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Lecture 1

Society, ritual and religion in Britain from the
Neolithic to the Roman Iron Age

Mike Parker Pearson Professor, UCL Institute of Archaeology

Abstract: During 4000 years of British later prehistory, the main trend in ritual and religion was from ancestor
rituals of the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age pastoralist farmers, associated with large mortuary structures, to
Bronze Age and Iron Age rituals of sacrifice and fertility enacted within the landscape, riverscape and domestic
spheres. This reflects a long-term social transition from relationships among mobile kin groups in which people
were mobilised as the critical resource, to the control and productivity of land as people became more sedentary
and fixed within their agricultural domains. Despite these changes, certain religious practices remained significant
throughout, notably the religious observances of the movements of the sun and the moon, appropriated during the
Middle Neolithic and Early Bronze Age in elite ancestor and mortuary rituals and encoded more universally within
the domestic architecture of Late Bronze Age and Iron Age roundhouses. Alongside this, specialised astronomical
knowledge of lunar eclipse cycles from before 1000 BC onwards allowed religious specialists to exert authority
within an increasingly hierarchical society which, by the time of Rome’s invasions, included druids — as priests,
judges and teachers of wisdom — amonyg its different

social classes.

Keywords: Ancestors, solar and lunar astronomy, fertility, sacrifice, druids

The period between 4000 BC and the Roman interpretation in the last fifty years thanks to new

colonisation of Britain in AD 43 covers the evidence and theoretical perspectives which have
Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age, from the explored links between practice, belief and
arrival of farming to the emergence of small proto- materiality.

states. Within Britain, Ireland and northwest
Europe this was a period without writing and thus The first farmers of Britain arrived from

is considered as prehistory. Only from the final continental Europe c¢. 4100 -4000 BC, bringing

centuries of the Iron Age is there any text-aided domesticated species of cattle, sheep, goats and
evidence and, even then, these few written sources, pigs, and wheat, barley and legumes. Within two
provided by Greek and Roman authors, are sparse centuries after arrival, they began to construct
on detail and problematically propagandist. For monuments in forms already in existence on the
archaeologists interested in reconstructing the Continent, notably funerary structures such as

social, ritual and religious dimensions of long barrows and dolmens, and gathering sites

prehistoric life, this reliance on material remains such as causewayed enclosures. These required a
alone presents considerable challenges. Previously certain complexity of social organisation at lineage
considered as forming an almost unreachable rung level as well as materialising the ritual and
on the ladder or archaeological inference, such religious dimensions of Early Neolithic life. The
aspects have gradually been opened up to collective and secondary burial rites within the
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funerary monuments exhibit a focus on ancestor
beliefs and practices. In one case, archaeological
and genetic analyses of disarticulated bones have
revealed a lineage of five generations buried in the
tomb and descended from a single male ancestor

and his four female partners. Whereas long

barrows and other tombs appear to have embodied
lineages’ relationships to ancestral territories,
causewayed enclosures hosted gatherings of
people drawn from different territories for feasting,
conflict resolution, alliance formation and other

rituals of social cohesion.

Fig.1 The Early Neolithic dolmen (3800-3600 BC) of Pentre Ifan

Fig.2 The Early Neolithic long barrow (3700-3600 BC) at West Kennet
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Fig.3 The founding ancestor and five generations of a lineage buried collectively

in the Early Neolithic tomb at Hazleton

By 3400 BC, these ancestor rituals shifted from
the collective to the individual. Many of the dead
were now buried singly, as inhumations or
cremations, some of them within large burial
mounds which required hundreds of people to
construct them. In Ireland and the western and
northern fringes of Britain, large passage tombs

added another dimension to these ancestor

practices by incorporating solar symbolism into
their construction, with the solstice sunrise or
sunset illuminating the remains of the dead
within their burial chamber at the end of a long
stone-built passage. In this way, the religious
significance of the sun as the eternal provider of all
life was directly linked to those ancestors buried

within these monumental tombs.

Fig. 4 The midsummer solstice rising sun shines into the chamber

of the Middle Neolithic passage tomb of Bryn Celli Ddu
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During this Middle Neolithic period (3400-3000
BO) circular forms of monumental architecture
were constructed including stone circles and
ditched The

occasional associations of these geometrically

henges (circular enclosures).
precise circular monuments with solar alignments
give further indications of a developing solar
religious cult. This became more developed during
the Late Neolithic (3000-2500 BC) with a
proliferation of circular monuments in earth, stone
and timber, many of them referencing the rising

and setting of the moon as well as the sun.

