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INTRODUCTION

The enclosed pit circle at Monkton Up WimboinéDorset situated within theomplex of

Neolithic monuments in the Upper Allen Valley, was excavated by Martin Green in 1997

(Green 2000, 20Q7Although not directly related to the extraction of stone, a careful

examination of this unusual monument and its landscape context lpdehaal to tell us
muchabouthow the acquisition of flintitted intowider socialrelationsthat Neolithic people

may have had with the underworld.

Over the past 2Qears there has been a broadening of archaeological perspectives on

materiality, withthe argumenthatnorthuman things (animals, plantsubstancesould

have beemperceived as alive and vibrdmy peoplen the pastand thoroughly entangled in

their social livesEarly approaches focuspdrticularlyon artefacts and objects as

relationally situated within social networks (e.g. Thomas 1996i 3phutalso on landscapes

and materialsg.g.Thomas 1999Bender 1998, 465).Under t he banner of 0O
mat eriali smd many archaeol ogists haves develo
and substances as mutable and changing, intrinsically possessing dynamism and movement
(e. g. @Dal2009;Comeller 2011; Jones 2012; McFadyen 200ts paperwill

argue that thesapproachesan alsde applied to a considerationlahdscapes, as vibrant
andsocialplaces Although some relational approaches have considered occurrences such as
weather and the movement of celestial bodies as actercoBagentic (e.g. Pauketat 2012),

only a few have considered the qualities andvaatole of place (e.g. Fowler 2013)

Many new materialistapproaches draw on assemblage theory, inspiyete philosophiesf

Deleuze and Guattafl987), often through the interpretationEBennett 2005,2009) and

DelLanda 2002,2006. They have emplsésed the importance of the flow of relations

between materials, people, ideas, places and things, rather than fixed and bounded entities
(e.g.Ingold 2011; Jones 201Rtarris2014). The crucial point here is that humans are not
necessarily seen as ontaloglly prior to anything else, and are placed equally with other

beings(e.g. animals and plantahd things, a conceptteenrd o6f | at ont ol,ogy o6 (|
58). In this approach, neither human nor entity possess agency, but agency exists in the
relationsbetween various parts of the assemblage as a whole (Bennett 2005).



Power is rarely explicitly discussed in these discourses, but relationships between humans

and norhuman entities will not always be equal; there will be imbalances and inequalities,
asymnetries of power, within and between therhis matches well witlroucaulb s

conception opower as omnipresent in society, never possessed but only exercised or
performed in relations between people. fAPowe
circul &Ptoeveéd s empl oyed and exercised throuc
only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in a position of
simultaneously undergoing and elbwemagesi ng t hi
F o u c sreating of power within a neanthropocentric odlatdbontological approach, it

opens up the possibility that ntwuman entitiegsouldbe entangled in relations of poweith

humans If so, is it possible to perceive thesequal relations througinaces in the

archaeological record?

With the idea of active and vibrant plagesd materialsand the potential for them to be

involved in power relationdet us reexamine theenclosed pit conlpx at Monkton Up

Wimborne and its landscape context.

ENGAGEMENT WITH THE UNDERWORLD

The monument was created when a 1.5 metre cieggarpit, 11m in diametemnvas

excavated down to a join between the upperlawer chalk, with asmooth baseShortly
afterthis pit had been dug, a 6.9 metre deep shaft was cut down from within the eastern edge
(Fig 13.1) This shaft was dug down to a thin seam of flint, which was removed to reveal an
undulating surfac€Green 2007, 14i 9). A large number of amphibian and smadmmal

bones found in the fills of this shaft suggest that it was left open for a substantial period
(Maltby 2007, 371). The shdiad been re&lug and scoured out on several occasions, with the
rubble being used to create a platform on one(&deen 2007116) This platform had a
considerable concentration of charcoal and animal$onestly cattle, within i{Maltby
2007,369. A number of hazel twigs from below this platform provided an estimate ofi 3331
2920 cal BC, a TP@r the buildup of this platbrm (95% probability, WKL8753, 4427+42,;
Frenchet al.2007, 11).

