
Registered Office: University College London, Institute of Archaeology, 31–34 Gordon Square, London WC1H 0PY � www.prehistoricsociety.org 

PAST
THE NEWSLETTER OF THE PREHISTORIC SOCIETY

No. 106
Spring 2024

From ceremonial activity to domestic space: continuing work 
at the Trelai Park Middle Bronze Age enclosure, Cardiff, Wales

In 2022 archaeologists from Cardiff University’s ‘CAER 
Heritage’ team discovered a Middle Bronze Age rectilinear 
enclosure in Trelai Park, south-west Cardiff, while investiga
ting the environs of Caerau Hillfort. The enclosure is 
significant for two reasons. First, it is morphologically similar 
to South Lodge on Cranborne Chase, a type of settlement 
enclosure common in southern England but previously 
unknown in south Wales. Second, exploratory excavations 
in 2022 revealed a roundhouse within the interior which 
possessed in situ floor deposits (PAST 104). In fact, Trelai 
Park has never been subject to the destructive effects of 
deep ploughing and occupation deposits survive across the 
interior of the enclosure. The site therefore provides a rare 
and significant opportunity to examine a Middle Bronze Age 
settlement in considerable detail.

Large-scale excavation in the summer of 2023 concentrated 
on the interior of the enclosure. Initial findings have revealed 
the roundhouse to be a large (c.10 m diameter) structure 
with south-east facing porch. A radiocarbon determination 
on charcoal from an internal pit suggests it was constructed 
around 1500–1400 cal BC before being replaced by a smaller 
roundhouse contained entirely within its ground-plan.

The floor deposits of both structures were excavated on a 
0.5 by 0.5 m grid in order to maintain tight control over the 
spatial distribution of finds and soil samples. By the end of 
the 2023 season, around 60% of the house floors had been 
excavated revealing a complex arrangement of pits, post
holes and stakeholes. Initial examination of the distribution 
of finds appears to show a preference for activity on the 
south-western side of the houses towards the rear of the 
hearth rather than near the entrance.

Both houses were associated with closing or abandonment 
deposits. A substantial pottery spread was identified covering 
the hearth of the earlier roundhouse and may represent the 
deliberate destruction of the household’s ceramic repertoire. 
Within the later roundhouse a quern was deliberately broken 
and deposited within the entrance while in the centre of the 
house a burnt timber, perhaps part of a loom, was placed 
within a pit with a loom weight. In these instances, the 
abandonment practices appear to be focussed on destroying 
the material assemblage of the household, a physical 
metaphor perhaps for the end of the relationship between 
the house and its resident group.

During the course of this year’s excavation, it became clear 
that the roundhouses replaced an earlier feature. Sealed 
beneath the floor deposits was a circular ring, 7 m in diameter, 

View of the site from the east during the 2023 excavations (Photo 
Crown Copyright RCAHMW)
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defined by nine pits. The pits are evenly spaced around 2.1 m 
apart, except on the southern side where there is a 3 m wide 
gap. Certain material appears to have been carefully selected 
for deposition within the pits. A complete pot base lined 
one pit while a complete profile of a small, individualised, 
drinking vessel (Trevisker Style 6) was found in another. A 
Sutton-type B barbed and tanged arrowhead was recovered 
from the most northerly pit. Small quantities of burnt bone 
were also deposited in each and careful species selection is 
evident with red deer, cattle and sheep deposited separately 
in different pits.

It is interesting to consider what this pit circle may represent. 
It is unlikely to be a roundhouse since there are no associated 
floor deposits which are a feature of the later houses. A 
plausible interpretation is that it may have been a timber 
circle in its initial phase which then saw modification and 
reuse after removal of the posts. The deposition of burnt 
animal bones, pottery and flint artefacts within reused post-
settings of timber circles can be paralleled elsewhere such 
as at Site II and Site 3, Dorchester-on-Thames. However, 
the subsequent construction of a roundhouse on the same 
location is unusual. This seems to be a major change in use 
– from a place of gathering and ceremony to a domestic 
dwelling of a household. Charcoal from a placed deposit 
of burnt material within the enclosure ditch produced a 
radiocarbon date of 1610–1460 cal BC, and while further 
dating evidence is required, the construction of the enclosure 
could be interpreted as marking this important change, 
serving to anchor a household to this place and demonstrate 
their independence from wider society.
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A philosophical investigation: fieldwork at King Arthur’s 
Round Table, Cumbria

King Arthur’s Round Table is one of three henge monuments 
close to the confluence of the Rivers Eamont and Lowther 
near Penrith. It was built on a level terrace and originally had 
two entrances. According to John Aubrey, one was flanked 
by a pair of monoliths, but this part of the site has been 
destroyed and is covered by buildings and a road. 

The only intrusive fieldwork took place under two different 
directors in 1937 and 1939. The contrasts between their 
findings have dominated subsequent accounts. Work in the 
first season was directed by the famous philosopher and 
scholar of Roman Britain, Robin Collingwood, whose work 
influenced many of his contemporaries. He published an 
interim report on the first season of what was conceived 
as a larger project, but was taken ill. A second season was 
directed by Gerhard Bersu who was in exile in Britain after 
he was removed from his post in German archaeology. He 
published a detailed – if succinctly dismissive – report of 
his findings in 1940, but its impact has been eclipsed by his 
work at Little Woodbury. 

