
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Middlesex University Research Repository:  
an open access repository of 

Middlesex University research 

http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk 

 
 

Jackson, Peter Jonathan, 1989. 
An investigation into the prehistoric cup and ring engravings of the 

British Isles, with reference to Galacia. 
Available from Middlesex University’s Research Repository. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Copyright: 
 
Middlesex University Research Repository makes the University’s research available electronically. 
 
Copyright and moral rights to this thesis/research project are retained by the author and/or other 
copyright owners. The work is supplied on the understanding that any use for commercial gain is 
strictly forbidden. A copy may be downloaded for personal, non-commercial, research or study without 
prior permission and without charge. Any use of the thesis/research project for private study or 
research must be properly acknowledged with reference to the work’s full bibliographic details. 
 
This thesis/research project may not be reproduced in any format or medium, or extensive quotations 
taken from it, or its content changed in any way, without first obtaining permission in writing from the 
copyright holder(s). 
 
If you believe that any material held in the repository infringes copyright law, please contact the 
Repository Team at Middlesex University via the following email address: 
eprints@mdx.ac.uk 
 
The item will be removed from the repository while any claim is being investigated.  



"An Investigation into the Prehistoric Cup and Ring 

Engravings of the British Isles, with reference to 

Galicia. " 

An approach to the study of prehistoric rock engravings 

through archaeology, anthropological analogy, sociology, 

experiment, spatial analysis, and aspects of semiology. 

Thesis submitted to the Council for National Academic Awards 

in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy. 

Peter Jonathan Jackson. 

School of Education, Middlesex Polytechnic. 

May 1989 

Collaborating establishment. The Department of Archaeology, 

University of Cambridge. 

- 1 -



Paginated 
blank pages 
are scanned 
as found in 

original thesis 

No information 
• • • 
IS missing 



Abstract 

"An Investigation into the Prehistoric Cup and Ring 
Engravings of the British Isles. with reference to Galicia." 

This thesis is concerned with the prehistoric Cup and Ring 
engravings which are found on the natural rock in the British Isles 
and Ireland, it also refers to the similar petroglyphs in Galicia. 
The aim is to investigate a number of avenues of approach to the 
art, some well trodden and others relatively unexplored. 

A careful consideration is given to the concept of art, both 
in its use in Western society, and with reference to other simpler 
social groupings. The use of analogy is examined, since 
ethnological material is referred to and used later in the study. 

The literature on the Cup and Ring engravings is analysed in 
some detail for the evaluation and extraction of ideas which may 
have been overlooked or have become more relevant today. 

The dating of Rock Art tends to be elusive. Most relevant 
criteria which may relate to the forming of a chronology for the 
Cup and Rings has been examined, re-evaluated, and conclusions 
drawn. 

Various approaches to recording and methodology are analysed 
in relation to the material being studied; questions of objectivity 
and preservation are raised. 

In order to pursue the explanation of the Cup and Rings a 
little farther beyond the descriptive level; a structural approach 
is taken in this study. A spatial analysis of the symbols and their 
grouping or setting leads to the identification of triadic or 
diadic structures, these are then used to identify the basic 
principles underlying the cultural and social background. 

Following from other anthropological studies a grammatical 
syntax is developed for the Cup and Rings; this is then used to 
suggest a way forward for the forming of a typology based on 
criteria which avoids the use of the subjective process of 
identifying shapes and symbols. 

Various hypotheses suggest how the identified types might 
relate to subcultural groupings or chronological development. 

Finally some further possible avenues of study which stem 
from the ideas in this thesis are suggested. 
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Introduct ion. 

The material to be studied in the following thesis is 

generally described as • Prehistoric Cup and Ring marks'. Focus will 

mainly be on those that are found in England, Scotland, and 

Ireland, with also some reference to Galicia in N. W. Spain. 

The name Cup and Ring is a general term since most of the 

carvings have designs involving Cup marks, that is half spherical 

type holes into the rock and one or more concentric circles around 

them. As we shall see at times other shapes may be involved, and 

from the basic form or shape a quite rich variety of inventive 

de::dgns appear. 

The majority of the petroglyphs are found carved on natural 

boulders or outcrops of rock in coastal regions or moorland, 

although t.here are occasions when they are found on smaller 

portable rocks, or on slabs that have been used as cist covers or 

introduced into graves. These examples have now frequently found 

their home in museums, unless they are in private possession. 

A dominant fact of distribution is that few examples have 

been found in the Southern half of England or Wales, even when rock 

fo~ carving is present. Exceptions are the finding of portable 

stones with Cup and Ring carvings in some barrows in the South. 
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Numerous richly carved stones are found in Derbyshire, 

Yorkshire, and Northumberland in particular. :::n Scotland the 

e'=;pecially rich areas are Argyll and G,:,lloway. A number are also 

found throughout the Clyde valley, Southern and Central Scotland, 

the Tay valley and up to Inverness. 

The I ri ,=,h st ones have never been well document ed and new 

fin(~; are constantly appearing, recently in the county of Meath. 

However the S. W. has been noted for many rich Cup and Ring sites, 

and scattered examples are found up the West coast, inland parts of 

Fermanagh, and on to North Donegal. 

In Galicia N. W. Spain, sites of Cup and Rings carvings are 

especially rich and numerous. However as will be mentioned later 

the vocabulary of shapes is not as narrow as in the British Isles, 

and other forms are found mixed with the conventional Cup and Ring 

shape:;; the de,-=:r is very common, but also weapons, foot prints, 

idolforms, grids, horse and rider, and a number of abstract shapes 

(or at least non identifiable) appear frequently. These other forms 

sometimes blend in with the Cup and Rings; this is es,pecially true 

of the deer, but they are also often found on separate rocks or 

sites. Specific references are made to the Galician engravings with 

the discw:;:;ion of MacWhite's work under the chapter on the 

Literature, in the section' More recent classics or major works. ' 

Considerable reference is also made within the chapter on 

Chronology; and the Iberian engravings are also used illustratively 

at times in the chapter on Structural Analysis. 
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The Cup and Ring design is not exc:us~ve to the a~ove 

countries but IS fcund distributed throughout ~uch of the world. 

