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Abstract

Many varieties of contemporary Paganism share common methodolo-
gies and interests with the academic subfield of landscape archaeology, 
in particular with regard to their interpretation of megalithic architecture.  
While there are differences in the range of evidence considered, and the 
relative value placed on certain methodologies, there are more paral-
lels than dissimilarities.  In particular, reliance on intuition as a source 
of knowledge and a concern with reconstructing the sensory conditions 
of prehistoric built environments are shared.   Space and place in many 
varieties of archaeology are viewed through a phenomenological perspec-
tive that is individual and not necessarily inter-subjective. Despite the 
tensions between archaeologists and Pagans over access to and proper 
custodianship of megalithic architectural sites in Britain and elsewhere, 
opportunities exist for fruitful intellectual and social exchange between 
the two vocations.

In almost any Pagan bookshop or New Age store, one will find multiple 
books written by professional archaeologists.  Correspondingly, virtu-
ally every introductory archaeology class will have one or more Pagan 
students.  While no statistical data exist describing the intersection of 
Pagan beliefs and an interest in archaeology, these two disparate call-
ings share common interests.  In particular, Pagans and archaeologists 
have focused their common attention, for better or for worse, on the 
thousands of megalithic constructions that are scattered across Euro-
pean landscapes.

Archaeologists and adherents of various Pagan traditions have had 
reason to be skeptical of each other’s motivations and interests with 
respect to megalithic sites and other monuments, particularly in the 
United Kingdom.1 Yet, while many Pagan conceptualizations of the 

1.  Robert Wallis and Jenny Blain, “Sites, Sacredness, and Stories: Interactions of 
Archaeology and Contemporary Paganism,” Folklore 114 no.3 (2003): 307-21; Robert 
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meaning of megaliths are not necessarily grounded in archaeological 
evidence, the two different epistemologies share some striking paral-
lels. Much contemporary landscape archaeology and many variet-
ies of modern Paganism favour an experiential analysis of megaliths 
that focuses on the subjectivity of the observer, and both recognize the 
historically layered nature of the landscape around them. Conversely, 
many Pagans (particularly but not exclusively reconstructionists) and 
most archaeologists are interested in learning about past cultural reali-
ties using material evidence. Despite their differences, then, there is an 
opportunity for rapprochement between these two disparate ways of 
interpreting built environments.

 This paper will begin by offering a brief explanation of megaliths, 
then moving to their treatment in landscape archaeology, focusing on 
a few specific case studies and approaches. It will then briefly examine 
current beliefs concerning megalithic arrangements along “ley lines” in 
the contemporary Pagan community. Such an approach will reveal the 
surprising number of convergences, but also some differences, among 
Pagan and archaeological approaches to megaliths. 

What are Megaliths? 

“Megalithic” architecture is a category that incorporates large stones, 
either standing singly or as part of the infrastructure of a building. It 
is a characteristic feature of the agricultural societies of pre-Roman 
Western Europe (particularly in Britain), and is one of the oldest impo-
sitions made by humans on European environments that is still percep-
tible today. As Miles Russell notes of the countryside during preceding 
ages, “there were no great pieces of architecture. In fact, 10,000 years ago 
there was no significant human impact on the land other than the casual 
bit of species extinction or the occasional piece of deforestation.”2 

There are a number of different types of megaliths, categorized as 
follows:

• portal dolmens (standing stones with a large `capstone’ balanced on top 
of them)
• rotundas (roughly circular cairns placed above a stone-lined box or con-
structed depression containing human remains)
• passage graves (chambers topped by mounds of stone and earth, 

J. Wallis, Robert J. andJenny  Blain, “Sacred Sites/ Contested Rites/Rights: Contem-
porary Pagan Engagements with the Past,” Journal of Material Culture 9 no.3 (2004): 
237-61.

2.  Miles Russell, Monuments of the British Neolithic: The Roots of Architecture (Tempus 
Publishing, Charleston, 2002),  13.
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accessible through a passage)
• henges (flat, circular areas delineated by a boundary earthwork).3

 
Many archaeologists have attributed a symbolic significance to the struc-
tures due to their size and visibility, as well as their tendency to relate 
contextually to human remains. Russell points to Ian Hodder’s claim 
that such architecture probably evolved from the post-built long houses 
and long mounds common to Neolithic Europe, and he offers an explicit 
interpretation that links the architectural to the metaphorical, declar-
ing that the “linear mounds were a symbolic form of house or home 
for the recently deceased.”4 Regardless of their specific interpretation, 
no archaeologist doubts that megaliths were important features of the 
prehistoric landscape, and that they were perceptually salient aspects of 
prehistoric thought about the environment.

How Do Contemporary Archaeologists Interpret Space and Architecture? 