Collingwood recorded many subsoil features inside the 
earthwork and interpreted them as post holes or the sockets 
for standing stones. He associated them with successive 
deposits in the interior of the henge and suggested that a 
series of circular timber settings had been replaced by a ring 
of monoliths. There was also a wooden ’avenue’. The centre 
of the henge was disturbed, but here a ‘cremation trench’ 
was associated with the remains of a cairn. 

Bersu’s trenches overlapped with those excavated by 
Collingwood so that their results could be compared directly. 
His excavation led him to question nearly all the previous 
findings. He accepted the existence of a cairn but concluded 
that the successive layers identified in 1937 were glacial 
deposits. The subsoil features were animal burrows and there 

was no evidence for any structures. He also investigated the 
surrounding earthwork, which had been modified when the 
ditch was recut and sections of the bank were damaged – 
around 1800 the monument was converted into a tea garden. 
Despite the disturbance, his section drawings indicate a 
substantial earthwork, the first component of which was 
probably a low turf bank overlying a buried soil.

There matters might have rested, but further issues have 
arisen. The first is that the sequence from a timber structure 
to a stone setting that Collingwood suggested has been 
identified at sites that have been excavated more recently. 
Secondly, several scholars familiar with Collingwood’s Roman-
period fieldwork have questioned Bersu’s interpretation. 
Stephen Leach, a philosopher with a special interest in 
archaeology, concluded in 2019 that the problem could only 
be resolved by conducting fresh fieldwork. The revised dating 
of the Great Langdale quarries provided another reason for 
a new study. The Penrith henges can no longer be related to 
the production and distribution of stone axes which extended 
between about 3800 and 3300 BC. Instead, the monument 
might date from a later period. 

The first objective of our project was to resolve the controversy 
over the features identified by Collingwood and dismissed by 
Bersu. It would also illuminate the sequence of deposits on the 
site. Were they introduced during two phases of prehistoric 
activity, as claimed in 1937, or were they of geological origin? 
The central area was so disturbed that excavation was not 
worth pursuing, but in other places this question could be 
resolved by reopening the earlier trenches and extending the 
work into areas that had not been disturbed before. 

The second aim was to date the earthwork. Even where it 
had been damaged, Bersu’s excavation identified the remains 
of the bank, a turf core, and an old land surface. One of his 

Aerial view of the henge monument, with the 
River Lowther on the edge of the photograph 
(Photo Bob Bewley)
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sections was in an area where these elements remained 
intact not far below the modern surface. This would allow 
the turf stack and the buried soil to be investigated for 
chronological evidence. 

We undertook three small excavations. The only structural 
evidence of prehistoric activity came from reopening Bersu’s 
section through the bank. The new excavation exposed 
the old land surface, overlain by an irregular pile of turves. 
They could have been cut when construction of the bank 

began and were covered by redeposited material apparently 
obtained from the dich. The deposits were examined in the 
field by Charles French, who advised on their interpretation. 
Samples of charcoal were collected from the buried soil and 
are suitable for radiocarbon dating. 

The other aim of new fieldwork was to reopen parts of the 
earlier excavations and to compare the features encountered 
in the 1930s with adjacent areas that had not been studied 
before. Both Collingwood and Bersu discussed the sequence 

The interior of King Arthur’s Round table henge monument (Image: Aaron Watson)

Plan of the monument 
showing the areas excavated 
in 2023 (Image Aaron Watson)
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of deposits on the site, but they explained them in different 
ways. Collingwood identified two artificial ‘floors’, but Bersu 
favoured a glacial origin. Work in 2023 showed that the 
monument was built on a deposit of intractable clay. Its 
surface was not homogenous and had been affected by root 
holes and possibly by the many burrows Bersu identified in 
his report. More important, it also contained small clusters 
of cobbles. Some could be identified in the surface, while 
others first appeared at a greater depth. Seen in plan they 
could resembled rings of packing stones, and their positions 
correspond to postholes recorded in Collingwood’s report. 
Similar clusters of potential ‘packing stones’ were visible 
in the unexcavated areas. Not all of them were found at 
the same level and, when sectioned, they turned out to be 
components of the natural geology. This does not exclude 
the possibility that real postholes or stone sockets existed 
elsewhere on the site.

It is easy to appreciate the problems posed by such difficult 
subsoil. In the 1930s, most posthole structures in Britain had 
been excavated under more favourable conditions. At times 
referred to as ‘Mr Posthole’ on account of his expertise, 
Bersu’s influential excavation at Little Woodbury was on chalk. 
The difficulties of excavation at King Arthur’s Round Table 
could not have been foreseen. Bersu did not find any ‘real’ 
subsoil features inside the henge and the timber structures 
postulated in 1937 cannot be accepted.

Other contrasts between the earlier excavations reflect 
different approaches to fieldwork. Bersu’s aims were 
to establish the layout of the monument, and to test 
Collingwood’s interpretations. The 1939 excavation was 
organised around extended sections cutting across the 
monument and devoted as much attention to the bank and 
ditch as the interior of the enclosure. Where Bersu departed 
from this scheme it was to test the reconstruction proposed 
in 1937. He dug new trenches beside those dug two years 
before, but for the most part his excavations were not as 
deep as those of his predecessor. Once he had encountered 
similar features to those identified by Collingwood, his 
trenches had served their purpose. The putative postholes 
and stone sockets were rejected, although they featured 
in his drawings. Collingwood, on the other hand, was 

investigating unfamiliar deposits and dug much deeper in 
order to characterise them.