The important points to be noticed regarding the carvings in the 

British Isles, and these I feel should be emphasised, is the 

richness of production and that there are few instances of any 

other competing rock design. Examples of the few exceptions are the 

axe motives on cist slabs in Nether Largie 2 and Ri Cruin (Morris 

1977.109,117), footprints on a slab from Pool ,Farm, Dorset, and 

daggers on a slab from Badbury, Dorset (Simpson and Thawley 

1972.96). Two handprints are found at Barrakill, and at Glen Domhain 

a clear deer print (Morris 1977,60,85). In the latter case as 

Morri:; states and I confirm, the engraving is relatively 

unweathered and thus it could be much more recent than the Cup and 

Rings. This is discussed under the chapter Survey of the Literature, 

, Sma 11 e r art i c 1 e s I. In t hi sse c t i on I a 1 so e val u ate Feat her I s 

(1964) article claiming yet another deer form .. However the fact 

remains that these and one or two other possibilitie:=; make the 

number of 'figurative' symbols very fe~ 

Recently, interesting chalk carvings have come to light in 

the Dorchester area (Woodward 1982). These were found on the s:des 

of a Neolithic circular enclosure ditch. There are four engravings 

the largest being approximately 50cm high and ~0cm wide. Unlike the 

carved stones that ha~e been found in barrows, these engravings can 

only be said to relate to the Cup and Ring symbols rather looselv. 

The larsest consists of a number of concentric arcs some 
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superimposed, and one of which c0 1_l l d have been a:-ompl et e c =- rc ~ e 

before a break away in the chalk. The smallest engraving is c_o~e3t 

to the Cup and Ring forms, consisting of three concentric r=-ngs and 

a line entering them; adjacent to this form is a smaller single 

ring with two connecting lines. The other two engravings at the 

site cannot be said to relate to the Cup and Ring family. I wil~ 

discuss later in the chapter on Chronology Cup and Rings that are 

found on the backs of Megalithic stones and in different contexts 

to those found on bare open natural rock. However equally important 

is the point that these engravings have been found at all, and it 

is quite possible that in time more could be found which will add 

to our knowledge of the existence of art forms and symbols outside 

the traditional provinces of Cup and Ring and other megalithic art. 

On occasions Cup and Rings are found on solitary standing 

stones or within stone circles, I will deal with this later when 

discussing the work of Thorn in the section I More recent classics ' . 

Cup marks alone are more common on Standing stones whether upright 

or fallen <Burl 76). Browne (1921) discusses the matter in his 

book, however he is often concerned with cup marks only, and as I 

discuss with the work of Rornilly Allen under 'Earlier classics', I 

tend in this thesis to exclude rocks and sites with cup marks 

only. Neverthele;s I will return to 3rowne's work in the Literature 

chapter. 

Normally the carvings are found on almost horizontal outcrop 

surfaces, although there are exceptions. In Scotland only about one 
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in eight carved surfaces slope at an angle of over 20·, and in 

cases where a noticable slope i3 present there seems to be no 

predominance of a certain direction for the slope <Morris 

1981, 172).The rock itself is frequently a soft::'sh sedimentary 

sandstone, but on occasions in Ireland and Galicia a harder stone 

such as granite has been carved. 

Unfortunately few definite patterns of type distribution 

seem to have appeared, a point I try to look at more closely 

towards the end of the study. 

Looking at the altitude of the Scottish sites, the average 

height is lowered considerably by the many low lying examples 

around Kilmartin, Argyll, and near Kirkcudbright. Otherwise the 

carvers seem to have preferred heights between 100-200m above the 

sea, often with a sea view, but invariably an open situation 

<Morris 19,131,173). 

Another characteristic of the British Isles Cup and Ring 

carvings which should be mentioned here is the lack of many large 

and intensely carved sites; more common are the few carvings found 

on isolated rocks. The exceptions are Achnabreck, Routing Lynn, the 

Concho stone, and perhaps some of the Irish stone~= such as Boho or 

Magheranaul, all of which will be referred to again later in the 

text. As Morris <1981,173) Doints out, in South Scotland few sites 

have more than ten carvings and over 50% have five carvings or 

1 e~;:;. 
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This could lead one to put forward the idea of centre and 

periphery. if one looks at the Kilmartin area although there is 

nothing to compare with Achnabreck in size, there are other medium 

size ::;ites within two or four kilometres range of it, such as 

Cairnbaan, Kilmichael Glassary, or perhap:; Ormaig. These could be 

seen as competing centres, and there are then many rocks outlying 

them with only a small number of symbols. I will return to this 

idea in the last chapter. 

In Northumberland Roughting Lynn is outstanding in size and 

might be seen as central, at least in importance to the large sweep 

of smaller sites on the many moors" mainly to the south. 

Looking at Galloway an extremely rich area for Cup and 

Rings, I would find it more difficult to define major sites. The 

situation is similar in Yorkshire. An area such as Ilkley has a 

number of middle size rocks of an individual character, but I would 

not find it easy to define a site that has central importance. All 

important I feel when looking at these areas of maximum 

concentration for the Cup and Ring petroglyphs is not to lose sight 

of the commonplace idea, that the high concentration may simply be 

due to the fact that these were good areas for settlement and 

survival t although of course this need not deny the exploration of 

the concept of centre and periphery within the Cup and Ring sites 

in these area:;, Walker (1974) claims that the criteria for 
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settlement appears to dictate where the Cup and Rings wil~ be found 

in the Pennine areas. 

