THE HISTORY OF THE
AVEBURY MONUMENTS

AVEBURY MONUMENTS AT A GLANCE O

1

ENGLISH HERITAGE

approximately 2| acres

MONUMENT DIMENSIONS APPROXIMATE DATE PROBABLE USE
Covers an area of A tribal meeting place for
Windmill Hill 3500 BC TO 2500 BC ceremonies, celebrations

or trade

West Kennet Long Barrow

00m long,
20m wide

3600 BC TO 2300 BC

A communal tomb

Avebury Henge

An area of 28 acres with
bank and ditch earthworks,
an outer circle of some
|00 stones and 2 inner circles

3000 BC TO 2000 BC

For ceremonies
and celebrations

First structure about 5m

Probably the site of a timber

| 60m diameter

The Sanctuary diameter; second about 2500 BC structure for social and
22m diameter religious gatherings
. . 40m high, Unknown, possibly a
Silbury Hill ¢ 2400 BC

territorial marker

West Kennet Avenue

A stone avenue of paired
sarsens stretching almost 2)2km

2500 BC TO 2300 BC

Processional route between
Avebury Henge and the
Sanctuary




HISTORICAL CONTEXT

© Dave Bennett

The aurochs was a type of wild cattle, approximately 2 metres tall at
the shoulder

Mesolithic Period (Middle Stone Age) c.8500 — 4000 BC
7,000 years ago the area around Avebury was wooded with elm,

oak, alder, hazel and lime. People hunted aurochs, deer, wild cat
and wolves in the woodland clearings.
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Neolithic Period (New Stone Age) c.4000 — 2200 BC
The Landscape

From about 4,000 BC the use of the land began to change.
Newcomers from Europe brought with them a knowledge of
farming and making pottery. People began to cultivate wheat and
barley on pockets of farmland, while clearings in the surrounding
woodland provided grazing for cattle, sheep, goats and pigs.
Some woods were cut back for coppicing timber, which was used
for fencing and building houses. Beyond the clearings wild beasts
were hunted and wild food was collected.

Although settlements were well-scattered, communications to
and from the Avebury area would have been relatively good, with
the prehistoric route called the Ridgeway running all the way
from near Avebury to the Thames.

The People

We can probably picture the landscape better than we can
imagine the appearance of the people in it. In the early part of
the Neolithic period clothes would have been made from leather
since wool was probably not woven into cloth at this time. We
can only guess at the style of clothes, hair and personal adorn-
ment. The average life expectancy was around 40 years.

By around 3700 BC a settled community had grown up in the
Avebury area. Enough time could be spared from subsistence
farming for people to be able to work together to build the huge
monument at Windmill Hill and hold ceremonies there.

Artist’s impression of a Neolithic landscape
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Seven hundred years later, around 3000BC, the gathering place at
Windmill Hill was used less and less. Other parts of the Avebury
landscape were chosen for new purposes and by 2000 BC a
group of massive monuments had been constructed within 4
kilometres of each other. They included:

» Avebury Henge, the largest stone circle in the British Isles
* The Sanctuary, another double stone circle

* West Kennet Avenue, joining the Sanctuary and the Henge
* Silbury, the largest prehistoric mound in Europe

* West Kennet Long Barrow, a communal tomb.

We don't know why they were built or how they were used, but
each archaeological investigation uncovers more clues. For
example phallic symbols and carved chalk balls have been found,
which may suggest the henges were used for fertility rites.

Bronze Age ¢.2200 — 700 BC

From about 2,200 BC metal working was introduced, new types
of pottery appeared, and the older monuments were gradually
abandoned. As these monuments faded from use, the Avebury
landscape took on a new look. People came here to bury their
dead under round barrows, alone, rather than in communal
tombs like West Kennet Long Barrow. They were buried with
things that were important to them in life, for example: arrow-
heads, pottery, strike-a-lights, flint knives, antler picks, antler
spatulas, metal awls, metal daggers, polishing stones and polished
stone axe heads.

© Jane Brayne

Artist's impression of a barrow burial
Iron Age c.700 BC — AD 43

From 700 BC there were more changes but Avebury was no
longer a central part of them. During the Iron Age, hillforts were
constructed nearby, for example at Barbary Castle and Oldbury
Castle. In the Avebury area itself, boundary ditches, field systems
and scattered finds have been discovered. But it seems likely that
the land was used for farming, and not for the ceremonial uses of
its heyday.

Roman AD 43 — 410

When the Romans came, some 2,000 years ago, they built a main
road through the Avebury countryside, running past Silbury Hill.
Roman engineers probably took their sites from the top of the
Hill. There was a Roman settlement nearby and people certainly
visited these monuments. We know this from finds that have
been discovered, such as a Roman bangle found at Silbury Hill.

Anglo Saxon and Viking 410 — 1066

After the Romans there was an early Anglo Saxon settlement at
Avebury. Archaeologists found part of it under the present day

car park, near to the river. The name Avebury means ‘the burh by
the River Avon’ (a burh was a fortified town).

Medieval and Tudor 1066 — 1600

In medieval times, monks lived at Avebury and in the Tudor
period there was an imposing manor there. But the area was a
quiet rural spot, and its days of ceremony and spectacle were
over.

1600 — 1800

People started to become interested in Avebury again in the
seventeenth century. John Aubrey (1626-1697) was curious
about antiquities. A Wiltshire man, he discovered the stones in

| 649 while he was out hunting, and completed his first plans and
records in 1663.

Part of Stukeley’s plan of Avebury

The next antiquarian to show an interest in the area was William
Stukeley (1687-1765), who devoted many years to studying and
publishing books about ancient sites in the county, particularly
Stonehenge and Avebury. In [776 the Duke of Northumberland
dug a shaft down from the top of Silbury Hill to try to discover
its function.

1800 - Today

In the 1800s the barrows were dug into, and in 1908 archaeolo-
gists excavated into Avebury Henge. Harold St George Gray
(1908-1922) undertook 5 excavations, excavating the chalk base
of the henge ditch and finding pottery, flint and antler picks. Two
metres below the present surface he discovered a female
skeleton which was radiocarbon dated to c. 2000BC.

The name most associated with archaeology at Avebury is that of
Alexander Keiller: In the 1930s he re-sited the buried stones and
created the museum. He bought the manor, much of the henge
and land. He had plans to restore the henge by removing the
houses, but his plans were brought to an end in 1943 by the

war,

Today Avebury is a World Heritage Site, visited by about 200,000
people each year But it is also a village community with its own
shops, pub, and until 2007, school.
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