Since the 1980s, archaeology, particularly in the United Kingdom but 
more broadly throughout the English-speaking world, has been influ-
enced by postmodern thought.  There has been a shift towards greater 
self-reflexivity, humanistic approaches to knowledge, and a greater con-
sideration of symbolic and cognitive perspectives, with a consequent 
reduction of interest in purely ecological or materialistic variables.  This 
complex cluster of postmodern research perspectives is often labeled 
“post-processual archaeology,” although in fact it comprises several dis-
tinct traditions.5 Post-processualism has resulted in a radical re-assess-
ment of conceptualizations of space and landscape. As Christopher 
Tilley notes of previous depictions, “Space was quite literally a noth-
ingness, a simple surface for action, lacking depth...Space as container, 
surface and volume was substantial inasmuch as it existed in itself and 
for itself, external to and indifferent to human affairs. The neutrality of 
this space resulted in its being divorced from any consideration of struc-
tures of power and domination.”6

In contrast, post-processual landscape archaeologists see space as a 
concept that “has no substantial essence in itself, but only has a rela-
tional significance, created through relations between peoples and 

3.  Ibid., 38-41.
4.  Ibid., 63.
5.  Thomas Patterson,  “History and the Post-processual Archaeologies,” Man 24 no. 4) 

(1989): 555-66.
6.  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments 

(Oxford: Berg, 1994), 9. 
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places...What space depends on is who is experiencing it and how.”7  In 
the archaeological literature this concern with the subjective and gen-
erative powers of interpreted space has extended to constructs within 
that space, particularly in the field of architecture. Archaeologists have 
begun to focus on the ways in which architecture, as a means of shaping 
and controlling space, is also representative of a symbolic ordering of 
the universe. As Julian Thomas argues, “meaning does not inhere in 
space, it is evoked and read into it.”8  One of the predominant methods 
of evoking meaning in a space is through adding to that space and 
thereby shaping it. While such a practice is the result of the existing 
organization of society, it also will organize future societies; as Russell 
notes, “Architecture represents the way in which humans have, and 
continue to alter their immediate environment by enclosing and reshap-
ing space.... Architecture generates a framework of shared experience. 
It imposes order.”9

 The reconceptualization of space and architecture within archae-
ology has instigated a renewed interest in the meaning of megalithic 
monuments in Neolithic, Bronze, and Iron Age Britain, with different 
avenues of interpretation and methodological strategies consequently 
being deployed and adopted. Thomas advises considering prehistoric 
monuments “from the perspective” of the human subject moving about 
in space,” while also cautioning that the modern “empirical” framework 
may not be the best method for assessing their significance, because “a 
rigid separation between landscape and monuments on the one hand 
and the human observer on the other may not have been characteristic 
of Neolithic Europe.”10 This has led to an approach to megalithic analy-
sis that is strikingly different from previous functionalist studies of their 
significance to prehistoric peoples, shifting the focus from one of energy 
expenditure and political manipulation to one of individual human 
experience.

How Do Landscape Archaeologists Interpret Megaliths? 

The aforementioned trend towards postmodernist thinking in archae-
ology is indicative of some of the new ways of exploring the meaning 
of megalithic architecture. In the 1960s and 1970s, archaeologists from 
the “processual” school analyzed megaliths mainly in terms of how 

7.  Ibid., 11.
8.  Julian Thomas. “Monuments from the Inside: The Case of the Irish Megalithic 

Tombs,” World Archaeology 22 (1999): 168-78.
9.  Russell, Monuments, 19.
10.  Ibid., 169.
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they served social needs and how they related to social organization, 
rather than how they were perceived or how they related to local cul-
tural practices. Colin Renfrew postulated that their development in 
Neolithic Wessex was a natural side effect of the rise of chiefdoms as a 
more complex form of sociopolitical organization.11 Robert Chapman, a 
Marxist archaeologist, later suggested that such monuments “possess 
the potential for communication, manipulation, and appropriation by 
groups within society who can organize the use of surplus labor for 
nonutilitarian purposes.”12

Instead of a focus on morphology, or the energy requirements 
demanded by construction, or the social and political uses of monu-
ments, post-processualists pay attention both to the ways in which sites 
are symbolically structured and how such sites would have appeared to 
the average Neolithic person.13 In order to explore this trend, the ways 
in which megaliths are treated in a number of specific case studies will 
be briefly discussed below. 

In his interpretation of Avebury, Watson explores the “potent social 
significance” of the Neolithic henges in the area.14 He cautions that an 
assessment based on traditional techniques or categorizations may limit 
an understanding of the site, and then proceeds to utilize a less con-
ventional methodology in his analysis, examining the ways in which 
Avebury and its surroundings might have been perceived during prehis-
toric times. Focusing on the site’s location and the visibility of different 
elements (Windmill Hill, the Sanctuary, the Avenue, and Avebury itself), 
he combines a locational analysis with a symbolic one, postulating that 
“perhaps, people were in some way physically playing out beliefs about 
their history during the act of moving along the Avenue.”15 Watson also 
delves into the topography of the region, examining the ways in which 
the megalithic architecture is positioned in relation to the horizon and 
surrounding hills, eventually concluding that the henge was situated 
specifically in order to underscore the sense of enclosure one received 
from standing within it. He then relates the location of Avebury in 
a natural basin to its creators’ perceived location in the centre of the 
world, noting that “if Avebury was conceived as an axis mundi, social 

11.  Colin Renfrew, “Monuments, Mobilization and Social Organization in Neo-
lithic Wessex,” in The Explanation of Culture Change: Models in Prehistory. ed. Colin 
Renfrew (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co., 1973) 539-59.

12.  Robert Chapman, “Ten Years After: Megaliths, Mortuary Practices, and the Ter-
ritorial Model,” in Regional Approaches to Mortuary Analysis, ed. Lane A. Beck (New 
York: Plenum Press, 1995) 47.

13.  Aaron Watson, “Composing Avebury,” World Archaeology 33 (2001): 296-314. 
14.  Ibid., 300.
15.  Ibid., 300. 
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differences may have been expressed according to a person’s place rela-
tive to the centre of the world.”16 He concludes by exploring the various 
sensory qualities the area possesses, including its potential tactile, audi-
tory, and olfactory characteristics that may have been marshaled by its 
Neolithic creators in their interpretations of the monuments. 