The dating of the carvings is one of the initial big 

problems. The only real definite dates are from examples on smaller 

slabs found face down in dateable ci~;ts, or buried in graves with 

dateable objects; these give us dates of about 1500-2000BC. However 

there is every indication that the stones could have been carved 

long before this use t thus we only have final dates, In addition 

other later associations indicate that the stones may have been in 

use long after these dates. 

Thus, the data or material for this study are a fairly 

narrow group of what appear to be non-figurative symbols carved 

mainly on the natural rock surfaces in the open landscape in the 

British Isles t Ireland and Galicia over a long per~od of timet 

possible for 2000 years, and as long or longer than the use of the 

Chri st i an cross. 

This is no newly discovered phenomena but has been studied 

and written about for over 100 years resulting in the accumulation 

of a considerably large and valuable body of work. Due to the 

nature of the material much of this work is descriptive and has 

helped to amass an impressive corpus of rocks and sites, but other 

work tends to be more hypothetical and imaginary. Therefore there 

has been I feel little progres:3 of an explanatory natu!-e, and 
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frequently work on the engravings has been seen as peripheral to 

other studies and disciplines. 

In order to help explain or account for the part:cular 

structure and approach I have taken in this thesis I feel :hat it 

may be helpful to briefly explain my own path to this area of 

study, and to give an insight into my approach to the data in the 

field. 

My background disciplines of study have been first the Fine 

Arts both the history and practise as a painter, I then later 

studied Sociology with some Philosophy and Psychology. It was only 

with my interest in prehistoric petroglyphs after this, that I 

began to study some Archaeology, and was fortunate in being invited 

to attend postgraduate seminars in the Archaeology department at 

Cambridge for two years or so. 

My interest and fascination with petroglyphs was aroused 

when I made a journey by canoe of approximately 200 miles with 

Indians on the Vaupes in Colombia (Jackson 1982). Petroglyphs 

appear mainly on the rocks at the edge of rivers and in the rapids. 

my knowledge of recording methods was minimal, and since I was 

virtuallva 'hitchhiker' with the Indians my time for recording was , 

limited. Usually ther-e were only a few minutes when the canoe anc. 

our luggage was being manhandled or portaged around or through the 

rapids. and measurement and orientation was minimal or non-

existant; position and site description was written up from memory 

- 17 -



when travelling. I did manage to take quite a number of black and 

white photographs and colour slides, and my impressions at the time 

of this first encounter with petroglyphs were much more those of a 

painter- a fascination with the stylised and formalised figurative 

forms; and since I have been mainly a non-figurative painter 

myself, a delight in the abstract and non figurative symbols. After 

this journey the desire to know more about the background of the 

engravings led to library research and a published paper (Jackson 

1982) . 

To further my new found interest I next made a visit for a 

month or two to Val Camonica in N. Italy and worked with the 

research teams on the rocks, learning the processes of recording 

that have been developed under Professor Anati. A year or so later 

I visited the Yagour Plateau and Oukaimedan in Morocco; the 

richness of the large scale figurative images on the plateau as 

well as the non-figurative was overwhelming, but again there were 

severe limitations on my recording since I only reached these 

rather isolated areas by backpacking and carrying all food. 

Two trips to the U. S. A. and Canada enlarged my interest 

through meeting other students at conferences, and from viewing a 

wide range of symbols in differing enviroments and on various rock 

faces. On these trips most of the sites were documented, and I did 

not intend further research, so I contented myself with 

photography. In California I did attempt some casting, once with 

disastrous results as I relate later in this text; and in British 

- 18 -



Columbia I was encouraged by Beth Hill (1974) ~o carry out some 

cloth rubbings. 

In between the above visits I ma~e other trips to Europe. 

Especially important was the visit to Mt. Bego where the particular 

environment of valley and mountain, and also the repitition but 

infinite variation of some symbols such as the 'cornu', I found to 

be of great interest. There is I believe to some degree a parallel 

here in the repetition and variation of the Cup and Ring 

engravings. 

Armed with my new interest in petroglyphs I revisited many 

of the Palaeolithic caves of N. Spain and France, this time to focus 

more on the many engravings that are usually adjacent to the far 

more publicised paintings; and I also became far more aware of the 

wealth and importance of the non-figurative symbols, which again 

seem frequently to have been subsumed beneath the more publicised 

figurative. 

When I decided to embark upon a period of longer term 

study, I decided on the Cup and Ring engravings initially I think 

for two reasons, First their relative ease of access, although when 

I decided it was necessary at times to refer to Galicia the 

accessibilty decreased, and I have made three field trips to that 

area, Secondly I have always been fascinated by the limited 

'vocabulary' of the Cup and Ring symbols, yet at the same time the 
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extremely rich and infinitely varied assemblages, no two being 

exactly alike. 

Fieldwork for thir::, thesir:: in the British Isles, Irela.nc:, and 

Galicia, has been easier than in most previous areas, since I have 

often had a vehicle with me to carry equipment and materials to a 

point near the site, and time has been more plentiful. Most sites 

that I have visited I have photographed in black and white which I 

have developed myself, and also in colour. This has often meant 

waiting for the light or wetting the rock face. Chalking has only 

been used in extreme situations. basic measurements and orientation 

have been taken. On occasions when the :;ymbols or the assemblage 

has a particular interest, due to unusual combinations, spacing or 

scale, I have taken a tracing, or at times a rubbing if the surface 

is receptive. These procedures have both been limited at times by 

weather conditions. At a later time according to my further 

interest I have selected some tracings to be copied in ink and then 

reproduced; the process of selection has been dictated by other 

concerns and the focus of interest in the text. I could have 

focussed on other aspects of the engravings in my fieldwork, such 

as depth of groove, angle of tilt and direction of the rocK face, 

but I have I imi t ed the dat a a:; I have progressed to what seemed to 

be relevant to the direction and concerns of the thesis as it 

progressed. 
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As I have stated this is only an introductory outli~e of my 

own approach to th~ subject and fieldwork methods, and I will deal 

more fully with the :::;ubject under Recording and MethGdology. 

