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Poulnabrone, standing proud against the stark Burren landscape is one of the most iconic sites of 
the Irish Neolithic. It was excavated in 1986-88 as part of a major conservation project and, 
twenty six years later, these excavations are published in this superbly readable, informative and 
well-illustrated monograph.  
 
The book follows the format of a traditional excavation report describing the setting of the 
monument archaeological and topographical as well as geological and the previous antiquarian 
interest in the site. The excavation mainly concentrated on the chamber as well as investigating 
the low cairn that lay around the base of the monument and that acted as stabilising material for 
the stones that had been placed directly on the limestone bedrock. Given the highly visible nature 
of the monument and the modern depositions (cigarette packets, a rabbit snare and sweet 
wrappers) it is remarkable that so much remained in terms of archaeological deposits which 
comprised the disarticulated and partial remains of at least 36 individuals (including a later 
foetus dating to the Bronze Age). These remains represented at least 19 adults and 17 sub-adults 
with an apparently equal representation of the sexes. There was an under-representation of long 
bones and skulls and the presence of some articulated remains suggested that the deposition rites 
may have been continuous and fluid involving the deposition of both skeletal and articulated 
material as well as the removal and perhaps redeposition of bone. Some burnt and some calcined 
human bones were also recovered. Most of the population seem to have been local, to have had a 
terrestrial diet, and to have suffered stress at some time in their lives as demonstrated by the 
dental and skeletal data. Load carrying seems to have been an important part of the lives of both 
males and females. The now expected identification of both healed blunt force trauma and 
perimortem projectile injuries put another nail in the coffin for the now out-dated politically 
correct view of Neolithic populations inhabiting a bucolic idyll of cornfields and pan-pipes.  
 
Artefacts also survived comprising an unusual bone/antler pendant resembling a terminal for a 
spacer necklace but decorated with complete and incomplete perforations through the thickness 
of the artefact. Pottery of Western Neolithic (i.e.Carinated Bowl) type and leaf arrowheads as 
well as an unusual stone tablet and a Group VI polished stone axe all miraculously survived 
amongst the comingled burial deposits. One wonders if the projectile points were included as 
grave goods or had actually been in the cadavers when deposited given the trauma noted above. 
 
The site has had the benefit of a considerable quantity of radiocarbon dates and as the report 
states Poulnabrone is ‘by far the best-dated portal tomb in Ireland’ (p93). The tomb dates to the 
very beginning of the Irish Neolithic, with activity starting in the 39th/38th centuries cal BC and 
with burials taking place, perhaps intermittently, over the next three to six centuries.  If we take 
the minimum, then the skeletal data suggests 1 burial every decade (though the Bayesian 
modelling suggests either one or two episodes) and raises the question of who were the people 
whose remains were being buried here? Obviously the skeletal data that we have is only what 



survives after doubtless complex and frequent episodes of the deposition and removal of bone 
and the exact number of deposits originally made cannot be determined, but the chamber is 
relatively small and shallow so we cannot envisage a substantial ossuary at any time during its 
use. Are the individuals at Poulnabrone ‘burials’ ? Is Poulnabrone a ‘tomb’ or are we looking at 
a monument where the structured deposition, manipulation and removal/recycling of human 
remains played an integral part in the wider range of rituals that took place there? These 
questions are among those addressed by the author and contributors in the discussion section of 
the report which should be on every undergraduate reading list. 
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