[Figure J

The fill of the shaft contained a series of carefully placed deposits. At the base were a number
of chalk blocks, including one with a deep curved groove engraved into it and the butchered



remains of a skmonth old pig. Against one side were some cattleebrae and a worked
sandstone ball. Higher in the fill lay an elaborately decorated block of @iglk3.2)and a
dog leg bone. Much higher wengherdisarticulatecanimal anchuman boneéncluding a
fragment of skull)two flint arrowheads, and anety of stones and pebbléSreen 2007,
119'120)

[Figure 3

The decorated chalk block had a central hole, possibly for mounting on a post or handle and
has parallels to Irish passage tomb art of similar date (Bradley 2007, 378). Recent analysis
has faind that the surface was decorated and then reworked to remove some of the
decoration, before it was deposited (Jones 2017, 90). Surrounding the large central pit were
14 smaller oval pits, creating a circle of 35m diameter with two opposing entrances. Som
large blocks of chalk from the central shaft had been placed within these pits, which again

were left open for some tin{&reen 2007, 118)

[Figure 3

Dug into the northern side ofdtcentrapit was a grave in which four individuals (three

children and a woman aged between 30 and 45 years) were irflagd®.3) DNA analysis

has shown that the youngest child, a girl of about five years old, was the daughter of the
woman. The other two chiten were a brother and sister, unrelated to the mother and
daughter, aged about nine and (&neen 2000, 79All three children hadribra orbitalia,

likely to result from iron deficiency anaemia (McKinley 2007, 37@)ese children may
thereforenavelad pal e s ki n, per hapsmilkemnsampibon, bagk an e x
of meator other health problen{Paolettiet al.2014).Strontium and lead stable isotope

analygs have shown that the woman had originally lived in an area high in lead, probably the
Mendips, 40 miles to the northest, but had spent much of her adult life on chalk geology
(Buddet al.2003, 75). Her daughter too had been born in atieadarea, but hathter

moved to chalk. The other two children had been born on chalk geologies, but had lived
partly in another region before their deaths. These individuals appear to have moved several
times between the Mendips and Cranborne Chase (&uald2003, 76 Montgomeryet al.

2000 and possibly elsewhere. A radiocarbon date from the gduéia broad estimate of



3514 3101 cal BC for her deat85% confidence, Ox/&8035,3180+40; Bronk Ramsest al.
2000, 4612).

Although the shaft at Monkton Up Wimborne waslgably not a flint mine, thehsift had

been dug down to a thiabularflint seam, which wasemoved, and this waeen as an

appropriate place to cease digging. The smooth floor of the pit suggests that the people

digging had amtimate knowledge of theature of the chalk, recognising this subtle

horizontal joint Chalk can behugely variable, ranging from soft, wet solifluci®dC o o mb e
Rockd6 to compact blocks. Anyone who has exca
building knows that it physicallgovers hands and bodies, clothes and tools, a powdery

white. This can blur the boundaries between the substande¢he pedp who work with it

(Harris 2009, 241as well as the things found within @halk may have been regarded as a
regenerative medium because of its pure white colour and its amenability to being carved and
re-shaped (Gilling®t al.2008, 223).

[Figure 4

The evidence suggests thatipdic ceremonietok placeat the open shaft and its nearby
platform involving feastingthe deposition obbjects andheclearing oubf the shaft,

perhaps involving the display or-carving of the chalk block. Aftehese repeated activities
people began to fithe shaftplacing a number of carefully placeddsassembled deposits
within it (Fig 13.4) The activitiesareclosely paralleled at contemporary flint mines (see
papers in Topping and Lynott 2005; Teath@i @, other papers in this volume), suggesting a
complex engagement with the underworld which went beyond the purely economic or
practical There are clear connections here to the clibékdeep shaft, the decorated and
worked chalk blocks, the placemeffitvaried material within the shaft, the possibly pale
features of the children. The placement of the four burials in a grave dug into thetbiele of
large circular piand rammed with chalk making virtually indistinguishable (Green 2007,
118) could be tken to imply that the chalk itself was more importanpowerfulthan the

lives of these particular peopl# has been suggested that they may have been sacrificed
(Frenchetal,l2 007, 122) and the oO6hiddend nature of
bodies being absorbed into the chdlkechildren appear to have had a restricted diet and

perhaps had specialised role in life or in death.