Childe <1956,4) stated, "The Archaeologist,::' quarry is 

valued only as a clue to something else - the activity and 

mentality of their makers and users." This I think supports my 

claim that this study falls within the framework of archaeology. I 

would prefer however not to be bound by one discipline. In many 

areas of study it would seem e:::sential to ask and attempt to answer 

questions that fall between disciplines or cross the boundaries. To 

put it another way, in order to attempt a more complete analysis it 

is useful to use conceptual tools from a number of disciplines. 

This I feel is especially true of an area of study such as Rock 

art, which in spite of much rigorous work by students such as the 

Abbe Breuil, Leroi-Gourhan, Anati in Italy, and Meighan in the 

U. S.A. still has to fight to some extent for respectability and a 

niche in academic circles. Thus I will at times find it useful to 

draw upon a number of disciplines, in addition to some methods and 

thinking which has evolved more recently as autonomous to Rock art 

itself. The use of this varied background has resulted I believe in 

enabling me to highlight a number of useful and important aspects 

of the material studied, to ';ugge:;t some new idea:; and approaches 

to analysis, and to leave some suggestions for future study and 

development. However I can in no way claim to have achieved a 

complete and absolute explanation of the data in question, but by 

using some new approaches and looking at earlier material in a new 



light I feel that the thesis does make a small contribution to 

knowledge, in suggesting some of the ways in which the art might te 

viewed. 

Since I use this broad multidiscipline and multivariant 

structure in the thesis it has been necessary to limit carefully 

the avenues which I explore. At an early stage in my studies I 

worked on comparative mapping between the petroglyphs and other 

archaeological finds; the results can be seen in the appendix and 

the folder, and I discuss the matter later in the thesis. I 

subsequently decided to focus on the following areas which seem of 

importance to the field of study and have been stimulating and of 

intel-est to myself. 

My chapter on the Literature is a quite expansive and 

critical look at the history of the subject, searching for ideas or 

leads from earlier studies which may have been overlooked, or only 

become apparent in the light of later developments. 

In the next chapter on Definitions of Art I look at the 

question of ethnographic analogy, also aspects of art theory and 

the sociology of art; in the first place this is to examine their 

relevance to the Cup and Ring material, but it is also to point to 

certain principles related to space and referred to later in the 

thesis. 

In all science the area of recording and methodology raises 

much discussion and I feel can never be taken for granted. Since 
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the first early hand drawings of petcoglyphs deve!o~ments in 

technology have given us many new tools for recording, however the 

same broad questions concerning objectivity still continue. I 

therefore felt it was essential to deal with this topic in some 

detail. This also seemed an appropriate point to raise questions 

associated with the process of classification and the 

identification and definition of style, since in the last part of 

my final chapter I put forward an approach towards a typo~ogy for 

the Cup and Rings. 

The question of chronology raises some large problems in the 

study of all petroglyphs, especially the Cup and Rings, but it is 

of consi derabl e import ance. I t heref ore w;e a whol e chap~ er to 

discuss dating and chronology. Although I try to analyse many 

theories and much available evidence with care and in detail, 

inevitably the nature of the material does limit any absolute or 

definitive outcome. 

In the final chapter I draw from various approaches which 

have been used on other ethnographic or rock art material in order 

to discuss and ju:;tify my theoretical approach. I then focus on 

three main issues. first an analysis of the use of space within and 

between symbols and the environment, which in turn leads to a 

definition of underlying structural social principles; second the 

development of a grammatical syntax; and lastly I suggest an 

approach to a tYP,)logy. Although a:; I stated previously the:;e 

avenues lead to no complete break through in our understanding, I 
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hope they do make some small contribution to the process of 

knowledge. The use of a grammatical syntax presents a new way of 

defining images or symbols which does not rely on the often dubious 

definition of figurative or "literary" forms; it a~=:) opens the 

door to the po:::;sibility of a typology, which I demonstrate. The 

question of space not only gives us a possible lead towards 

structural principles and then an insight into social structure, 

but also induces a new way of examining the rock and its group of 

images, as opposed to the more common focus on the individual 

r::,ymbol. 

The thesis therefore does not follow either a strictly 

anthropological approach or a traditional archaeological enquiry. 

It partakes of the views of many authorities, from several 

disciplines, as well ar::; my own concepts of art. I hope that it 

repre:::;ents all of the viewpoint:::; fairly, while at the same time 

leading from these into some new thought, or closer definition of 

thought concerning the specific subject of the Cup' and Ring 

engravings. 
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Introduction. 

Since the literature on any thesis such as this must be 

large, the first question is in what way to limit it in order to 

make a cross sectional survey and an evaluation. 

In this chapter I will only be looking at work which deals 

directly with the Cup and Ring carvings on natural rock and on some 

cist covers of the British Isles with a brief look at Galicia as 

well. These works deal with descriptions, relationships to other 

finds, or make some approaches to 'meaning', 

My main aim in this short introduction to the chapter is to 

state some of my own viel-J:3 and premises concerning the research 

process. This may help to make clear my starting point for 

critically analysing the research work of others. 

Although Rock Art, and especially petroglyphs, have been very 

slow to gain a respectable niche in academic bodies of knowledg~ 

<which in itself provides an intere'3ting problematic),when one 

begins to look at the literature on the Cup and Ring carvings, one 

finds that they proved a steady interest to many of our 

Archaeologists since the first half of the last century; although 
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pos,=,ibly at times more so to the dedi:3ted amateur than the 

prof essi onal. 