Their approaches to the excavation of King Arthur’s Round 
Table were influenced by their backgrounds in field archae
ology: Bersu’s in projects that documented prehistoric 
settlements and fortifications on the Continent, and 
Collingwood’s by his experience of Roman military structures 
in northern Britain. He was familiar with the forms of masonry 
buildings and the accepted methods of investigating them. 
His manuscript notebook shows that when he turned his 
attention to this particular site, he had assimilated all the 
available accounts of other henges. His unpublished text 
predicted the pattern of discovery in later years and indicated 
what he might find. 

Perhaps the layout of his trenches was influenced by his 
experience of working on buildings that conformed to 
standard types. Having concluded that the Cumbrian henge 
would contain circular settings of posts and monoliths, his 
excavation was designed to check that interpretation at 
key points: a method which was already well established on 
the Roman frontier. The difficulties he encountered at King 
Arthur’s Round Table seem to have been due to two factors: 
the sheer variety exhibited by prehistoric henge monuments 
(a feature that was not apparent in the 1930s), and the 
experience of undertaking excavation on a particularly 
difficult subsoil. It is more productive to understand these 
difficulties than to criticise the thinking that influenced the 
results of his project. 
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Redating Meillionydd

The first millennium BC hilltop enclosure of Meillionydd, 
located on the western lower slope of Mynydd Rhiw in Rhiw 
on the Llŷn peninsula, was the focus of extensive excavations 
by Raimund Karl and Kate Waddington between 2010–2013, 
and Raimund Karl and Katherina Möller between 2014–2017. 
It is categorised as a double ringwork enclosure which is a 
type of small circular hillfort found in the western peripheries 
of north-west Wales. It forms one of ten double ringwork 
enclosures on the western end of the Llŷn (only thirteen have 
been identified in north-west Wales), revealing the presence 
of a regionalised hillfort tradition. 

Despite having arguably some of the best preserved and 
comprehensively surveyed hillforts in Wales, knowledge of 
hillfort chronologies in north-west Wales is limited. The acidic 
soils, aceramic traditions, and concerns about dating due 
to the earlier Iron Age plateau, have hindered analysis. The 
research at Meillionydd is helping to address this problem 
– we aimed to characterise the types of communities 
occupying sites like this and to refine the chronological 
development of these distinctive enclosures, thereby placing 
Meillionydd and its object assemblages within a national 
context and enabling the data to be compared to other, 
better-excavated hillfort regions. 

Current research is focussing on the Eastern Area Excavations 
(seasons 2010–2014), which examined the boundaries either 
side of the eastern entranceway, as well as their associated 
roundhouses, in a conjoined area measuring c.800 m². A 
dating project implemented in 2018 revealed the unexpected 
presence of an earlier Bronze Age timber settlement (Phase 
1), and radiocarbon dates from the first millennium BC 
enclosure (Phase 2 and 3; all from short-lived charcoal 
samples) extended across the earlier and later Iron Age (800–
100 cal BC), but many had broad calibrated date ranges as 
they fell within the earlier Iron Age calibration curve plateau 
(750–400 cal BC), presenting a problem in interpretation.

The earlier Bronze Age settlement activity is currently poorly 
understood. It was initially identified from two charcoal twigs 
from a double post-pit in Trench 3: an oak twig produced a 
radiocarbon date of 3566±26 BP (OxA-37200) which calibrates 
to 2020-1770 cal BC (95% probability), and a hazel twig 
produced a date of 3533±27 BP (OxA-3720) which calibrates 
to 1950-1750 cal BC (95% probability). The feature is closely 
associated with a small complex of intercutting features, 
which includes a small hearth, a stake-hole and a posthole, 
which were all sealed by a levelling deposit of redeposited 
natural gravel, on top of which sits a sequence of Early and 
Middle Iron Age roundhouses. George Smith’s (formerly 
with Gwynedd Archaeological Trust) recent assessment of 
the stone artefact assemblage has also identified a small 
but important Early Neolithic knapped lithic assemblage, 
revealing the location of an undefined Early Neolithic 
settlement near the eastern entrance-passage of the hillfort 
which had been truncated by the Iron Age hillfort builders. 
The identification of a Mynydd Rhiw Neolithic axe-roughout, 
as well as Mynydd Rhiw blades and cores, alongside a 

blank for a flint leaf-shaped arrowhead, is significant as this 
highlights the location of previously unknown Neolithic 
occupation on the hilltop, much of which is presumably 
contemporary with activity at the nearby Early Neolithic 
Mynydd Rhiw axe-factory. Unfortunately, much of this earlier 
material is residual and lying in Iron Age contexts, and so 
the nature and extent of this earlier occupation phase at 
Meillionydd is unknown. 

