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Mapping Sacred Landscapes in
Prehistoric Britain: An Archaeological
and Methodological Synthesis

ABSTRACT

The mapping of sacred landscapes across prehistoric Britain presents a profound
archaeological challenge: how do we interpret the spiritual and cosmological geographies of
societies that left few monumental traces and absolutely no written records? For decades, the
discipline relied heavily on the interpretation of monumental architecture—stone circles,
henges, and barrows. However, contemporary landscape archaeology, aided by advancements
in geospatial technologies and phenomenological approaches, has expanded this scope to
recognise the intrinsic sacredness of natural topography, watercourses, and ephemeral
depositional sites [1] [2].

Introduction

This report synthesises current academic research to explore how sacred landscapes are mapped
across prehistoric Britain. Drawing upon recent methodological frameworks and site-specific
evidence, the analysis is themed chronologically through the Palaeolithic, Neolithic, Bronze Age,
and Iron Age, tracing the evolution of ritual behaviour and spatial organisation from the earliest
hunter-gatherers to the complex societies of the pre-Roman era. Methodologies for Mapping the
Unwritten The absence of written records in prehistoric Britain necessitates a multi-disciplinary
approach to identifying and mapping sacred landscapes. Traditional archaeology often created an
artificial dichotomy between ‘culture’ (human-made sites) and ‘nature’ (the environment). Modern
landscape archaeology, pioneered by scholars such as Richard Bradley, seeks to dissolve this
boundary by introducing the concept of the “archaeology of natural places” [1]. This approach
recognises that unaltered natural features—caves, springs, mountain peaks, and striking rock
formations—were frequently imbued with deep cosmological significance. To map these
landscapes, researchers employ a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods: Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) and LiDAR: The use of GIS has revolutionised landscape archaeology.
Techniques such as viewshed analysis allow researchers to model what could be seen from
specific monuments or natural features, revealing deliberate visual connections between sacred
sites and prominent topographical markers [2]. LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) provides
high-resolution topographic data, uncovering subtle earthworks, cursus monuments, and field
boundaries hidden beneath modern vegetation or obscured by centuries of ploughing [3].
Archaeoastronomy: The deliberate alignment of monuments with celestial events (such as the
solstices or lunar standstills) is a key indicator of sacred geography. Quantitative statistical testing
of monument alignments across Britain demonstrates a concerted effort by prehistoric builders to
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anchor their ritual spaces to cosmological cycles [4]. Palaeoenvironmental Analysis: Pollen analysis
(palynology) and sediment sampling are crucial for reconstructing past environments. This data can
reveal whether a landscape was deliberately cleared of trees to enhance the visibility of
monuments, or if certain areas were maintained as managed woodland or sacred groves [5].
Phenomenology: Introduced to British archaeology in the 1990s, phenomenology emphasises the
embodied human experience of the landscape. It asks how a person moving through the terrain
would experience the shifting visibility of monuments, the acoustic properties of natural
amphitheatres, or the physical effort required to reach a hilltop enclosure [6]. Linguistic and
Place-Name Evidence: While primarily applicable to the later Iron Age and Romano-British periods,
linguistic traces such as the Celtic term nemeton (sacred grove) embedded in modern place-names
(e.g., Nymet Rowland in Devon) provide enduring markers of ancient ritual foci [7].

The Palaeolithic: Shadows, Caves, and Ephemeral Rites

The Palaeolithic landscape of Britain was inhabited by highly mobile bands of hunter-gatherers
operating within a dramatic, often glacial, environment. The mapping of sacred spaces in this period
relies heavily on the identification of cave art and specific depositional practices. Cave Art and the
Subterranean Sacred For many years, it was believed that Britain lacked the spectacular Upper
Palaeolithic cave art found in continental Europe. This changed in 2003 with the discovery of
engravings at Creswell Crags (Nottinghamshire/Derbyshire), specifically in Church Hole cave.
These engravings, depicting red deer, bison, and possibly birds, date to approximately
13,000–11,000 years ago [8]. Furthermore, in 2010, the oldest known rock art in Britain—a series of
red ochre lines—was confirmed at Cathole Cave and Bacon Hole on the Gower Peninsula in Wales
[9]. The location of these artworks deep within cave systems suggests a ritualised engagement with
the subterranean world. The sensory experience of the caves—the darkness, the echoes, the
flickering light of torches—would have contributed to their perception as liminal zones, connecting
the earthly realm with the spiritual or ancestral [1]. Mesolithic Transitions: The Star Carr
Headdresses Moving into the Early Holocene (Mesolithic), the site of Star Carr in North Yorkshire
provides compelling evidence for ritual behaviour tied to the landscape. Excavations have
uncovered over 30 red deer skull headdresses, carefully modified with perforations for attachment
[10]. These artefacts strongly suggest shamanic practices or ritual disguises used in hunting
ceremonies. The location of Star Carr on the edge of a former lake (Lake Flixton) highlights the
growing importance of wetland environments as focal points for ritual activity and deposition, a
theme that would persist throughout British prehistory [11].