As I have said Rock Art has be2~ slow to gain 'academic 

respectability'. We may make an exception for the Palaeolithic Cave 

paintings; but the equally vast numbers of engravinz; or petroglyphs 

found in Palaeolithic caves have received far less publicity, at 

least until more recently with the work of Leroi Gourhan (1965 1968) 

and others, The huge amount of rock engravings found in Scandinavia, 

France, Italy, Spain, N. Africa and most other European countries, 

usually of Neolithic or Bronze Age dating, has received only scant 

attention, remaining the concern of a few dedicated outsiders. To 

~30me extent this is surprising, since when a)(e:;. potsherds or 

postholes are located, great inferences take place, theoretical 

debates, dialectic discussion, and conclusions develop. Yet in many 

places such as those mentioned above, and including the British 

Isles. there is a vast richne:;-::, of archaeological finds which remain 

relatively untapped, seen presumably as too difficult and 

problematic to deal with. 

One fa(tor is that as visual symbols are frequently 

designated as Art, rock engravings may be seen to fall between 

disciplines of study. however within the Archaeological approach, 

carvings on natural rock ha~e equal distribution factors and spatial 

characteristics of other' finds', and are e',7en more open to the same 

forms of analysis since we can norma::y assume that they are 

unmoved. Although associations may be less obvious or 'integrated' 
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than with many other finds, such as obj~cts found in burials or 

stratified sites, nevertheless associations sre foun~ in ~ome cases: 

que·;tions can then be asked and conclusions or inferences drawn. We 

must however admit a fGndamen~al difficulty for natural rock 

carvings such as the Cup and Rinss, and that is the question of 

dating. 

As stated above associations tend to be far less definite 

than with many' finds', and when samples occur in datable Clsts etc. 

there is often indication that the carving was carried out some time 

before. Stratification seldom occurs, radiocarbon methods are 

inapplicable. Thus without dating it is difficult to associate 

petroglyphs with other artifacts or cultures with any degree of 

certainty; and then to use them to help solve the larger questions 

of Archaeology. 

This theme will be dealt with more fully later in the thesis, 

I mention it here only to help with the question, why there may have 

been a past reluctance to deal at any depth with rock engravings. 

It may well be traditional theoretical frameworks (if 

percei ving t h2 world, which have led archaeolc'gist s to build 

concept s of 'cuI t ures' upon a number of simi 1. ar pot t ery finds, but 

to draw back from inference built upon numerous rock engraving 

finds. ,3.11 wi t h con!3ic'erable simi 1 ,3rit y. 
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As Nordbladh says, "In Archaeology it ':',a:= a.lways been a 

problem what made man. At one stage he was a creature that used 

tools. Later hi; ability to use and devise his own to;]ls was 

stressed as the criterion. However Archaeologists working on 

Prehistoric images can also easily make their concept of man - a 

symbol- using and symbol- making creature" (1978,63-78). 

Of course here Nordbladh is not only referring to the engraved or 

painted image, but he also includes all objects and artifacts as 

symbols involving social relations and meaning as well as having 

pragmatic practical functions. 

As we look at the written work on the Cup and Ring carvings 

of the British Isles we will find different depths of penetration 

and approach to the material. Invariably the descript~ve is present 

with varying degrees of expertise; comparative material in the 

British Is:es or abroad may be dealt with, and often an attempt is 

made to e!;tablish a broad chronology; finally there is at times an 

attempt to hypothesise meaning or meanings. Invariably there will be 

a considerable unsupported leap into the area of meaning after the 

other work, but this is hardly surprising. 

Piggott (982) state":, what he !3eeS as the limitations of . 
Archaeological investigation. Yes to technology, economics, -l- ' 

I. race 

and also chronological sequence, but social organisation is only 

possible by inference and analogy, and language and religion almost 

i mpos:; i bl e. 
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Thus many may be starting too far away by attempting to 

interpret pure meaning. For Nordbladh (1978,63-78) the petroglyphs 

may give valuable clues to social organisation irrespective of 

meaning. Bradley <1984,1) e:aborates the qU6stion more clear~y by 

presenting us with Christopher Hawkes' <1954,161-2) 'heirarchy of 

inference' , 

"To infer from the Archaeological phenomena to the technisues 

producing them I take to be relatively easy --- to infer to the 

subsistence economics of the human groups concerned is fairly easy.

---- To infer to the social/political institutions of the groups 

however is con~,iderably harder --- To infer to the religious 

institutions and spiritual life may seem superficially perhaps to be 

easier ---- (but) in general I believe unaided inference from 

material remains to spiritual life is the harde~:;t inference of all. II 

Thus many have retreated and limited their aims3s M. A. Smith, 

itA recognition that archaeological evidence when it is confined to 

material remains demonstrably supports only a limited range of 

conclusions about human activity" 

<1955,5). 

To me this view is understandable. =t has led Dubelaar (1986), 

in his recent important work on the South American petroglyph::. to 

be very wary of approaching ideas about meaning, as he also is in 

lectures and seminars. I feel he would find considerable sympathy 

with M. A. Smith. Dubelaar's arguement is almost the simplistic 
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positivist one, tha~ we can only acrue data and facts, ane one day 

when we have enouO"o· h we may , t d 'Jil·:Iers an . This does not deny the 

respect ~ have for his achievement and work. When I see som.e of the 

incredible flights of the imagination which are at times ::enerated 

by petroglyph:::. a few of which I wi~l menL.on, I tend te- find m~:self 

in sympathy with Piggott. Hawkes, and Smith regarding progress in 

the understanding of religion or spiritual beliefs. It is ?artly this 

sympathy that leads me in the direction I take in the last cha?~er_ 

However man has been faced by equal imponderable,:; in the past, and I 

do feel that the \7iews of those like M. A. Smith and Dubelaar who 

claim that it is not possible to attain understanding in certain 

areas, at least at the moment. can be seen to negate the essential 

dynamic nature of the dialectic of knowledge in the searc~ for 

explanation. A hypothesis or theory is constructed after careful 

thorough investigation of all the available evidence however scanty, 

and with the use of a sound logical process, although it is always 

open to questioning and hence change as further eviden~e and new 

technologies appear. Thus I suggest that if one stops s~ort of 

theorising in certain areas ewing to the apparent insufficient 

evidence or data, this would seem to deny the dynamic of knowledge. 