The remaining 21 radiocarbon dates belong to the first 
millennium BC. The Bayesian analysis of this sequence 
was conducted by Professor Derek Hamilton at SUERC, 
Glasgow University, and the resulting preliminary model has 
challenged our perception of a long-lived and continually 
occupied hillfort. The main phase of occupation lasted only 
250–300 years: the probability distributions of radiocarbon 
dates from the Iron Age hillfort phases remarkably all cluster 
around the end of the earlier Iron Age calibration curve 
plateau, and there is no evidence for a break between the 
timber (Phase 2) and stone (Phase 3a) phases of occupation. 
The timber-phase settlement (Phase 2) was defined by two 
shallow enclosure ditches and a timber palisaded entrance 
façade, which contained timber roundhouses, and this 
had commenced by 590 cal BC (start 590–480 cal BC, 66% 
probability). The settlement was later monumentalised 
and rebuilt as a bivallate embanked enclosure (Phase 3a) – 
containing stone roundhouses – sometime between 515–420 
cal BC (95% probability), probably between 485–435 cal BC 
(68% probability) and ending around 335–280 cal BC (68% 
probability). The settlement then appears to have been 
abandoned for a period of time, possibly for as much as one 
or two centuries, before the site was reoccupied as an open 
settlement of stone roundhouses (Phase 3a), which were built 

Meillionydd topographic survey showing excavation areas in 2010, 
2011 and 2012 (Image Mario Wallner)
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on top of the destroyed inner bank and inner entranceway, 
sometime between 200–45 cal BC (94% probability). 

The dating programme has significantly changed the site 
narrative. There is currently no evidence to indicate the 
presence of an occupation period spanning the Late Bronze 
Age–Early Iron Age transition (c. 800-600/550 cal BC), which 
we had originally assumed would be the case based on 
comparisons with Leslie Alcock’s work at the nearby double 
ringwork enclosure of Castell Odo, which produced a rich 
assemblage of Late Bronze Age ceramics associated with 
the timber-phase palisaded settlement. Whilst the presence 
of an – as yet undated – sequence of earlier gully-defined 
timber roundhouses at Meillionydd could suggest an earlier 
start date for Phase 2, it is noteworthy that the excavations 

have not yet retrieved a single sherd of pottery, with the three 
small fragments of presumed Late Bronze Age sherds having 
been recently reidentified as fired clay, probably lining for 
pits (Elaine Morris pers. comm.). As such, all the evidence 
does now point towards the presence of an aceramic Iron 
Age hillfort which started out life as an Early Iron Age timber 
enclosed settlement, which possibly lasted for up to around 
100–125 years, before it was reconstructed towards the end of 
the Early Iron Age as a stone-built double ringwork enclosure, 
sometime between 485–435 cal BC. This phase was also 
relatively short-lived, lasting for around 150 years, before it 
was temporarily abandoned in the Middle Iron Age, around 
335–280 cal BC, only to be reoccupied as an open settlement 
in the later Middle Iron Age, sometime after 200 cal BC. It 
should be stressed that the final Phase 3b (re)occupation is 

Excavations at Meillionydd 2010–2017 (Image Raimund Karl)
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The Phase 2 timber settlement in the Eastern Area 
Excavations (2010-2014), showing the position of the 
shallow ditch, the metalled surface running through the 
eastern entrance passage and gatehouse (FP1), and the 
internal gully-defined and post-defined timber roundhouses
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The Phase 3 stone settlement, showing the enclosing 
dump ramparts (grey), the sequence of inner 
gatehouses (FP3 and FP4), and the internal stone-
walled roundhouses. The remaining roundhouse 
features within the inner entranceway belong to the 
Phase 3b open settlement



10

currently not well dated: at present, we have only managed 
to date a sample which was sealed by the stone wall of the 
earliest roundhouse in this phase (Trench 1), but this sample 
is notably later than all the other samples from the site. 

Recent assessments of the associated artefact assemblages 
lend additional support to the new sequence. Conservation 
of the iron assemblage confirmed the presence of some 
badly corroded small iron blade fragments, possibly from 
knives, in the phase 2 ditch terminals (Pieta Greaves pers. 
comm.), which would not be out of place in an Early Iron 
Age settlement context. The recent typological assessment 
of the glass bead assemblage by Elizabeth Foulds identified 
a Middle Iron Age decorated bead with ring-eye decoration 
associated with the Phase 3a enclosure entranceway. Glass 
beads are rare on Iron Age settlements and are more usually 
found in burials, and this example was deposited at the base 
of a post-pit associated with a four-post entrance-gatehouse 
(FP4) during the Phase 3a occupation. Finding a parallel 
for this bead in Britain has proven challenging, due to its 
unusual mid-green colour, with its closest parallel existing 
in the Middle Iron Age Wetwang Slack burial 376 in eastern 
Yorkshire, although these ring-eye beads are typically made 
from blue glass (Elizabeth Foulds pers. comm.). Nevertheless, 
the decoration is similar and the association of this object 
within Phase 3a marries well with the dating model at 
Meillionydd, particularly as recent Bayesian modelling of the 
East Yorkshire cemetery has placed this activity in the third 
and second centuries cal BC. It is significant that the base 
of another Phase 3a post-pit associated with an earlier four-
post entrance-gatehouse (FP3) contained an unusual highly 
polished and decorated jet ring fragment (presumably made 
from Whitby jet, although this needs to be confirmed). These 

two spectacular finds not only highlight the presence of 
entrance-marking deposits, but they may also point towards 
the presence of exchange networks between this region and 
Yorkshire during the Early–Middle Iron Age. 