Could theactivitiesat Monkton Up Wimbornéavebeen associated some way to a
relationship with the underworld8 there some form of power relationship heéfef? o ma s 6 s
ideas about how people may have engaged in reciprocal relations with the substance of the
earthare relevanhere(Thomas 1999). If people were ofiieg or placing bodies and things
within the chalk, what was it providing in returA®this time aregular supply of chatk

derived nodular flintessential for every form of tool productiavas being exported to

groups living in the Mendip@8ond 2004)where at least the woman and her child had lived
for part of their lives. The buriand the shaftouldbe part of a complegift exchangé
mechanism, a triangle of relations between communities in the Mendips, the people on
Cranborne Clee and their fht-giving chalk.The connection is perhaps further underlined

by the use of Old Red Sandstone from the Mendip areadkimgsaddle querns and rubbers
that were deposited at tiearly Neolithicgathering place of HambledonH#dn easy dayos
walk to thewest of Monkton Up Wimbornel'hese querns were all in a fragmentary state and
often burnt, with the largest piece recoveaguit containinga young male burigMercer and
Healy 2008, 293Roe 2008, 68, 640) Radiocarbormlates on this burial and associated
charred hazelnut shell show that this person lived contemporarily with the individuals buried
at Monkton Up Wimborne (3633375 cal BC, 95% confidence, wetgd mean of two dates

on human bone UB311, 4710+23 and Ox&818, 4715+40; and hazelrahell 36403360

cal BC, 95% confidence, Ox&843, 4700+45; Healgt al.2011, 129)Potentiallyflint and
sandstonevere caught up inomplex reciprocalor unequalkocial relationsgertainly the

specific fragmentation and deposition of querns at Harobl&till marks this material as
havinga particulardisposal rite.

It is unlikely that edentary and separatsidential groups lived in the two areas of

Cranborne Chase and the Mendlip®re likely the people who frequented these landscapes
were linked ly trade, kinship and other forms of social relatibhe isotope evidence of the
burials from Monkton Up Wimborne sggss this morecomplex pictureandis supported by
other isotope studies which suggest that movement by individuals over long distances was
not unusua(Neil et al.2016 Neil et al.2017). It could be suggested that people taking flint
away to the Mendip area were indebted tqaerhapsn an unequapower relationship with

the chalk of Cranborne Chasedaerhas also withthe people who controlled this resource.

A discussiorof the specifics of engagement wittaterials and the underwordd one site,

has led to speculation about power relationmequalitiedbetweerpeople placeand

materials This suggests that an approach that focuses on the potential of substahces
placeso be involved in social relations cant only enlighterus to potential relationships



between humans and nbamans, but alsbelp us understarftumanhuman relations in
whichthese entitieare intertwinedIn this vein, let ugonsider théandscape settingf the

monument within the wider Cranborne Chase umeant complex

A STRANGE CONTORTED LANDSCAPE®

[Figure §

There are two clusters of monuments within@ranborne Chase complex: those around the
Knowlton henges and those located adjacent to the central section of the Dorset Cursus. This
extraordinarily long monumeistretches for 10km across the headwaters of the Allen and the
Cranerivers(Fig 13.5) It has a close relationship with a surrounding cluster of contemporary

l ong barrows and Omortuary ewsmtopaaledmtethe wi t h
cursus and others clearly laid out in reference to the monument, particularly its terminals
(Barrettet al. 1991, 36). The cursus has been described as linking together parts of the
landscape that were already socially or histéigigenportant (Chadwick 2004, 18; Gosden

1994, 98) or monumentalising a paristing routeway (Johnston 1999). What has perhaps

been less often discuss@dthough see Frenddt al.2007)is that the central portion of the
cursus crossested handangpeocbd6®Btreen 2000, 13)
unusual geological features, all located within the Upper Allen valley.