The location of megalithic sites is a recurring feature explored in the 
recent archaeological literature. For instance, in their paper on landscape 
visibility and tree cover in Neolithic Wales, Vicki Cummings and Alas-
dair Whittle write that “the monuments in different parts of Wales seem 
to have been located very carefully so that people encountering these 
sites would have had views of a range, often in combination, of spe-
cific features including rivers, the sea and headlands. Many monuments 
seem to be carefully positioned to have views of mountains.”17 Over the 
course of their paper, they also conclude that visibility at such monu-
ments was seasonal in nature—views that in the summer were obscured 
by trees would be readily apparent in the dead of winter. They conclude 
by discussing the possible symbolic importance of trees to Neolithic 
peoples, as well as the ways in which they could be used to structure 
the environment around megaliths by providing variations in light and 
shade, noting also that such a multipurpose and utilitarian material as 
wood would be likely to “have provided a natural medium through 
which people could think about the world.”18  The archaeologist Barbara 
Bender goes further and notes the ways in which trees could have been 
marshaled as symbols in the Neolithic world, writing that “Though we 
have relatively few prehistoric timbers, we have the evidence of post-
holes to show the importance of wood.  Taken from trees that link the 
earth and the sky, used for fire and in building, wood…will have carried 
many meanings.”19

Another concern that permeates the most recent scholarship is that of 
accessibility. One of the ways in which architecture can enforce and create 
social structures is through the inclusion and exclusion of people from 
areas and viewpoints through the construction of barriers and the delib-
erate utilization of landscape to limit point of view. As Richards notes of 
megalith location, however, “In addressing the question of why a par-
ticular place is deemed appropriate for such embellishment, it is notice-
able that in some areas, such as northern Britain, these complexes tend 
to be situated in highly visible positions, often on the floors of natural 

16.  Ibid., 307.
17.  Vicki Cummings and Alasdair Whittle,  “Tombs with a View: Landscape, Mon-

uments and Trees,” Antiquity 79 (2002): 255-66.
18.  Ibid., 261.
19.  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space (New York: Berg, 1998), 45.
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bowls or basins.”20 A recurring interest in the way megalithic construc-
tions are centered is also apparent in Richards’ analysis, for he notes 
in his examination of Maeshowe that, while the houses in the nearby 
settlement all have hearths, the central chamber at Maeshowe lacks one, 
thereby cementing its status as a “house of the dead.”21 He additionally 
examines its solar alignment, noting the various ways in which the inte-
riors of the passages interact with the sun at different points in the year, 
in a manner appropriate “to create a structure to house the dead which 
is visible as a monument and yet positions the dead as being below the 
surface of the humanly inhabited world.”22 Such architectural analyses 
demonstrate the central role that accessibility plays in current research 
concerning megalithic symbolism and organization. 

How Do Contemporary Pagans Interpret Space? 

As a religious movement, Paganism is characterized by its accessibility 
and openness to a variety of practitioners and beliefs. Though chiefly 
centered around an interest in the perceived religious beliefs of pre-
Christian Europe, its incorporation of a wide variety of textual evidence 
(ranging from Classical writing to hymns) as well as its acceptance 
of a range of spiritual and religious orientations (such as shamanism, 
animism, polytheism and amalgams thereof) make it difficult to pin 
down a particular agenda or nexus of beliefs relating to past peoples 
and their material culture.23

Rountree notes that Pagan self-conceptualizations of heritage, tradi-
tion, and their relationship with the past can vary greatly, explaining 
that “there are those, for example, who claim a Pagan heritage with roots 
stretching as far as the Paleolithic, whereas there are those at the other 
end of the continuum who stress the importance of the 1960s  coun-
terculture in spurring people to look for spiritual alternatives more in 
keeping with their developing green, anti-war, anti-patriarchal leanings 
and their antipathy to hegemonic institutions.”24  Yet, in our experience 
and our conversations with Pagans, megalithic and monumental pre-
historic European sites occupy a special role for many.

20.  Colin Richards, “Monuments as Landscape: Creating the Centre of the World in 
Late Neolithic Orkney,” World Archaeology 28(1996):190-208. 

21.  Ibid., 196.
22.  Ibid., 202.
23.  Chas S. Clifton and  Graham Harvey, eds., The Paganism Reader (London, Rout-

ledge, 2004).
24.  Kathryn Rountree, Performing The Divine: Neo-Pagan Pilgrimages and 

Embodiment at Sacred Sites, Body & Society 12(2006): 95-115. 
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As Blain writes, “‘authenticity’ is important for many within recon-
structionist traditions, while shamanistic practitioners are more apt to go 
with ‘what works.’”25 When a Pagan activist with whom Barbara Bender 
worked was asked whether or not there was “any consensus among 
alternative viewpoints,” he replied, “No way: people often believe quite 
erroneous things, but you don’t feel the need to correct them…We do it 
ourselves in the Stonehenge Campaign Newsletters, we put Celtic art 
and Stonehenge together and we know that’s erroneous, but we don’t 
feel unhappy about it because it’s part of the presentation.”26

Since most Pagans operate in a framework that does not seek to deny 
intersubjective variability among practitioners, there is no expectation 
that any individual account must be useful or relevant to others.   Post-
processual archaeologists experience the same tension and are frequently 
caught between the desire to present accurate accounts of prehistoric 
symbolic cognition and the relativistic assertion that the personal and 
the subjective is all that is knowable.27 For Pagans hailing from recon-
structionist traditions, however, empirically grounded archaeological 
perspectives that aim to understand past peoples’ use of landscape and 
space—rather than agnostic or even nihilistic perspectives that deny that 
such accounts are valid—are frequently seen as desirable.  For instance, 
Susan Guettel Cole’s work on ancient Greek landscapes and ritual spaces 
provides a foundation for realistically reproducing past practice.  Many 
of the Pagans with whom the authors have spoken emphasize this sym-
biotic relationship between Pagans and archaeologists.28