The preliminary results of this dating project have signifi
cantly shortened the main period of hillfort occupation at 
Meillionydd to 250–300 years, and the model challenges our 
conservative notions of long-lived and uninterrupted hillfort 
phases. The results complement new research in southern 
England and Scotland where the problem of dating the 
earlier Iron Age is being tackled through Bayesian analysis. 
The findings are also striking in their similarity to the Wessex 
sequence (e.g., Danebury Environs). A future dating project 
funded by the Llŷn Ecoamgueddfa project is targeting the 
earlier gully-defined roundhouses as well as the final Phase 3b 
roundhouses, so that the start and end of the sequence can 
be refined. The Llŷn Ecoamgueddfa Project has also enabled 
the project to achieve an engaging programme of community 
outreach work since 2020, consisting of pop-up exhibitions, 
schools workshops, object workshops and guided walks, as 
well as the publication of digital archaeological resources, 
including a virtual tour of Tre’r Ceiri hillfort (https://www.
bangor.ac.uk/live-llyn-eco-museum). 
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STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES FOR  
THE YEAR ENDED 31 DECEMBER 2022

2021 2022

£ £ 

Income 

Income from donations and subscriptions 39,079 40,763 

Income from charitable activities: 

Publication grants - - 

Copyright fees - - 

Publications 13,769 19,329 

Conferences 5,170 895 

Other income 345 78 

Investment income 5,318 5,623 

Total income 63,908 66,688 

Expenditure 

Expenditure on raising funds 8,044 11,150 

Expenditure on charitable activities: 

Grants 9,208 (128) 

Education support - - 

Lectures 600 486 

Proceedings 5,223 23,005 

PAST 463 7,637 

Research Papers 511 4,946 

Conferences 13,016 6,537 

Expenditure on governance 7,472 8,295 

Total expenditure 44,537 61,928 

Net income/ (expenditure) 19,371 4,760 

Total funds at 1 January 231,059 228,163 

Unrealised investment gains/(losses) (24,919) (1,864) 

Total funds at 31 December 225,511 231,059 

The Statement of Financial Activities is a representative extract from the full accounts of the Society. Copies of the full 
accounts for 2022 are available on the website or can be obtained from Tessa Machling at the registered office. We normally 
print the accounts for the previous year in the autumn edition of PAST, but this slipped due to some outstanding accountancy 
queries. Apologies for the delay.

Report of the Treasurer

The Society’s accounts continue to remain healthy despite 
continuing challenging conditions, resulting in an overall 
difference of (£5,548) to the previous year. Given current 
circumstances and the instability in global markets, our 
investments did not perform as well as in previous years, 
leading to a loss in investments of (£24,919).

We continue to see increases in expenditure due to the 
reinstatement of in-person events and further payouts of 
grants for research purposes previously put on hold during 
the pandemic. For 2022, we also committed to contribute 
towards events and conferences not directly organised by the 

Prehistoric Society and again increased partnerships in these 
areas. We continue to benefit from income from royalties 
from CUP in respect of institutional subscriptions to PPS 
and subscriptions to PAST, although the expenditure values 
here are slightly adjusted due to payments from previous 
years falling into varying financial accounting periods of 
these statements. The amount for grants given in 2022 has 
risen sharply in comparison to 2021, which is largely due to 
grant payouts agreed before and during the Covid-19 years.

Overall, our reserves remain healthy with an increased 
proportion easily accessible.
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The Prehistoric Society 2023

This report covers the period of January to December 2023. 
In one sense this was a much more ‘normal’ year for the 
society: no change of President and more in-person events. 
Yet, as a society, we are still learning all the things that have 
changed in the light of Covid-19 and the various events that 
have surrounded it. Our council and executive are thinking 
about how we operate, how we remain financially viable, and 
how we future-proof the society for generations to come.

Lectures, meetings and study tours

The Society continues to fulfil its commitment to reach a 
wide range of regional audiences and to promote its aims 
and objectives through varied lectures, conferences, and 
tours. In March 2023, our annual day school was the first in 
a new series ‘Prehistory: Past, Present and Future’. We ran 
the event as a hybrid online and in-person conference which 
allowed us to reach a diverse audience and to gain good 
attendance numbers.

The number of collaborative events organised with other 
archaeological bodies and societies continues to astound. 
Events have been delivered both online and in person. 
Particular highlights include: Prof Alan Outram’s lecture for 
the Devon Archaeological Society on horse domestication 
and Prof Chantal Conneller’s lecture on ‘Hunting and 
Gathering time’ to the Cornwall Archaeological Society. 
In addition, we sponsored the Bronze Age Forum 2023 at 
Leicester to allow scholarships to be offered to attendees. 
Amy Bogaard delivered the seventh Pitt Rivers lecture, 
and the Sara Champion lecture was delivered by Dr Adelle 
Bricking in a hybrid format with attendees both in person 
in London and online (see report elsewhere in PAST). Our 
YouTube channel contains an exciting array of our lectures 
to inspire and excite!

Our Global Pasts lecture series continues to be completely 
free and open to everyone. Hosted on Zoom through the 
winter, it is allowing both members and the public more 
broadly a glimpse into the archaeology of every continent. 

Europa Prize

This year Prof Marie-Louise Stig Sørensen was the recipient 
of our Europa prize, and we gathered in Cambridge for an 
excellent conference in her honour. It was a real pleasure to 
see the breadth and strength of research from across Europe 
focusing on the people of the past. The conference was a 
testament to the impact of Prof Stig Sørensen’s feminist work 
inspiring a generation of archaeologists to make the people 
of the past more than ‘faceless blobs’.