Firstly, there is an area of approximately 300 square metres that is filled with a series of about
30 round and oval mound@Big 13.6). These &6 nal bydhe éollapse ofemali o r me d
periglacial ice masses at the eridh® last Ice e, when chalky sludge running off with

meltwater built up around ice bodies which then melted (Frenet 2007, 3). Naleds are

not common geolgical features, with other examples known only in East Anglia. Today they
stand up to four metres high but they would have been more prominent in preldsiry

was the focus on an early Mesolithic flint scatter (€atl. 1980, 69, 75)When the curssl

was built, several of the naleds were cut through by the digging of theditatchet al.

2007, 7).

To the north and west dfii¢ naleds are three deep geologstelfts(dolines or sinkholes)

one in Fir Tree Field, one in Home Field and the enormdosn d | ess Pi t 6 cl ose
(Allen 1998, Fig. 1). A further depression to the seedlst may indicate anothesigible as a

hollow on Figl36). The Fir Tree Field shaft appears to have attracted considerable attention
throughout théMesolithic and Nolithic periodswith a series of postholes, pits and a

structure all nearbgind deposits placed within(iGreen and Allen 199Frenchet al.2007,

82). Although the other two solution shafts have not been excavated,-gisaitar crop



mark parttyec | oses the O6Endless Pitbd (wesrregadedasd 000,
a place of significance

To the east of the naleds is a steep river cliff, forming part of the-aasdthvalley side for

about 100 metres. During winter floods, a lake form&iediately below this cliff (Frencét

al. 2007, 4) whichat these times becomti®e source of the River Allen. The river cliff was
deliberately incorporated within the banks of the cur8usch and extensive flint scatter

associated with Peterboroug¥are pottery on top of this cliippears to be the site sdme

form of occupatiorbounded within the cursus (Gardiner 1985; Baetttl. 1991, 71).

[Figure

The area of naleds, the seasonal lake, the river cliff and the solution haflas

assemblage of natural features tiogiether make this a particularly unusual area, an area that
was deliberately incorporated into, or sliced through by, the Dorset Clirsugossible that
prehistoric people vieweithese landscape features astgeological formations, but as the
cultural creations of past people or ancestral beiAgs.construction of cursus ditches across
older structures or features is known elsewhere, for example at Doretve3teames in
Oxfordshire, where a mortuary easure was cut by the ditches of the later cursus (Edmonds
1999, 147)Thepar t Il y i nf i | maydavedheenseen as some ferh af portas to
the underworlgdan ideaanalogous wittarich body of early Irish myths and leger@gaddell
2018, 806) and perhappart ofsome form of layered cosmology of the world (Eliade 1954;
Tuan 1974) The digging of the Monkton Up Wimborpé and the placing of deposits

within it may have directly emulated telargeand activeopenings in the eartRerhaps
Neolithic people regarded this assemblage of unuandscapdeatures as a powerful locale,

a place that was incorporated into stories and myttere are countless examples in
ethnographic studies of communities where people regard particular plélcedandscape

as active, alive, powerful or having a deep easbeddedn myths and stories (Carmichael et
al . 1994; Eck 2012; Fe200dl 4an dHiBasscsho aln9d9 60 6 H-uaann
particular, caves, mountain tops, river junctions, springs, sinkholes and unusually shaped
rocks, appear to have provided a focus for ritual activity or construction. These are
hierophanies as defined Bjiade (1954)special numinous locations where the sacred world
is revealed. It is reasonable to assume therefore, that unusual landscape features or active
geologies would have drawn the attention of Neolifigople and that these would have

provided suitable locaties for constructed monuments ansdpiration forritual activities.