Just as there is no rigid, all-encompassing definition of Paganism, 
there is, as Wallis and Blain point out, “no single ‘Pagan’ relationship 
with such places.”29 However, regardless of specific tradition, there is 
a tendency among Pagans to tell stories relating to spiritual intuitions 
about Megalithic sites after visiting them. It seems that “specific narra-
tives are forming around individual sites, or around more general pagan 
relationships with landscape-narratives of description or explanation, 
stories of events occurring to tellers or stones, ranging from appear-
ances of supernatural beings...[to] accounts of expected or appropriate 

25.  Jenny Blain, “Shamans, Stones, Authenticity and Appropriation: Contesta-
tions Of Invention and Meaning,”  in A Permeability of Boundaries: New Approaches 
to the Archaeology of art, Religion and Folklore, ed. Robert J. Wallis and Kenneth Lymer 
(Oxford: British Archaeological Reports, 2001), 47-56.

26.  Bender, Stonehenge, 95.
27.  Andrew Fleming, “Post-Processual Landscape Archaeology: A Critique,” Cam-

bridge Archaeological Journal 16( 2006): 267-80.
28.  Susan Guettel Cole, Landscapes, Gender, and Ritual Space: The Ancient Greek Expe-

rience (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004).
29.  Wallis and  Blain, Sites, Sacredness, and Stories, 310.
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practices at specific places”30 while “animist views hold that rocks, trees, 
rivers, and so on, all have spirit and may all create or inscribe meaning 
in place.”31

Pagans, like archaeologists, have a number of different ways of 
approaching and perceiving spaces and landscapes. As Wallis and 
Blain note, some branches of Paganism do not deal with natural spaces 
at all—many practitioners of Wicca, in particular, prefer to keep their 
rituals private.32 One approach is that of Barry Patterson, whose exami-
nation of the “Genius Loci” or spirit of a place refers to smaller areas of 
concentrated space as “Glades,” defining them as “a composite, a com-
plex—an ecosystem with feeling.”33 Patterson notes that such areas “can 
of course be studied by such disciplines as Ecology, Geology, Archaeol-
ogy and History” suggesting that “if you want to form some kind of 
healing relationship with the Glade or if it has already affected you, then 
the study of these subjects to some level or another, however simple, 
is essential.”34 That said, for Patterson, interactions with “glades” are 
highly individualized and heavily dependent on personal sensory expe-
rience. Upon arrival in a location that resonates, Patterson advises that 
you “just wander around to see what you can see, feel what you can feel, 
hear whatever you can hear, smell, touch etc....Watch the seasons chang-
ing, try it in different weather conditions.”35 A number of the features 
within the environment that he focuses upon as potential sites to help 
the novice Pagan “attune” are the horizon, trees, and the soil under-
neath one’s body—all regional or environmental features upon which 
post-processual landscape archaeologists focus their attention.

Gyrus, a Pagan researcher of sacred sites, outlines his approach as 
follows: “I have to experience the place I’m involved in. I spend time 
there and immerse myself in it, meditate and do rituals, not dreams and 
synchronicities.”36 It should be noted that methodologies of interpreting 
sacred sites are wide-ranging and that many Pagans prefer experience to 
interpretation, joining together in large numbers at places like Avebury 
and Stonehenge to celebrate Pagan festivals, reveling in their surround-
ings rather than assessing them37 or using them for purposes of ritual by 

30.  Ibid., 310.
31.  Ibid., 311.
32.  Ibid., 309.
33.  Barry Patterson, “Finding Your Way in the Woods: The Art of Conversation 

with the Genius Loci,” in The Paganism Reader, eds. Chas S. Clifton and  Graham 
Harvey (Routledge: 2004), 355.

34.  Ibid., 355.
35.  Ibid., 356. 
36.  Wallis and Blain, Sites, Sacredness and Stories, 314.
37.  Ibid., 316-18.
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depositing offerings to the ancestors or spirits that inhabit sites. 
 In conversations and interviews with Pagans from various tradi-

tions, we have been impressed both with the respect that many Pagans 
show for megalithic architecture and for archaeological knowledge in 
general.  While recognizing the value of “unverified personal gnosis” 
(UPG) as a means of personal spiritual insight into historical or archae-
ological material,38 many of our conversation partners have equally 
emphasized the role of evidence-based research.  Virtually all archae-
ologists, likewise, recognize the value of intuition as a source of ideas 
and hypotheses; if they then insist on evidence (as most do), it is in no 
way dismissive of intuition, but simply to insist that shared knowledge 
of prehistoric reality requires shared standards of validation.