Chi 1 de (1956, 1) does not appear to (leny t he goal of at t aining 

this understanding; he sees the goal of archaeology as being the 

rec.:lptur-ing of thoughts of those who enacted certain be:-laviour in 

the past. He does of course emphasise that it is the understanding 

of t he group thought s and purpo';e~; whi c': are searched for (1 9~-6, 7). 

Nevertheless I feel he by no means minimises the problem. He admits 
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that the bulk of the record ,- within the' maTerial culture', a:-"'!d 

that all actions are not to s3L.'=iY ba:;ic ;-,uman need:;; and very 

important but perhapE; unfortT,3~e for the archaeologist, he claims 

(1956,43) that men often act for the sake of acting. 

I find support in an earlier work of Childe for my view of 

knowledge stated above. In his criticism of Hulton Webster's 

History, he makes a plea for a more definite realisation of the 

dynamic progressive and continual view of history, the organic 

connected <1941,1-14). 

This I feel must also include ourselves, our knowledge, and 

its progressive dynamic nature. 

I intend to divide the writings on the British Cup and Ring 

carvings that I wish to look at into four loose groups, each tending 

to have a particular characteristic as well as a chronological 

position. Of course this is to a large extent an arbitrary and 

subjective approach for dealing with the material. 

1) First, from the middle of the last. century to the end, 

there were written what I will call the' six claE,;,::;ical works' by 

::imp=or, <1864-5), Cole:; <12·94-5,1893-9, lSC2-3, 1905-5), Tate 

(1865). Romilly Allen <1879 1881-2), Jolly <1881-2), and Hamilton 

( 1886 - 7 ). Th e sea r e mo s t 1 Y art i c 1 e =; ex c e p t for t wo c a= e s ; ~ hey :; r e 

thorough on descriptions and locatio~ of the Cup and Rings in their 

chosen area of England or Scotland; together they provide a valuable 
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corpus of engravings, which a1 thou2::-1 they have bee;-15c.::ied ~ (\ more 

recent ly, also document some carvings nnw lost or dis~igured. u -

Unfortunately there are no equivalent works for the Irish 

nat ural roc k engravings. Mac Whit e' s (1946) paper i:; of import ane e, 

which is why I placed it under 'recent classics'; I will discuss it 

in some detail in this chapter and also later under chronology. To 

date there is to the best of my knowledge and according to Shee 

Twohig (per. comm.) only one very inadequate corpus of the Iri::h 

engravings, an unpublished M.A. thesis by Finlay (1973). Shee Twohig 

has herself of course produced thorough work on the Megalithic art, 

but only tends to document Cup and Ring symbols as they appear in 

this context. I will be referring to Megalithic art as it become:: 

relevant regarding dating, in the chapter on chronology. 

As we shall see some of the writers above then proceed to 

look at comparative material, and then often to hypothesise on 

meaning based on such evidence as they find available, however 

scanty it may seem to us. 

2) Second, overlapping the above works and continuing into 

this century are smaller articles usually documenting new finds of 

importance; or works which use a litt::'e scanty ill-considered 

empirical material from other sources, then take off into flights of 

fancy on meaning, such as L. ~ Mann (1915) on celestial bodies. 

Nevertheless bearing in mind my statement on knowledge above. even 
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this may provide a source of divergent thinking and 8 take off for 

more rigorous work. 

As we proceed into this century smaller works doc1_;menting new 

finds become les:3 common, since with the increase in agricultural 

expl 01 tat i on of t he land and reaf f cre~;t at i on, many m,=:'re st ones tend 

to be lost or destroyed than found. This I found especially true in 

the Tay valley, where a number of documented sites had been chewed 

up by the reafforestation process. What were once immovable mounds 

of natural rock, with modern technology become movable and 

disappear. 

3) A third grouping useful to consider are those works which 

concentrate on the mobile or movable carved stones found on cist 

slabs or in burials. 

4) Finally I will look at a number of important major works, 

or what I might call more recent Itclassic~;" on the Cup and Rings. 

Starting with Breuil (1934), then MacWhite (1946), and more recently 

Hadingham (1974), much concern has been given to the relationship 

between Megalithic Art and the natural rock carvings in the British 

Isles and Galicia; Prof. Anati (1963-4) has also made an important 

contribution. 

Simpson and Thawley (1972) deal with a particular aspect of 

the subject, that is the carved cist covers; they attempt to analyse 

their origins in relation to Megalithic Art and the Cup and Ring 
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carvings on the natural rock. Walker <1970,1974) is one of the firs" 

to use rock carvings as finds to be cC~?6red spatially with other 

finds, and one of the first to use computerisation for analysing the 

Cup and Rings. 

Very important will be the works of R.G. W. Morris 

<1977,1979,1931) that have do,::-umented a corpus of engravings in 

Galloway, Argyll, and S. Scotland with immense thoroughness and care, 

whilst noting some general characteristic:; across sites. and some 

tongue in the cheek gla~ces at meaning. 

Earlier Classics. 