Research Grants 

In February 2023, £6074 worth of funds were awarded to a 
wide variety of different research projects. Hamza Benattia 

Melgarejo received the Leslie Grinsell prize for their work 
on Kach Kouch, farming-herding settlement in North-
Western Africa. Dr Oliver Davis received the Dyer Prize for 
work on Caerau Hillfort, in Cardiff. Sonja Kačar Defougere 
received the Bob Smith prize for their work on Palaeolithic 
and Mesolithic occupations in three caves, south-eastern 
Adriatic region, Croatia. Dr Tom Elliot received support for 
work on the Mesolithic flints from Pimple Hill. Prof Richard 
Bradley received support for his work on the exploration of 
King Arthur’s Round Table henge. Dr Allison Casaly received 
funding for isotopic analysis for her New Pastures project.

Tim Malim received the SUERC Radiocarbon award for three 
dates for Oswestry Heritage Gateway. Svenja Arlt received the 
conference attendance award to attend Society of Africanist 
Archaeologists 26th Biennial Meeting.

Dr Jennifer Wexler and Dr Neil Wilkin were the winners of 
the President’s Award in recognition of their work engaging 
new audiences with the deep past through the World of 
Stonehenge exhibition at the British Museum. The Peter 
Clark Award, named in honour of council member Dr Peter 
Clark, recognises the vital but often overlooked contribution 
of fieldworkers to prehistory: it was awarded to Henrietta 
Quinnell for her outstanding career of work in the south-west.

The Annual General Meeting for 2023

The AGM was held as part of the Europa conference in 
Cambridge. The President reported on another successful 
year, providing details of the Society’s core activities, 
publications, lectures, and conferences. 

The President thanked all Council and members who have 
assisted with events during the year. Warm thanks were 

Dr Jennifer Wexler and Dr Neil Wilkin, winners of the President’s Award, 
as well as the winner (Fruzsina Farkas, University of Southampton) 
and runners-up (David Anderson, Queen’s University Belfast, and Kate 
Bridger, University of Reading) of our undergraduate dissertation prize, 
receive their awards from President Linda Hurcombe.
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Neolithic Salt Conference, 13–15 September 2024,  
Loftus, North-East Yorkshire
This conference, a Royal Archaeological Institute and Tees Heritage Trust event, will be held to present evidence for Early Neolithic 
salt production at Street House, near Loftus. Discovered in 2014, this salt ‘factory’ will be presented in detail for the first time, 
including information on an Early Neolithic pottery type-series and the largest assemblage of Carinated Bowls found in the north 
of England. The conference includes a keynote address by Dr Alison Sheridan, lectures, an exhibition, seminars and a site tour 
of the 2024 excavations, as well as a demonstration of salt production. 

More details, a full programme and booking information can be found on the Tees Heritage website: https://teesheritage.org.uk/
neolithic-salt-conference-2024/. An early bird booking fee is available until 28 June. 

offered to retiring officers and Council members: Prof Jacqui 
Mulville, Dr James Cole, Dr Ben Roberts and Dr Susanna 
Harris. Dr Rob Wiseman stepped down in October and we 
thank him for his service.

The following officers and members of Council were elected 
and re-elected: 

President Prof Linda Hurcombe

Vice-Presidents Dr Rachel Pope, Dr Eileen 
Wilkes, Dr Rob Hosfield, Dr 
Rupert Housley

Treasurer Dr Lisa-Elen Meyering

Secretary Dr Rachel Crellin

Managing Editor/Editor of 
PPS

Dr Julie Gardiner 

Editor PAST Dr Susan Greaney

Editor, Prehistoric Society 
 Research Papers Series

Dr Mike Allen

Book Reviews Editor Dr Helen Chittock

Meetings Secretary Dr Felicity MacDowall 

Conservation Co-Ordinator 	 Dr Jane Sidell 

Council Dr Jess Bates, Dr Oliver Davis,  
Dr Catherine Frieman,  
Dr Susan Greaney, Mr Rob 
Hedge, Dr Meredith Laing,  
and Dr Jennifer Wexler

The Baguley Award

The Baguley Award (for best paper in Proceedings of the 
Prehistoric Society 86) was awarded to Anna Bloxam and 
Mike Parker Pearson for their paper ‘Funerary diversity and 
cultural continuity: the British Beaker phenomenon beyond 
the stereotype’.

Publications

During 2023, the Society published Volume 89 of the 
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, which contained 11 
refereed papers covering topics such as rock art, hoards, and 
log coffins. As usual, three editions of PAST, the Society’s 
newsletter, were published under the editorship of Dr Susan 
Greaney.

Membership and administration 

Membership is healthy and the society’s online and social 
media presence continues to grow steadily. 

As ever, the Society would not be able to function without 
a large number of individuals giving freely of their time and 
knowledge to organise events and to deliver the results 
of their fieldwork and research. The Society offers sincere 
thanks to all those who have helped throughout the year, 
and especially to its administrator, Tessa Machling. 

Undergraduate dissertation prize

Each year the Prehistoric Society awards a prize to an 
undergraduate dissertation that has made the greatest 
contribution to the study of prehistory in any part of 
the world. The 2023 award was given to Fruzsina Farkas, 
University of Southampton, for her dissertation ‘How 
can we use machine learning to identify hillforts in south 
west Britain’. Congratulations to Fruzsina on her excellent 
research.

The prize represents an excellent opportunity for outstanding 
young scholars to have their work publicly recognised. The 
winner of the prize receives three years’ free membership 
of the Society, the choice of one of the Society’s in-print 
monographs and £100. An abridged version of the successful 
dissertation is also considered for publication in the 
Proceedings.