Tension Between Pagans and Archaeologists

Inevitably, some Pagans (and indeed, some non-Pagans) disagree ideo-
logically with the aims of archaeology.  After the excavation of “Sea-
henge,” at Holme-next-to-the-sea (a feature archaeologists classify 
as a timber circle), an outcry arose over the purportedly disrespectful 
manner in which the land was treated, as many Pagans felt that the 
area ought to have been left as it was.39 This has not been the only clash 
between Pagans and archaeologists. The following conversation with 
some of Barbara Bender’s Pagan informants usefully expresses the dis-
trust many Pagans have of the academic community and its approach 
to sacred sites:

WB: “I still think that archaeologists are very hostile to people outside 
their own closed groups.”
HJ: “There’s always a suppression of evidence, a tinkering and manip-
ulating to fit the current theory, and stuff gets cast aside into some 
dark cupboard…an intellectual as well as physical cupboard.  It’s the 
lack of broadness of view, the blowing with archaeological fashion…                                                       
* * *
HJ: “Archaeologists and academics are looking for a definitive truth, 
whilst what we’re looking for are. usable bits, and relevant bits, and per-
sonal bits, and taste…It’s more of an overview than this endless search to 
be the one that finds the truth.  WE don’t need to be correct every time we 
talk, we don’t need the people we’re talking to be correct, because we’re 
re-using, not re-finding.

38.  Kaatryn Macmorgan, Wicca 333: Advanced Topics in Wiccan Belief (New York : 
IUniverse, Inc, 2003).

39.  Cornelius Holtorf, From Stonehenge to Las Vegas: Archaeology as Popular Culture 
(Walnut Creek, Calif.:  Altamira Press, 2005), 35.
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BB: You want the past as something that is useable…
HJ: Whereas archaeologists want it as a career move.  It’s a different 
agenda.40

Such an open-minded acceptance of alternative conceptualizations of 
the past is not normally shared by archaeologists, and most if not all 
would regard the search for archaeological knowledge as far more than a 
“career move” or “tinkering and manipulating.”  Only the most extreme 
post-processual archaeologists, such as Cornelius Holtorf, argue for this 
radically relativistic proposition.41

By far the most significant work on the interaction of Pagans and 
archaeologists has been the work of the Pagan archaeologists Jenny 
Blain and Robert Wallis.  Much of their work has focused on the extreme 
tension over the contested access to sites such as Stonehenge among 
British Paganism, a subject beyond the scope of this paper.  Yet their 
work is also revelatory about the ways in which Pagans and archaeolo-
gists view one another. When reading an article in a journal of experi-
ential shamanism, Blain was appalled by the historical inaccuracies and 
errors that appeared in the description of ruins in Kilmartin Valley.  The 
author’s tendency to casually lump “together millennia and cultures”42 
and his appropriation of Pictish heritage made her “not merely exasper-
ated, but acutely, blazingly angry.”43  Her anger, however, is rooted in 
the personal attachment she feels to the particular culture being inaccu-
rately portrayed, and over the course of her article she strives to identify 
and unpack the reasons that her reaction was so immediately and vis-
cerally negative.  However, in a notable demonstration of the gap that is 
sometimes present between the requirements for authenticity in archae-
ological interpretation and the requirements for authenticity in Pagan 
interpretation, she tellingly admits that “the most astounding feature of 
the article, for me, is that…the account remains devoid of any ground-
ing in culture, history, work, change, movement or discovery, or, most 
specifically, community.”44 While Pagan and archaeological interpreta-
tions are not always mutually exclusive, it is clear that at times they are 
compiled with regard to very different sets of criteria. 

40.  Bender, Stonehenge, 94.
41.  Holtorf, From Stonehenge to Las Vegas, 35.
42.  Blain, Shamans, 48.
43.  Ibid., 47.
44.  Ibid., 52. 
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Thoughts on Pagan and Archaeological Approaches to Megalithic Sites 

As Wallis and Blain argue in their exploration of interactions between 
Paganism and contemporary archaeology, “Current trends in so-called 
post-processual archaeology—much influenced by postmodern resis-
tance to metanarrative and hegemony—have promoted plurality in 
interpretation.... as archaeology is increasingly required to make itself 
relevant to contemporary society, so contemporary folkloric practices 
and earlier understandings vis-à-vis archaeological remains are once 
again receiving attention.”45 Many post-processual approaches towards 
megalithic landscapes not only take heed of the fact that Pagan inter-
pretations exist, but seemingly adhere to their methodologies as well. 
Wallis and Blain note that, though they are archaeologists, they are 
also Pagans, and as such “engage with sacred space and find ourselves 
involved not only in disseminating information, but in the construc-
tion of stories around site, landscape and spirits”.46 Such a technique, 
however, could just as aptly describe Watson’s approach to deconstruct-
ing Avebury or Cummings’ and Whittle’s exploration of the potential 
symbolism of trees in the Welsh Neolithic.

There are of course differences between Pagan and post-processual 
discussions of megaliths. A major and evident tactic used by landscape 
archaeologists to give their work a degree of authority is their incor-
poration of a number of orthodox social theories or theorists into their 
work, as if the authority of thinkers (e.g., Bourdieu, Foucault, Giddens, 
and Turner) who are referenced in publications serve implicitly to indi-
cate the work’s status as a piece of authoritative academic writing. 
Another distinction between the interests of post-processualists and 
that of Pagans is the former group’s eagerness to examine power struc-
tures and sources of conflict in the past. This is not to say that all Pagans 
envision the past as a world free of such contention, but that the role of 
prehistoric social relations, however fictive, is to provide a model for 
contemporary social life in which such relations are de-emphasized. As 
Kathryn Rountree astutely notes of Pagan approaches to the past: 

They do not yearn to turn back the clock several millennia permanently, 
advocate de-evolutionary cultural change, or idealize everything about 
ancient societies.  They would not, for instance, wish to embrace stone-
age technology, carry out animal sacrifices, or endure high infant mortal-
ity rates; nor do they imagine that ancient goddess worshipping societies 
were utopias free of injustice, hardship, conflict or cruelty.  Many do 
believe, however, that the past offers radically different models for more 