The potencyf the Upper Allen valleyvas harnessed by delibelgtencorporating it into the
Dorset Cursus and its reputation influenced the siting of later Neolithic monuments such as
the Wyke Down henges. These monuments clastaindthese geological featuragich
structured later activityrather than around the cursus, as does a significant gré&igplpf

Bronze Age roundbarrows.Gale (2017, 115116) has noted that each of the nrdarly

Bronze Age barrow clusters in the Lower Allen Vallear Knowltonwasbuilt in close

proximity to sinkholes, as indeed were the Knowlton henges themselves (Green 2000, 88).
Tilley has made similar observations about the location of round barrot® &Gouth Dorset
Ridgeway (Tilley 2010, 234).

There is a pressing need for more detailed information about the Dorset Cursus, particularly
theconstructiordate and pattesof activity beyond the central portipmcluding

geophysical survey and aermlotography analysig\ccurate dating currently relies on a

single radiocarbon date from an antler pick (335 cal BC, 95% probability, BN438;
Healyet al.2011, 156), relatively late for cursus construction in southern Engl&e

testable hypothesis is that the central section was laid out across this active upper section of
the Allen valley first and was only later extended to the north and south (contrary to the usual

interpretation of the cursus as a tplesase monument (Enchet al. 2007, 8)).

DISCUSSION: POWER RELATIONS WITH ACTIVE PLACES

The cluster of unusual geological features in the Upper Allen Valley, accentwatetime

by agrowingand related assemblagehumanmade monuments, must have made this a
particularly appropriate | ocation for a monu
relationsd between the communities in the Me
flint-giving chalk underworld. The form of the monument, the carefully seleefeasds,

and the four people interred there, all point to social engagemihtthe underworld and its

materials.

This papernas demonstrated the potential of careful consideration of the qualities and
affordances of pl ace,feaiuresc Ardhakolagyneedlsh atr et alr @ K &
pl aced as wel | THBheideahavlandstapes mvetmeandrgipoweris sidi .

new;, Tilley (1994 24) argued thaancestral powers and meanings in the landscape were

actively appropriated bieolithic people througthe construction of monumenksowever,

the focus herand in the writings o$imilar phenomenological approachiesy. Kirk 1993,

Thomas 1993, Barrett 199Bender 1998was on differential power relations between

people orchestated through control of space, by exclusion or inclusion. In these accounts,



power relations only exist between pegplere it is argued that social relations, sometimes

unequal in nature, existed between people, materials and places.

It is now 18 yearsince Richard Bradley publishdah Archaeology of Natural Plac€2000),
whichchae nged our understanding of what constit
might have been interpreted by prehistoric people as cultural or historical felitomaestbe

asked why t h precipitate b wholesalashift im thetway that archaeologists

think and write about these engRetapsteent s wi t h
reason that archaeologists have not more frequently considered locabfpognd

unaltered features of the landscape as directly engaged in social and power relations is

because our theoretical approaches are only just beginning to catch up with théepraicip

Br adl ey Wih ashift eosrnorsanthropocentric perspiee, we can begin to fruitfully
engage with Onatural 6 f eat urno#tlikeyinothagends capes
divided the world into nature and culture in the way that contemporary/Atussican

ontologies do€.g.Ingold 2000; Descola 2013)hey may have considered certain

landscapesr locales aplaceswhich neeadto be negotiated with, appeased, or relations

with them renewedUnlike Barrettet al. (1991, 3) who emphasd thestudyof thefisocial

rather than t hweshoald anvisage thé¢ smaiabwertd afgprehistoric people
asencompasag place and landscape tdof course, the extent and ability to act upon these
relations would still have varied from person to person, depending on their initiation status,

life stage, role, gender or personal experiente by paying close attention to the

affordances and potential power relations of both materials and places that we can begin to

understand something of the worlds in which Neolithic people lived.
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FIGURES

Figure 13.1- The central pit and shaft of Monkton Up Wimborne under excavation in 1997
(c) Martin Green



Figure 1321 Decorated chalk block from Monkton Up Wimborne shaft. RTI image (c) Marta
DiazGuardamino Uribe/ Andrew Meirion Jones



[Figure 37 The four burials from Monkton Up Wimborne pit complex (c) Dave Webb



Figure 1341 Reconstruction of Monkton Up Wimborne pit complex (c) Jane Brayne