We are now looking for nominations for the 2024 awards. This 
prestigious prize is open to any student nominated by their 
university in Britain and Ireland. Each department is invited to 
submit one dissertation by a candidate who completes their 
degree during the 2023–2024 academic year. The judges will 
assess entries based on the quality of work, the originality of 
the approach and the degree to which the research advances 
our understanding of prehistory.

Entries should be sent as a single PDF by the nominated staff 
representative to admin@prehistoricsociety.org by Friday 19 
July (please note: we will not accept entries directly from 
students). The file name should comprise the student’s name 
and institution. Entries can only be accepted if accompanied 
by the email address, postal address and contact phone 
number for the candidates and for their supervisors. 



14

Mortuary practices in the Iron Age of south-west Britain,  
22nd Sara Champion memorial lecture, Dr Adelle Bricking

On 18 October, we were delighted to welcome Dr Adelle 
Bricking to Burlington House, London, to give the Sara 
Champion lecture for 2023. Adelle completed her PhD at 
Cardiff University in January 2023, and now works as Finds 
Liaison Officer for the Portable Antiquities Scheme, and 
previously as Curator of Collections and Access at Amgueddfa 
Cymru – National Museum Wales. This was the first time that 
Adelle was presenting her PhD research, and she described 
giving the Sara Champion lecture as an ‘incredible honour’.

The lecture began with a useful overview of Iron Age burial 
traditions in Britain, where a few highly localised cemeteries 
are far from the norm, but instead burials are found in 
disused storage pits and boundary ditches, as well as tree 
throws, caves and under house floors. Even though burials 
and disarticulated bones are found in a variety of contexts, 
the overall quantities are low, suggesting that most people 
received funerary rites that did not leave clear archaeological 
traces. 

For her PhD research, Adelle pulled together all the data 
relating to Iron Age burials and human remains in south-
west Britain, creating an updated inventory. She showed 
an impressive array of summary data from this work, for 
example showing that there were 729 articulated burials, 
but also 554 deposits of disarticulated human remains, and 
only 21 cremations. All types of deposit were known from 
all periods of the Iron Age, although over time inhumation 
in graves and cemeteries became more common. There are 
regional trends, with pit burials most common in Dorset, 
Wiltshire and Somerset, whereas Cornish burials tended to 
be in cists. Some of the trends clearly reflect unusual site 
types in regions, however, with earth graves common in 
the formal cemeteries of Dorset, and midden burials from 
Wiltshire. Disarticulated remains show a preference for the 
deposition of skulls and long bones.

A major part of the research included histological analysis 
of bone diagenesis to investigate post-mortem treatment 
and the process of disarticulation. This involved taking thin 
sections of bones and using light microscopy to assess 
the preservation of bone microstructure. This was done for 
286 human bones from a variety of different contexts, sites 
and regions. Their histological preservation was measured 
using a scale of 0–5 (where 0 represents slow decomposition 
indicating inhumation, and 5 represents rapid removal of soft 
tissues, as might occur in excarnation). 

Most of the samples had very poor histological preservation 
(0–1) suggesting inhumation in the ground shortly after death 
although there were some clear outliers. Some individuals with 
middle or poor histological preservation had corresponding 
bone manipulation, clearly suggesting a return to the burial 

or multi-phase burial rites. Some regions and sites had 
interesting and different results. At Harlyn Bay in Cornwall, 
some of the cist burials had been manipulated post-mortem 
and there is interesting evidence for long-term handling or 
circulation of bones, as well as heating and burning. Some 
Iron Age individuals buried within Fishmonger’s Swallet in 
Alveston, Gloucestershire were shown to have middle-ranging 
histological scores, suggesting delayed burial or burial in 
a covered pit or cist, before being brought to the cave for 
final deposition. The bones from Potterne feasting midden 
in Wiltshire have some unusual post-mortem treatments 
(splitting, perforations) but histological scores that suggest 
a variety of early post-mortem treatments, most commonly 
inhumation. This may suggest that selected bones were taken 
from burials, broken and added to the middens, in a similar 
way to pottery and animal bones. The human bones from 
Glastonbury Lake Village mostly had excellent histological 
preservation (scores of 4–5) but also heating or low-heat 
burning, suggesting very different mortuary practices here, 
perhaps some form of mummification or smoking. 

Summarising all this variation in Iron Age mortuary practices 
is difficult. However, Adelle’s research has created an 
enormously valuable baseline of data and has provided new 
fascinating insights into the varied practices at different 
sites and regions. Clearly funerary processes were long and 
drawn out, often involving multiple stages and with variation 
occurring not just across different regions but even within 
the same sites. As Adelle said, Iron Age funerary processes 
were ‘infinitely frustrating but infinitely fascinating’. I think 
we can agree! 
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Rock-Art revealed: a study of possible prehistoric petroglyphs 
from north-eastern Dartmoor

Apart from some isolated examples noted by Tom Greeves 
in the 1981 Proceedings of Devon Archaeological Society, 
and a handful recorded by Tom and others since, rock art 
is not a phenomenon usually associated with Dartmoor, 
and not common in south-west Britain generally. Where it 
does occur, the designs predominantly feature simple cup 
marks, although engraved linear geometric designs have 
been noted in Aveline’s Hole in the Mendip Hills, which have 
been tentatively dated to the Mesolithic on stylistic grounds. 
In Cornwall, linear grooves are found, along with cup marks, 
on the upper surface of Hendraburnick Quoit and a pair of 
feet in low relief have been identified on the central stone of 
Boscawen-un stone circle. Examples of portable, or mobiliary, 
art are even less common, but include incised pebbles from 
Mesolithic contexts in Cornwall and a decorated Neolithic 
plaque from Woodcock Corner, Truro.

