resulting in a secure association between the Grooved Ware and the 

construction of the henge. No such conclusive evidence is yet available for the Irish earthen 

henges. More work is needed at these monuments before the relationship between the 

Giant’s Ring and the timber circle complex at Ballynahatty can be confirmed.

The further work outlined above is deemed important for the completion of the analysis of the 

timber circle complex excavated between 1990-2000. The remains in the townland as a
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whole, however, provide endless potential for further work. Modern excavation within the 

Giant’s Ring for example, or at the site of any the many cropmarks, could help clarify further 

the archaeology of the townland and provide greater insight into the ceremonial landscape at 

Ballynahatty.
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