The Neolithic: Monumentality and Cosmological Order

The Neolithic period (c. 4000–2500 BC) marks a profound shift in the British landscape,
characterised by the introduction of agriculture and the construction of large-scale communal
monuments. Sacred landscapes were no longer merely natural features; they were actively
constructed and delineated. Causewayed Enclosures and Long Barrows The earliest Neolithic
monuments include causewayed enclosures and long barrows. Causewayed enclosures, such as
the one excavated at Etton in the Welland Valley, consist of segmented ditches. Evidence suggests
these ditches were used for the deliberate, structured deposition of offerings, including human
skulls, animal bones, and broken pottery, reflecting complex rituals tied to ancestry and community
identity [12]. Long barrows served as communal tombs, often aligned to specific topographical
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features or celestial events, acting as territorial markers and houses for the ancestors. The
Megalithic Complexes: Avebury, Stonehenge, and Orkney As the Neolithic progressed, vast ritual
landscapes emerged, centred around massive henge monuments and stone circles. Avebury and
Stonehenge: These iconic sites were not isolated structures but the epicentres of extensive sacred
geographies. The Stonehenge landscape, for instance, includes the Cursus, Durrington Walls, and
Woodhenge, connected by processional avenues such as the River Avon. These landscapes were
carefully choreographed to guide movement and frame visual experiences of the monuments and
the surrounding topography [12]. The Heart of Neolithic Orkney: In northern Scotland, the Ness of
Brodgar complex sits purposefully between the Ring of Brodgar and the Stones of Stenness, with
the Maeshowe passage grave nearby. Maeshowe is famously aligned so that the setting sun of the
midwinter solstice illuminates its inner chamber [13]. This demonstrates a sophisticated
cosmological understanding, where the architecture of the monuments actively mediated the
relationship between the community, the landscape, and the heavens. Thornborough Henges:
Often termed the ‘Stonehenge of the North’, this complex in North Yorkshire consists of three
massive circular henges overlying an earlier cursus monument. The alignment and homogeneity of
the henges suggest they were built as a unified sacred landscape, possibly reflecting astronomical
alignments or acting as a major regional gathering place [14].

The Bronze Age: Barrows, Boundaries, and Watery Depths

The Bronze Age (c. 2500–800 BC) witnessed a shift from large communal monuments to
individualised burials and a growing emphasis on the ritual deposition of metalwork in watery
contexts. The Round Barrow Landscape The Early Bronze Age is defined by the proliferation of
round barrows. These burial mounds were often clustered in extensive cemeteries, particularly
around earlier Neolithic monuments like Stonehenge, creating vast “cities of the dead.” The
positioning of these barrows was highly deliberate, often situated on false crests to maximise their
visibility from specific vantage points or processional routes, dominating the visual landscape and
reinforcing social hierarchies [15]. Coaxial Field Systems and Reaves In the Middle Bronze Age,
the landscape underwent a massive reorganisation with the laying out of extensive field systems.
On Dartmoor, these boundary lines, known as ‘reaves’, stretch for kilometres across the moorland
[16]. While primarily agricultural and territorial, these boundaries also structured human movement
and perception of the land. The act of enclosing the landscape may have held ideological
significance, defining the ‘tamed’ agricultural space against the ‘wild’ uncultivated environment.
Votive Deposition in Wetlands A defining feature of Bronze Age ritual practice was the deliberate
deposition of valuable metalwork—swords, rapiers, shields, and ornaments—into rivers, lakes, and
bogs. Sites like Flag Fen in Cambridgeshire, where a massive timber causeway crossed the
fenland, became focal points for thousands of votive offerings [17]. This practice suggests a
cosmology where water acted as a conduit to the divine or the underworld, and where the
conspicuous consumption of wealth through deposition served to negotiate social status and
appease spiritual forces [18].

The Iron Age: Hillforts, Shrines, and Sacred Groves

The Iron Age (c. 800 BC–AD 43) landscape is dominated by the imposing earthworks of hillforts,
but ritual activity also became increasingly localised at specific shrines and natural sanctuaries.
Hillforts as Ritual Centres While traditionally viewed as purely defensive structures, massive hillforts
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like Danebury (Hampshire) and Maiden Castle (Dorset) also functioned as major ritual centres.
Excavations at Danebury revealed thousands of grain storage pits. Once their primary function
ceased, many of these pits were used for “special deposits”—carefully arranged offerings of animal
carcasses (particularly horses and dogs), agricultural tools, and sometimes human remains [19].
These acts were likely propitiatory rites tied to the agricultural cycle and the fertility of the land.

Shrines, Temples, and Processional Routes

Towards the Late Iron Age, formalised shrines and temples began to appear. The temple on
Hayling Island (Hampshire) provides a prime example. Constructed as a circular timber shrine
within a rectangular precinct, it received rich votive deposits of coins, weaponry, and vehicle fittings
[20]. Recent research suggests that Hayling Island may have been the terminus of a significant
processional route or pilgrimage originating from the nearby oppidum (and later Roman town) of
Chichester, highlighting the political and regional importance of specific sacred sites [21].

The Enduring Nemeta

The classical texts, such as those by Julius Caesar and Tacitus, describe the religious practices of
the Iron Age Britons and Gauls, placing great emphasis on the Druids and their worship in sacred
groves known as nemeta [7]. While physical evidence for trees rarely survives, the memory of these
sacred landscapes is preserved in place-names across Britain, such as Nemetostatio (North
Tawton in Devon) and Vernemeton (Willoughby-on-the-Wolds in Nottinghamshire). These linguistic
fossils confirm the classical accounts that, alongside built shrines, the natural forest remained a
potent space for spiritual engagement.

Conclusion

Mapping the sacred landscapes of prehistoric Britain requires looking beyond the obvious megaliths
to read the subtle interplay between human action and natural topography. From the deep,
resonant caves of the Palaeolithic to the meticulously aligned henges of the Neolithic, and from the
watery votive deposits of the Bronze Age to the propitiatory pit burials of the Iron Age hillforts, the
evidence reveals a deep, enduring, and evolving cosmological connection to the land. Through the
application of GIS, archaeoastronomy, palaeoenvironmental analysis, and phenomenology, modern
archaeology continues to illuminate these unwritten geographies, demonstrating that for prehistoric
communities, the landscape itself was the primary monument.
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