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Major surveys of the Stonehenge landscape are like buses: you wait for one for ages and then 
suddenly several arrive at the same time. For two decades after the Stonehenge Environs project 
of the early 1980s there was little investigation of the area which, in 1986, was designated as a 
World Heritage Site (WHS). But the 21st century has seen a number of major university-based 
research projects which, in combination, have transformed our perceptions of this extraordinary 
landscape. Alongside these sits the research into the Stonehenge landscape carried out by 
English Heritage (now Historic England) between 2009 and 2012, the results of which are 
presented in this volume. The EH (now HE) project employed a range of non-invasive 
techniques to record and interpret the landscape of the World Heritage Site. The framework is 
provided by a combination of aerial photography and lidar data, enhanced by analytical 
earthwork surveys of ‘RCHME’ (Royal Commission on Historical Monuments England) format 
and targeted geophysical survey.  One of the most surprising facts that emerge from this study is 
that until recently there were no modern surveys of Stonehenge itself, or of many of the 
surrounding monuments, those that have now been carried out providing base line data on which 
to build management strategies and monitor change. This has recently taken on a greater 
relevance in the light of proposed (and long overdue) improvements to the A303.  
 
Inevitably any publication that deals with Stonehenge and its landscape has to start at the 
beginning, with a history of previous research, dealt with in this volume, together with geology 
and topography, in an accessible and efficient way. This first section ends with ‘A Landscape 
Model’, suggesting that the model of chronological landscape change developed by Dave 
McComish for the SPTA, the military training area to the north, could apply to the immediate 
Stonehenge landscape of the WHS. This is surprising as it does not take into account the well-
documented post glacial environment of the Stonehenge area, demonstrated by Allen and Scaife 
(2007) as having been not heavily wooded but more akin to Arctic tundra. Admittedly it is as yet 
uncertain how far this open grassland zone extended but it seems reasonable to assume that this 
comparatively open landscape is one of the reasons why Stonehenge is sited where it is.  There is 
also the undeniable effect of Stonehenge and its associated monuments on the development of 
later landscapes, perhaps explaining the comparative paucity of Iron Age and Romano-British 
activity on this area compared to what can be found further north on the SPTA.  
 
The prehistoric content of this volume is then structured in very much the same way that the 
story is divided up in more popular presentations both at the Stonehenge Visitor Centre and in 
the current guidebook. Early prehistory (‘before Stonehenge’) is followed by Stonehenge in its 
landscape (‘at the time of Stonehenge’) and later prehistory (‘after Stonehenge’).  In each section 
an overall base map showing monuments relating to that period are augmented by detailed site 
specific plans, photographs, occasional illustrations of finds and a small number of what are 
described as ‘imaginative reconstructions’. There is a value in having a consistent scale for the 
overall location/distribution map but in several cases over generous margins mean that the scale 
of the core, informative area is smaller than it needed to be. The use of heavy black dot 



distributions for surface flint finds when laid over faint contouring, itself on a beige background 
(fig 2.6) seems old fashioned and does not make for easy reading. And then there are the 
‘reconstructions’. These seem oddly out place in a volume of this type, in its detail and format 
surely aimed more at an academic and informed audience, and some are questionable in what 
they are showing. Fig 2.11, ‘rites of passage in the terminal of the Greater Cursus’, appears to 
show pig hunting of the type evidenced at Durrington Walls, but a millennium later, at the end of 
rather than early in the Neolithic.  
 
But these are minor quibbles in a volume that provides considerable new evidence, as well as 
taking an objective approach to some well known monuments and more recent discoveries. 
Hence the Mesolithic ‘car park’ postholes are accurately described as lying in a gently curving 
arc and not as the neat alignment into which they are occasionally forced in order to integrate 
elements of the wider landscape.  In a later chapter the monument discovered by the Stonehenge 
Riverside  Project on the bank of the River Avon at the end (or beginning?) of the Avenue is 
referred to as the ‘West Amesbury Stone Circle’, avoiding the more controversial 
‘Bluestonehenge’ preferred by the excavator (Parker Pearson 2015, 46).  In many ways these 
encapsulate the dynamic nature of the archaeological research that is taking place in this 
landscape: new discoveries, new interpretations, models set up and knocked down. All  
providing an endlessly stimulating debate.   
 