The most remarkable of these was Stonehenge
which was constructed as a henge in 3000—2900
BC enclosing a large cremation cemetery and part
of a larger ceremonial complex on Salisbury Plain.
It was built on the end of a natural
geomorphological landform coincidentally aligned
on the solstice axis of midwinter sunset—
midsummer sunrise, and this appears to have
given the complex a distinctive ‘spirit of place’.
Many other ceremonial complexes were built
throughout Britain and Ireland, others similarly
in places with distinctive topographic features

given a sanctified spirit of place.

Fig.5 Stonehenge was built in the Late Neolithic at one end of a solstice-aligned natural formation
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Fig.6 Stonehenge's bluestones may have been first erected as a stone circle within

a monument complex in Preseli, Wales

Unlike other stone circles, Stonehenge was
composed of standing stones brought not from the
locality but from a distance, including 80
bluestones brought from a monument complex in
Wales 225km to the west and its Altar Stone from
Scotland over 750km to the north. This raises the
likelihood that Stonehenge embodied not only
ancestral spirits in stone and their link with the
eternal movements of the sun and the moon but
also the sacred unity of the people of the entire

island of Britain.

Stonehenge and other monuments of the Late
Neolithic required the labour of thousands of

people working within a shared and centralised
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political and religious framework. That ended
soon after the arrival from Europe of people with
steppe-derived ancestry, known as the Beaker
people (2450-1800 BC). Their solar-based religion,
evident from monumental architecture focused on
the sunrise, adapted well with existing
monument-building practices in Britain of henges
and circles of stone and timber. For example,
Stonehenge’s outer circle was given a new
entrance towards midwinter sunrise. After the
construction of the huge mound of Silbury Hill
(2460—2270 BC), monument-building was limited
to small projects — tumuli, henges and circles —
requiring labour mobilisation at the lineage level

of tens or hundreds of people only.



Fig.7 Silbury Hill (left); Early Bronze Age tumuli (2400 — 1800 BC)

at Winterbourne Stoke crossroads, near Stonehenge (right)

Within this socially decentralised society, certain building. The restriction of gold and other precious
lineages amassed large quantities of the new substances as grave goods for these ancestral
forms of portable wealth — gold and copper as well elites reveals the class divisions within this mobile
as cattle — to conspicuously display and consume pastoralist society.

in funerary rituals before and during tumulus-

Fig.8 Gold and other precious grave goods from an Early Bronze Age burial
(2000-1800 BC) at Bush Barrow, near Stonehenge

By 1600 BC (the start of the Middle Bronze Age), more balanced mixed farming of animals and crops.

landscapes of tumuli were becoming transformed Circular monuments — in fact, all monuments —

into landscapes of fields as pastoralism evolved into went out of use in a seemingly non-religious world
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of houses and fields. Yet the circular architectural
form of ritual and religious life was embodied in
these roundhouses, their sunrise-facing doorways
continuing the solar-based beliefs of previous
centuries. By the Late Bronze Age (1200-800 BC)

the internal structuring of domestic activities in the
roundhouse mimicked the daily movement of the
sun, with daytime activities in the south and

sleeping platforms in the north.

Fig.9 A reconstructed Iron Age roundhouse and a schematic representation

of the sunwise ordering of space within

Rituals of sacrifice and offerings had been a part of
religious life since the Early Neolithic but these
became widespread from the Middle and Late
Bronze Age onwards, most evident in the bronze
weapons and tools deposited in rivers and wet places
as well as on land. In some cases, riverside offerings
were deposited beside wooden post-built piers.

Dendrochronological dating shows that felling

dates of their timbers coincided with total lunar
eclipses, the earliest so far known dating to the
winter of 1076/1075 BC. At Fiskerton timbers
were felled coincident with ten lunar eclipses
between 457 and 338 BC. This degree of
astronomical sophistication suggests the existence
druids
described by Julius Caesar in the 15t century BC.

of religious specialists, perhaps the

Fig. 10 An Iron Age timber pier leading to a river at Fiskerton
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Fig. 11 The correlation of timber-felling dates at Fiskerton with total lunar eclipses

Roundhouses continued to be built throughout the
TIron Age (800 BC-AD 43) with no evidence for any
temple-like buildings until the Late Iron Age (100
BC-AD 43) when Roman and continental-inspired
temples and sacred precincts appeared in
southern Britain.

Throughout the Iron Age until this moment, the
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rituals of religious life were confined to the
domestic realm, as activities within the dwelling
and also as sacrifices and offerings in pits around
the settlement. Their association with fertility is
evident from the agricultural nature of the
sacrificed items and animals but humans too

might be included.