45.  Wallis & Blain, Sites, Sacredness and Stories, 114.
46.  Ibid., 308.
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balanced gender relations and for a more sustainable relationship between 
humanity and the earth.47 

The previously discussed archaeological fixation on the geographical 
location of megaliths is often tied to their fascination with questions 
of power or evolutionary process, rather than an explicit attempt to 
see the world through Neolithic eyes. For example, in Richard Brad-
ley’s book The Significance of Monuments, he does take the topography 
of Western Scotland into account, writing that “[the monuments] are 
located towards the bottom of a wide valley communicating with the 
sea, and, like so many others, they would have been ringed on almost 
every side by a horizon of higher ground.”48 However, rather than 
addressing how such Neolithic monuments would have appeared to 
the inhabitants of the region, Bradley instead concentrates on examin-
ing their status as palimpsests: as he notes, the evolution of stone circles 
“raises the intriguing possibility that as the forms of these monuments 
changed from one period of use to another, their functions may also 
have altered in material ways.”49 His research focuses on the architec-
tural refinements made to such monuments over centuries, rather than 
attempting to understand how they were perceived by a single, specific, 
temporally constrained group.  Such an approach allows him to postu-
late an evolutionary trend involving the gradual closure of monuments, 
making visibility and access more and more restricted, and the eventual 
institution of burial cairns reserved for a limited segment of the Neo-
lithic population.  

 Other archaeologists incorporate an interest in individual and per-
sonal perceptions of landscape in the Neolithic alongside discussions 
of prehistoric power structures and the constantly-changing design and 
purpose of such monuments over time.  For instance, Mark Edmond 
asserts:

These places are as much about the reproduction of horizontal ties as they 
are about the prestige and renown of individuals.  Imagine a 13-year-old 
girl living a few miles to the east of where Amesbury is now. Think of the 
drama attached to the occasion of coming to a place like Stonehenge for 
the first time…You’d be constantly finding ways to make connections—
real or fictive—not just with living people, but with past generations, 
through the ancient monuments all around you.50   

47.  Rountree, 103.  However, on animal sacrifice, see Michael Strmiska, “Putting 
the Blood Back into Blót: The Revival of Animal Sacrifice in Modern Nordic Pagan-
ism,” The Pomegranate 9 (2007): 154-89.

48.  Richard Bradley, The Significance of Monuments. (London: Routledge, 1998), 
135.

49.  Ibid., 135.
50.  Bender, 77.
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In an explicit examination of power in the Neolithic, Bruck simi-
larly advises that the ways in which the monuments were perceived 
depended largely on who was doing the perceiving, noting that the “use 
and interpretation of a monument would alter radically depending on 
whether it was being visited by a large number of people congregating 
for a special event or by a couple of shepherds and their flocks who hap-
pened to pass the now empty monument at another time of year.”51  She 
compares the production of different social realities to that of a modern 
day English church, explaining that “action and experience…might 
vary depending on whether a person is there alone or with others, for a 
Sunday service, a wedding, a funeral, or private prayer, to arrange the 
flowers or as a paid cleaner.”52  Accordingly, many archaeological exam-
inations of inter-visibility and geographical location are oriented to an 
attempt to understand exactly what it was that Neolithic peoples saw as 
they wandered across their landscape. 

The moderate post-processual archaeologist Mike Parker Pearson 
likewise interprets prehistoric landscapes through a combination of 
intuitive and empirical approaches.  In work relating to the relation-
ship between megalithic building and raw material use in Neolithic 
England, he attributes specific mythic qualities to building materials 
used; for instance, the immutability of stone contrasts with the imper-
manence of wood, an insight derived from his ethnographic work in 
Madagascar.53  This in turn is used to explain the symbolic suitability 
of stone for mortuary artifacts and sites, in contrast to wood.  While 
this contrast is intuitive, there is no direct evidence to suggest that this 
analogy held true in the Neolithic, and indeed it is difficult to imagine 
how it could be verified.

Pearson et al’s work on the Stonehenge Riverside Project provides 
multiple examples of the innovative ways in which phenomenological 
approaches can be employed to make falsifiable claims about the past.  
The researchers based an examination of Phase 2 of the Southern Circle 
at Stonehenge on a reconstruction they built using experimental archae-
ology, creating a replica of a single feature in its original context and 
afterward conducting a limited and focused study of some of its expe-
riential properties.  They were then able to draw certain conclusions 

51.  Joanna Bruck, “Monuments, Power and Personhood in the British Neolithic,” 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 7(2001): 649-67.

52.  Ibid., 658.
53.  Mike Parker Pearson, “Placing the Physical and Incorporeal Dead: Stonehenge 

and the Changing Concepts of Ancestral Space in Neolithic Britain,” in The Space 
and Place of Death, ed. Helaine Silverman, David B. Smalls and Lorraine V. Aragon 
(Washington: American Anthropological Association, 2002), 145-160. 
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about what the timber circle would have been like when standing.  As 
the authors note, the reconstruction “demonstrated that the construc-
tion was no small engineering achievement and gave some idea of the 
height and density of the concentric arrangements of posts.  Although 
the reconstruction displayed many more posts than were probably 
standing at any one time, it provided a sense of being within a forest 
and highlighted the funneling effect of the posts in leading people in 
a sunwise direction on entering the circle.”54 Reconstruction does not 
always serve scientific purposes, however, and parallels can be seen in 
contemporary Pagan practice.  For instance, Stone City near San Fran-
cisco has erected a henge for the use of Pagans otherwise geographically 
distant from European megaliths.55