Chapter 3  - Stonehenge in its landscape effectively deals with what is often referred to as ‘the 
time of Stonehenge’. It starts by considering one of the fundamental questions about Stonehenge 
– why is it where it is? Clues have been provided by recent research; the solstice-aligned 
periglacial stripes that effectively define the first section of the Avenue and the possibility that a 
large natural sarsen sat close to where the Heel Stone now stands. To these are now added a new 
earthwork element within the Stonehenge enclosure, a low mound, given added emphasis by 
appearing on three consecutive illustrations.  Fascinating though this detail is, it was never, on 
the authors’ admission, a prominent landscape feature and as such seems unlikely to have 
influenced the location of Stonehenge.  
 
The development of Stonehenge itself is clearly explained, employing Darvill and Parker 
Pearson’s ‘consensus model’ (Darvill et al 2012) but the omission of the Q and R stones settings 
(‘for clarity’) from fig 3.9 clearly demonstrates just how uncomfortably they sit within this new 
scheme. This development is viewed both in the light of contemporary monuments (formative 
henges) and of recent discoveries in the landscape including the first tranche of pit circles and 
small henges, for which comparative plans would have been a welcome addition to the 
distribution map that is provided. This highlights a slightly uneven approach to illustration 
throughout the volume. As a prehistorian I would have preferred to see a plan of the Lesser 
Cursus in the light of new survey rather than a photograph of a toll house in Amesbury (outside 
the WHS) and the (over) emphasis on Stonehenge’s new mound has already been noted. But 
perhaps that’s just me.   
 
Returning to the section under consideration, the question of whether or not the sarsen circle was 
ever completed is addressed in some detail, without eventually coming to any firm conclusion.  
Interestingly, the following section, on astronomical orientation, starts: ‘Stonehenge is aligned 
on midsummer sunrise; whether the alignment on midwinter sunset is equally or more significant 
is perhaps not capable of resolution’.  This seems an extraordinary statement given that it is 
followed by examples of other sites (Long Meg and her Daughters, Newgrange) which only 
work at midwinter. Even the other sites in the Stonehenge area (Woodhenge, Coneybury henge) 
which are cited as having a midsummer sunrise orientation (by virtue of entrance alignment) will 
conversely have an orientation to the midwinter sunset.  
 



The remainder of this section deals with timber rings, concentrating on Woodhenge in the 
absence of the detailed reconsideration of the Durrington circles which will hopefully appear in 
the near future. The later remodelling of Stonehenge and the Avenue are considered in the 
context of both early and late Beaker burials, before a brief summary of the dagger and axe 
carvings and the enigmatic Y and Z holes complete this section.  
 
Chapter 4, ‘later Prehistory’ deals with two separate aspects of the developing Stonehenge 
landscape; the funerary, represented by the 500 or so round barrows that lie within the World 
Heritage Site, and the later, more domestic landscape of fields, boundaries and occasional 
settlements that develops from the middle part of the Bronze Age onwards. Surprisingly, while 
earthwork survey plans are used to illustrate the development of barrow groups, the results from 
recent geophysical surveys are not used to provide evidence for multiple phases of construction 
and use. What is considered however is the careful positioning of barrows and in particular their 
association with watercourses.  The field systems of the Stonehenge area, first systematically 
mapped in the RCHME publication of 1979, are here shown mapped against solar absorption, 
demonstrating a phenomenon that can be observed in many areas, that the most obvious 
locations for fields, the warmest slopes, are not necessarily where the evidence for the actual 
fields is found. Stonehenge itself still seems to sit within an area defined by linear ditches which 
is largely devoid of traces of everyday life, continuing to exert an influence on the landscape. 
The basic plots of some of the field systems, for example those to the south of Winterboure 
Stoke Crossroads/Roundabout show extraordinary complexity and it is a shame that, with one 
small exception, no attempt has been made to phase these fields on a more extensive basis, 
teasing out their development and modification.   
 