No doubt many of the Cup and Ring stones have been noticed, 

talked about, and become the source of myths throughout the history 

of the British Isle:;; but one of the earliest mentioned in 

literature co~es in Tate's book (1865). He talks of forty years 

before when a Mr Langland observed worn and defaced figures on a 

sandstone block at the great camp on Old Bewick Hill in 

N.Northumberland.Some years later when he found others he decided 

that they were ancient. Even ear-lier, Tate mentions the exif·tence of 

a drawing of the Cup and Ring cist slab from Coilsfield in Ayrshire 

1785; but this was not actually publi:;:1ed until Wil:;on (1863). 

Unfortunately as ~1(=,rris <19.')1> documents, the history of this slab 
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becomes hazy and it has now disappeared, it is possible that it is 

in the Hamilton Museum, 

A:; opposed to the above cist slab, more impcrtance was given 

when the Rev. William Greenwell found and drew atten:ion to 

Roughting Lynn 12 miles N.W. of Old Bewick. In 1852 he gave a paper 

to the Archaeological Institute of Newcastle. 

Although I have stated that the Irish carvings seem less well 

documented than the English and Scottish, at least awareness of them 

began at a similar time as the English and Scottish. The Rev. 

Charles Graves recorded the stones found at Staigue Bridge Co. 

Kerry, wi th considerable care and accuracy in 1851, Since both the 

Northumberland and the Kerry carvings were adjacent to Iron Age 

forts, it is natural that these early observers used this for their 

interpretation of dating and origins. When we realise that by todays 

guideline:::; they were perhaps 2000 years wrong, at least in origins, 

the problem of chronology begins to be seen. 

It could be argued that one of the earliest works on the 

engravings of the British Isles by Prof. J. Y. Simpson is as good as 

most that have followed. Written in 1865 and honoured with a 

complete aF'pendi:( volume to the Proceedings of the Society of 

Antiquaries of Scotland, Simpson was a dedicated amateur in 

Archaeology, but a professional professor of medicine; this may 

account {or the admil-able de:;ign of the work. It includes accurate 

r-ecording and observation of al~ t;-le then known re'eks in Scot':'and 
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and Northumberland, but leaving gaps in Yorkshire except. for Robin 

Hood's Bay. If the illustrations do appear a little 'dead' and 

technical in style, I suspect it is mostly due to the current 

reproductive methods. Simpson gives close attention to carvings on 

megalithic circles, avenues, tumuli, and cist or urn covers, in 

addition to noting any proximity to weems, forts, or camps; as well 

as of course the many carvings on the natural rock; and it is in 

this way that he classifies the carvings in his work. 

Surpri::::ingly perhaps for the time, we are present.ed with a 

considerable amount of comparative material from carvings in 

Ireland, Brittany, and Scandinavia. 

Building on this foundation of empirical knowledge, or at 

least taking off after it; Simpson plunges into a rational debate 

that is wide ranging on ideas of origin and meaning. Considerable 

time is spent on assessing ideas of Phoenician origins which may 

have given rise to pre-Druid solar worship and Baal connections, a 

subject that is raised again at a later date by Lethbridge (1957).At 

this point there is some wandering and indulgence by Simpson into 

the assumed ceremonies of the Baal worshippers; 

"We know from this and various other source:::: that the 

Phoenicians or Canaanites and the worshippers of Baal had no remorse 

against the barbarous ceremo~ies of the sacrifices of infants and 

subject';, even of their own race" (Simp:3c.n 1865,104). 
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The only value of this might be to remind us that with the 

carvings we may be receiving as a find only a fraction of the total 

ceremony, structures or apparatus, that was involved with the site 

in the par::,t. 

When considering the possible ornamental nature of the Cup 

and Rings, which is a concept I find used in many different way'; in 

the literature; Simpson falls into the pitfall which is prer:::ent in 

some later works, of confusing or merging in discussion the natural 

rock carvings and the Passage Grave carvings - Megalithic Art. 

However I could be unjust to Simpson since he certainly ends this 

topic with clarity. 

"The two plates XXVIII and XXIX are given with a view of 

showing the highly decorative and ornamental style of some of these 

Irish lapidary sculpturings as compared with the comparatively ruder 

and simpler and hence in all probability earlier Cup and Ring 

cuttings which are found on the archaic carved stones of Scotland 

and England" (1864,68.). and 

"--- our Scotland and English Cup and Ring carvings and 

representations of natural and artificial objects which along with 

circles and zigzags exist in the cairns of ?rittany, - and are 

consequently according to this mode of reasoning to be carried back 

with them in their 'xigin to the;c called Stone Age" 

<1864,121. ). 
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It i ,::. int erest ing that rflo,:::t of Si mr-::: on I s broad ideas '_L 

dating are not unacceptable today. From his observations of t~e 

carvings connected with various graves, burial mounds, cists etc. 

many of which he feels are Pre-Bronze Age without metal artifacts, 

he concludes that the carvings were made with stone. Following from 

this he decides that, 

"The race that first introduced them, the pre-Celtic 

Megalithic builders" <1864, 133 ). 

However in addition he admits that their origins may be even 

earlier. 

Simpson is sympathetic to religious origins, I probably a 

fi!{ed community of ideas, I but he makes the important point, that 

symbols may come into W3e with one religion or belieC but can 

continue in use long after the religion or belief changes. It is with 

Simpson that we first become aware of the possible long period in 

which these symbols were in use by human beings on the natural rock; 

probably longer than the use of the cross in Western society, and 

during which time it appears that technology and social structure 

changed radically. 

Finally it is Simpson who is one of the first to note the 

unfortunate fact that although the carvings on the cist covers or 

stones in burials may give us our most accurate chance of dating, 

much evidence of previous wear and erosion is usually present, 

pointing to earlier carving and use. 
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"In some instances the carved stone employed to cover the 

body or ashes of the dead, or used in the construction of t~eir 

megalithic cists, seems to have been taken for that purpose from 

other localities where possibly it had been already regarded as 

sacred, and had possibly served for other religious purpo;es II 

<1864, 104). 