Another difference between archaeological and Pagan approaches to 
megaliths is in the toolkits to which they regularly have access or which 
they find useful. For instance, the archaeologists in the Pearson et al. 
article are able to investigate claims regarding the seasonality of feast-
ing through an examination of the animal bones found at the site. While 
a Pagan approach to exploring feasting in the Neolithic might be to rep-
licate the feasts themselves (as in the celebrations occurring during the 
summer solstice that Bender details in her book), Pearson et al. choose to 
examine salient osteological assemblages.  Using this zooarchaeological 
evidence, they conclude that Durrington Walls was the site of pig feast-
ing but not normally used for burials, while Stonehenge was character-
ized by cattle bones and had many human burials.56

In addition to osteological analysis, archaeologists studying the Neo-
lithic also have access to both paleoecology and Geographic Informa-
tion System (GIS) technology, both of which seek to provide verifiable 
evidence as to what the Neolithic looked like in Britain.  Marcos Llobera 
used binary sheds—maps which identify regions which are in and out 
of view from a specific view point, to study the proliferation of barrows 
in the Yorkshire Wolds. He demarcated what could be seen in the fore-
ground, middle ground, and background when the viewer was located 
at a single barrow.  The data led him to conclude that, “The addition of 
barrows brought much more change in the background areas of clus-
ters.  When viewed from a distance, people would have become aware 
of the existence of distant clusters and not just nearby ones…In this 
sense the landscape expanded.”57  While Llobera uses a computational 

54.  Mike Parker Pearson and others, “Materializing Stonehenge: The Stonehenge 
Riverside Project and New Discoveries,” Journal of Material Culture 11(2006): 227-61.

55.  Stone City Pagan Sanctuary, 5 March  2008, http://stonecity.moonfruit.com
56.  Parker Pearson and others , Materializing Stonehenge, 236.
57.  Marcos Llobera, “Reconstructing Visual Landscapes,” World Archaeology 39 
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approach to landscape, other researchers have argued that archaeolo-
gists should also take heed of natural features that can be quantitatively 
evaluated, namely, the evidence provided by palaeoecology. Chapman 
and Gearey note, “although contemporary vegetation patterns would 
clearly have influenced past visibility, this has often been neglected with 
such studies” and they argue that “where such evidence exists, it should 
be embraced.”58  These technological apparatuses serve to delineate a 
boundary between Pagan approaches to Neolithic landscapes, which 
generally do not rely on such specialized methodologies and tools. 

There is at times a surprising amount of methodological overlap, 
however, between the ways in which post-processual archaeologists 
draw conclusions about a site and the ways in which Pagans derive sig-
nificance from one.  In regards to his approach to a hypothetical study 
of Stonehenge, Christopher Tilley explained that he would “try to build 
up an intimate knowledge of the landscape-setting through walking 
from one place to another, looking at views, the intervisibility between 
features…”59 This is fairly orthodox archaeological methodology, if a 
bit phenomenological for some practitioners. However, he continues, 
describing how, “Over time, your perception and cognition of the land-
scape gradually change and deepen.  It’s nothing that you can force—
you keep on finding more and more things…Doing a phenomenology 
of the landscape involves the intimacy of the body in all its sense.  What 
I mean is that it’s synesthetic, an affair of the whole body moving and 
sensing—a visionscape but also a soundscape, a touchscape, even a 
smellscape, a multisensory experience.”60  This summation of the inter-
action between person and place echoes Rountree’s claim that “at 
sacred sites there is a bleeding between the sacred and everyday realms, 
between the pilgrim’s human body and the earth’s body, and between 
past and present worlds…human body and landscape both embody the 
sacred…the sacred place provides the constant, material link between 
the past and present worlds.”61

The coexistence of multiple, contested, and even incompatible 
archaeological approaches make archaeology differentially accessible to 
and compatible with many Pagans’ beliefs. The emphasis on landscape-
person interaction and the subjectivity of experience in post-processual 

(2007): 51-69. 
58.  H.P. Chapman and B.R. Gearey. “Palaeoecology and the Perception of Pre-
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60.  Ibid., 81.
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approaches correspond well with many Pagan conceptualizations of the 
universe and methods of experiencing the sites during the present day. 
Just as many Pagans feel the spirits of ancestors who inhabited such 
locales during the Neolithic, archaeologists attempt to see through their 
eyes, by formulating what the environment would have looked like in 
prehistory, and how prehistoric peoples consequently would have inter-
preted it. 

Ley Lines: An Arena of Contention 

Though it is tempting to postulate that, as Pagans and post-processual 
archaeologists occasionally use the same methodological approaches to 
examining megalithic sites, they ought to draw the same conclusions, 
this is not always the case. By briefly exploring a single issue, that of 
“ley lines,” it is clear that despite a similar appreciation for experiential 
analysis, archaeologists and Pagans do not always converge in regards 
to their final interpretations. 