The Wilsford Shaft, the tantalisingly limited evidence for settlement at this time and linear 
ditches are then considered, alongside a curious section entitled ‘Stonehenge: early 
dilapidation?’ This poses the question of whether some of the stones, specifically the tallest of 
the trilithons (referred to here as the ‘Great Trilithon’) might have fallen soon after erection. And 
would such a fall have terrified or caused hilarity?  Another fascinating but unanswerable 
question. The linear ditch systems are considered in some detail, incorporating unpublished data 
from the Stonehenge Riverside project and now including elements of the ‘North Kite’, formerly 
interpreted as a Beaker period enclosure. If anything the summaries of new data in this chapter 
serve to demonstrate how little we currently understand about Stonehenge’s later prehistoric 
landscapes.  
 
There is a danger in reading a volume about the Stonehenge landscape, of starting to lose interest 
at the time when Stonehenge itself ceases to be of major interest and becomes a (possibly 
crumbling) relic sitting within a rapidly changing landscape and world. Chapter 5, ‘From the 
Iron Age to the medieval period’ highlights the dearth of evidence from the Iron Age. In 
addition, despite the recent work by Darvill and Wainwright at Stonehenge which appears to 
demonstrate ‘structural’ activity, there is also a lack of Roman settlement, especially in 
comparison to the pattern observable on the SPTA to the north.  If there is a criticism here then it 
is that some of the detail provided, presumably for the sake of consistency, would perhaps have 
been more appropriate in archive. Figure 5.5 and the accompanying table 5.1 show early 
medieval burials, but of the 15 tabulated six are ‘not securely dated’ and a further four are 
’undated’ leaving five, four of which are at Stonehenge.  
 
Chapter 6 is entitled ‘The landscape of ‘Improvement’’ and documents in detail the changes in 
the Stonehenge landscape from the 16th century onwards. This chapter helps to explain the 
widely varied survival of monuments and to a certain extent the present day appearance of the 
World Heritage Site. For the majority of (prehistorian) readers, eager to get back to Stonehenge 
itself, relief is provided by the end of this chapter where ‘Stonehenge: enclosures and visitors’ 



paints a picture of Stonehenge at a time of more recent change, when fences, railings and an 
admission charge radically altered the visitor experience.  
 
‘Stonehenge in the 20th century’ follows a well-trodden path, but remains fresh by documenting 
the restoration and investigation of Stonehenge in a well-researched and engaging way.  The 
other major changes of the 20th century, the creation and removal of the Stonehenge Aerodrome 
and the appeal that led to the establishment of the National Trust’s Stonehenge Estate show 
gradual improvements in Stonehenge’s setting. It is ironic then that the following section 
‘Archaeology and agriculture’ highlights an aspect of heritage management that has still, even 
today, not been satisfactorily confronted. The destructive nature of the plough was recognised 
nearly a century ago but today scheduled monuments continue to be plough degraded on an 
annual basis while detailed studies are carried out that will prove categorically the blindingly 
obvious, that ploughing destroys monuments. The only approach that has changed is that we now 
no longer routinely ‘rescue’ plough damaged sites or ‘restore’ eroded earthworks. This chapter 
ends on a somewhat downbeat note with ‘The ‘disenchantment’ of Stonehenge’, a summary of 
the impossibility of maintaining Stonehenge as a remote, solemn and silent monument in the face 
of growing popularity and visitor numbers. The snobbery and prejudices of the inter-war period 
are on show here, with protests about ‘Oldham mill-operatives’ lowering the tone of the place 
and the Stonehenge cafe (which would have been a welcome haven for later visitors) demolished 
in the late 1930’s for the crime against architectural taste of being a ‘cheap flashy little building’.  
 
So this is where we are today. The volume ends with ‘Review and Prospect’, an odd mixture 
which starts with the big question of ‘What is Stonehenge’ and hardly surprisingly fails to 
answer it satisfactorily.  This section ends with the short and quite despairing sentence: ‘The 
landscape remains elusive’.  This is followed by ‘Approaching the landscape’ very much a 
methodology statement (which should maybe have come at the beginning?) and ‘Prospect’, a 
series of research questions, some of which will hopefully be followed up, just as those posed by 
the 1979 RCHM report were. This section, and the volume itself, then end with another short 
sentence, again perhaps stating the obvious: ‘Research must continue’.  I am sure that none of us 
would disagree with that.  
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