As part of a broader study into the development of ritual 
landscapes on north-eastern Dartmoor and the motivations 
and belief systems of the cultures behind them, I have looking 
for evidence of any form of artistic expression among the 
monument builders. This has led to the identification of 
over sixty previously unrecorded examples of what appears 
to be prehistoric rock art, featuring predominantly linear or 
geometric incised and pecked designs, concentrated on a 
single moorland-edge farm in Throwleigh parish. Although 
other forms of potential rock art have been recorded as 
part of the study in neighbouring parishes, so far, the only 
examples of anything similar to the main concentration have 
been found in the vicinity of Spinsters Rock, suggesting a 
potentially Neolithic association for the phenomena.

The rock art boulders mostly occur in secondary contexts, 
such as field clearance heaps, or built into hedge banks and 
the walls of buildings. Another group of distinctive, smaller, 
examples have been collected by the author from the open 
common above the farm. 

Many of the examples bear designs featuring abstract, 
geometric shapes, with some lozenge-shaped cross-hatching, 
but some may have been figurative, including a possible 
boat, and even potentially human representations. In some 
cases, the designs appear to have been altered or added to 
over time, probably during repeated episodes creation by 
different hands. 

Some of the marks may have been formed through use as 
polissoirs for stone axes. Thinner grooves could be later in 
date, perhaps, for sharpening metal implements or weapons. 
However, the controlled nature of many of the marks, where 
they terminate or intersect, would suggest they were created 
deliberately. Equally, plough damage can be ruled out due to 
the scale and positioning of the marks as well as their nature. 
Similarly marked stones are found built into medieval walls 
and hedge banks on the farm, so these could not have been 
formed by modern machinery in any case. All the examples 
demonstrate a degree of skill on the part of their creators 
who, from the experiments carried out as part of the study, 
probably used flint implements to incise lines and hard stones 
to form grooves and peck surfaces. 

If it is accepted that the markings were made deliberately, 
unless their original context can be established, the question 
remains as to their date and whether they can be classed 
as prehistoric rock art. 

A systematic study is now underway, using a variety of 
techniques, including reflectance transformation imaging or 
RTI, laser scanning, microscopy, X-ray fluorescence (XRF) and 
petrographic analysis. Analogies with known prehistoric rock 
art across the British Isles and northern Europe are also being 
considered, particularly some of the recent finds of incredible 
Neolithic art from the Ness of Brodgar excavations on Orkney, 
the engraved chalk ‘plaques’ of Wessex and incised designs 
on the faces or decorated blocks from Neolithic flint mines 

Above: Specular enhancement of image created by 
Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) of a stone built 
into the inner face of cottage wall, showing traces of 
possible repeated incised and pecked lines

Right: Possible depiction of a boat with a figure standing 
in it. Perhaps it is no coincidence that this was found 
on the supposed route of the Mariners’ Way between 
Dartmouth and Bideford?
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and causewayed enclosures. There is an increasing amount 
of literature on the subject of British and Irish rock art, but 
I would be interested to hear from anyone who has spotted 
any unrecorded examples of these kind of atypical, linear, 
artificial markings on rock surfaces elsewhere, especially in 
the south-west, from any period.

It is hoped that evidence being gathered will help to date 
them more firmly and establish their original context, for 
instance, whether they were built into cairns or barrows 
or even large communal buildings, similar to those being 
uncovered on Orkney. Local cairns and house circles in the 
vicinity of the farm are being examined more closely in order 
to identify any in situ examples. Plotting the findspots has 
identified concentrations in particular areas and this has 
been followed up with extensive geophysical surveys to 
try and identify any ploughed-out features, with a view to 
possible targeted excavation in the future. 

Many theories have been advanced regarding the meaning of 
rock art, including territory marking, signalling, religious ritual 
or purely creating art for art’s sake. It has been claimed that 
the process of creating such ‘art’ may have been as important 
as the image and the resultant markings themselves may 
not ‘mean’ anything or were, perhaps merely ‘doodles’. On 
the other hand, it is possible to imagine a community elder, 
sitting by a campfire, flint in hand, passing on stories of the 
travels and exploits of ancestors or tales mythical beasts, 
evoked by distinctive features in the local landscape, with 

each line incised being invested with meanings we will never 
fully understand. 

However, by systematically studying the designs and motifs, 
as well as the stones and techniques employed, my ultimate 
aim is to not only pinpoint their origins, but to obtain a 
glimpse of the cultures and belief systems of the people who 
either inhabited, or periodically visited, the foothills of the 
Moor and left their mark in the form of ritual monuments. 
The results will be published as part of my PhD dissertation 
and should also open up some intriguing new lines of enquiry 
for Dartmoor prehistorians in the future, in an area formerly 
considered largely devoid of evidence for creative or religious 
expression by our early ancestors.
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Right: Detail of pecked and 
inscribed lines on another 
granite boulder, with signs of 
adaptation and re-working

Left: Possible example of 
the use of sculpted relief by 
pecking back the surrounding 
area and adding incised 
details 