The concept of ley lines first became popularized by the amateur 
archaeologist Alfred Watkins, in his 1925 book The Old Straight Track. 
In it Watkins outlines an exhaustive analysis of various “alignments” of 
tombs, barrows and megaliths, noting that most appear to be marking 
points stretching out across (rather than along) various ridges in Britain. 
The layout of prehistoric architecture was therefore deliberate, orches-
trated by people trained in sighting new locations from the tops of 
hill. Watkins describes leys as “alignments” that are “exact and precise 
through the mark-points; “’close to’ must never be adopted,” he cau-
tions. 62  Wallis and Blain define them as “straight features in the land-
scape accentuated by human endeavours, such as the Nazca geoglyphs 
and cursus monuments.”63 Enthusiasts from the Society of Ley Hunters 
note that the word is etymologically derived from a Saxon word trans-
lated variously as “meadow” or “cleared strip of ground,” contending 
that the purpose of such mystic routes is “connected to the dead, spirits 
of the dead and spirit travel.” 64 

The idea of megalithic sites as converging points for natural magic, 
situated along ley lines, is seen by some as having a distinctly “neo-
pagan” character.65 Of course, not every Pagan finds the notion of ley 

62.  Alfred Watkins, The Old Straight Track: Its Mounds, Beacons, Moats, Sites and Mark 
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lines to be relevant or true.  In our discussions with Pagans on the matter, 
we have encountered a wide range of attitudes, including outright skep-
ticism about the existence of such lines.  It is nevertheless the case that 
many Pagans do find ley line approaches to be useful while virtually no 
archaeologists do. While only a handful of Pagans with whom we have 
conversed find the concept personally useful to them, a much larger 
number are open to the possibility and/or are accepting of others for 
whom it may be useful.

As Cornelius Holtorf notes, popularized archaeological interpreta-
tions involving ley lines are generally relegated to the ranks of “folk 
archaeology.”66 Because Watkins had very little chronological control in 
his study (some of his lines include such temporally diverse features as 
Neolithic barrows and pre-Reformation churches), materialistic archae-
ologists tend to prefer analyses that are more constrained. Broadbent 
analyzes ley lines using a statistical approach, showing that the loca-
tions of megaliths in a region of Wiltshire are essentially randomly dis-
tributed across the landscape, and that sets of three or more megaliths 
did not orient in straight lines more often than would be expected by 
chance.67 We found this attitude expressed in similar terms by many 
Pagans, for whom a chance or random occurrence can nonetheless be 
personally meaningful and a source of otherwise unconceived ways of 
approaching subjects.

Among archaeologists, even Christopher Tilley, a paragon of post-
processual and phenomenologically oriented archaeology, analyzed the 
location of Neolithic barrows in relation to Mesolithic sites and resource 
exploitation areas, rather than in relation to where other monuments 
could be seen from the tops of hills.68  Having done the latter, and noting 
that such an assessment did not yield much information, he turned to 
the former as an alternate explanation for the distribution of sites on the 
land. Though in his studies of the Neolithic of south-west Wales he con-
sidered the possibility “that the monuments might be located so as to 
be intervisible with each other, rather than with features of the natural 
landscape,” he concluded that “despite the closeness of the location of 
many of the monuments, intervisbility between them is restricted to a 
few sites in the northern area of their distribution.”69 Similarly, Cooney, 
writing about Irish Neolithic megaliths, notes that “their siting was 
very frequently deliberate, often incorporating a topographical loca-

66.  Holtorf, From Stonehenge to Las Vegas, 11.
67.  Simon Broadbent, “Simulating the Ley Hunter,” Journal of the Royal Statistical 
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tion shared by tombs of the same type”; he also includes their poten-
tial to be located in proximity to resource areas, noting that tombs can 
also be placed “close to areas potentially attractive to early farming and 
settlement.”70 

 Such divergences of interpretation highlight the differences between 
post-processual and Pagan interpretations to landscape. While their 
methodologies are often strikingly similar, and they often focus on 
the same features of the landscape, the two groups frequently seek to 
understand fundamentally different things. While post-processual 
archaeologists use experiential techniques in an attempt to reconstruct 
how the landscape may have appeared to the average Neolithic person, 
they situate such analyses in a larger context of previous studies that 
examine the culture, ecology, technology and political organization of 
such societies.  Most Pagans, on the other hand, do not necessarily need 
all of that additional information to accomplish their goals, which relate 
to the establishment of a personal, individualized and subjective rela-
tionship to the perceived past and its environs.  In terms of the physi-
cal distribution of megaliths on the landscape, archaeologists are more 
likely to turn to materialist or functional explanations, whereas these 
are largely not of interest outside the profession.

Conclusion 

Although post-processual landscape archaeology and Paganism share 
similar epistemological and methodological approaches to interpreting 
landscapes, our goal is not to gloss over their differences. In no way 
would we want to understate the political and social contestations 
between British Pagans and English Heritage described by Wallis and 
Blain (among others) or the different but nonetheless significant ten-
sions between American archaeologists and practitioners of indigenous 
American religions.   Such antagonisms are only one part of a larger 
picture, however, in which a common interest in preserving and learn-
ing about the past is also prevalent.

Both traditions are concerned with the ways in which prehistoric 
peoples saw their constructions and why they chose to position them in 
specific locations in the landscape. While many Pagans wish to be able to 
connect with the beliefs and rituals of their predecessors through situat-
ing themselves in the same environment, archaeologists want to under-
stand the meaning behind such beliefs and rituals, and to comprehend 
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the relationship between the society and the landscape. Additionally, 
the specific details of prehistoric life are not necessarily as important 
to many Pagans as they are in the archaeological community.  Such a 
divergence is also apparent in the social composition of both commu-
nities—while Pagans are inclusive and welcoming to a wide range of 
beliefs, archaeologists are more exclusive, truly opening their ranks only 
to those who share their academic credentials and professional training. 
That said, the striking similarities between the two groups in regards 
to their experiential methodology is worthy of note and merits further 
exploration of the ways in which Paganism and contemporary archae-
ology intersect.71 
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