One is reminded here of the earlier first naive Romanesque 

and Byzantine carvings of draped figures, developed and inspired 

from broken fragments and finds from the classical carvings of 

Greece and Rome; then developed to the sculptural heights of for 

example the Chartres figures, firmly embedded in the Christian 

tradition. 

I have given Simpson's work considerable attention, since the 

corpus he documents forms part of the basis of Simpson and Thawley's 

work and that of Morris more recently; also some of his suggestions 

for dating and the longevity of symbols are important ideas in 

contemporary thought on the subject. 

At the same time that Simpson's work was published, George 

Ta t e' s boc'\( (1865) appeared I but whereas Simpson I s work covered a 

wide area, that of Tate was concerned only with Northumberland; 

nevertheless it exhibits a similar air of thoroughness. He records 

53 stones and 350 figures, this includes 4 eist covers and probably 

4 more; 5 of the stones are within ancient camps and 8 only about 

100 yards from the~ most of the others are less tha~ ~ mile from 
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camps and none I es,=; than 1 mi le, In Beckensall (1983) a more recent 

work on the same area, he gives 135 sites some having more than one 

stone, but some are only traces or references to missing stones. 

The drawings of Tate are good, softer and less di3srammatic 

than Simpson, but still maintaining considerable precisioD. Soon 

after the publication of Tate's work, Mr J. Collingwood Bn_,ce 

produced his collection of lithographs of the carved stones, 

sponsored by the 4th Duke of Northumberland, Algernon, Again one can 

only be agreably surprised and impressed by these naturalistic yet 

precisely observed illustratioDs. We are fortunate that Beckensall 

(1983) has given us the opportunity to compare the illustrations of 

some stones by these two people, Tate anc Bruce, and himself. The 

differences are not great, but enough to indicate the inevitable 

subjective decision involved in such reproduction, which 

unfortunately even photography doesn't eliminate: but since the time 

span is over one hundred years one must also allow for change from 

erosion and damage. It will be necessary to return to these points 

in a later chapter on Methodology. 

~ike Simpson, Tate':; recording work is sOIF,d and most 

valuable, his is the only record of some early discovered stones. He 

proceeds into the area of comparison, but as with some other writers 

becomes rather woolly when he compares Megalithic Art with the 

carvings on the natural rock, without [0~stan~ly remembering the 

essential distinctions. Li~e Simpson he distingcishes between what 

he feels is the ornamental use of designs and forms as 
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the symbolic; for him the spirals and zigzags of the Irish tombs are 

ornamental, presumably meaning decorative only. It is interesting to 

pick up thi::: point '",;hen looking at the more recent wcrk of Mart in 

Brennan (1983), who claims to illustrate a practical use for the 

Passage Grave designs in relation to lunar and so~ar movements. and 

equinox and solstices. Looking at the Brittany gra~es Tate is 

prepared to see some of the carving as symbolic, but is emphatic 

that they have no relation to the Northumberland carvings. 

The distinction between the Megalithic art and the engravings 

found on the natural rock, that is the Cup and Rings is extremely 

important. There is a difference of situation, and to a large extent 

a di f f erence in the vocabul ary of symbol s or forms. Me2:al it hi.::: art 

refers to those carvings which appear on stones which have been or 

were intended for use in the cO:-l;truction of megalithic tombs. and 

inc 1 ude forms such as the spi ral, serpent if orms, 10zenge'3, t ri angle, 

zigzag, and parallel lines <fig. K5, 10), wherea:; Cup and Ring art is 

found mainly on the natural rock outcrops, or occa;ionally on what 

appear to be random slabs. The vocabulary of form mainly consists as 

the name indicates, of the cup with the concentric rings, but this 

can give rise to many cc'mplex variations. However confu'3ion can 

arise between the two groups due to some overlap. Cup and Rings do 

appear at times on megaliths or passage graves, and megalithic 

symbol:=; such .:\S the '=;=,ira1 do sometimes ap?'=o,3r on the natural rock 

outcrop';. Where the overlap i3 mo:;t complete and mixing occurs is on 

the group of rock slabs which are at times cist:':'ver:::., or are found 

in cists. The:;e are dealt with by Simp';i:,n an\~ Th,3wley whose paper I 
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will examine later in this chapter. I will ~QOK more closely at the 

question of the relation between Megalithic art and t~e Cup and 

Rings under the chapter on chronology. 

Tate's answer to the question "by whom" is interesting when 

we see it in relation to the quotation from Nordbladh I gave 

earlier. Archaeologists tend to create common cultures from the 

spread of ceramic types, or tools - technological man; here Tate is 

suggesting the same assumption from what he sees as the similarities 

in the natural rock carvings of the British Isles, a 'symbolic 

cuI t ure'. He wri t es that since t he carvings are dist ri but ed allover 

the British Isles, they were therefore made by one tribe. Britain he 

saw as being peopled by the same race with the same superstitions. 

"Their wide distribution not only from the far north in 

Orkney to the south in Devonshire, but also Ireland, evidences that 

at a period when they were made the whole of Britain wa:; peopled by 

tribes of one race who were imbued with the same superstitions and 

express;ecl them by the same sym')cls, " (1862,35.). 

It is not difficult to question the logic of this statement, 

but perhaps no more so than some of the ass:Jm)t ions made about 

technological man. 

It will be necessary to look carefully at the question of how 

the carvings were made later in this paper; but Tate in his 

thoroughness considers the question and emphasises a major point, 
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that is the role of natural erosion on the rock~ once t~ey are 

uncovered. Erosion often changes the charateristics of the lines 

marks or inci,=.ions drastically over the centuries. Therefore it is 

t.he recently dug up rocks that can give us the most aCI:urate 

guidance on technique. 

Finally Tate comes to the question of meaning, 

" beyond these general views I confess we wander into the 

regions of fancy and conjecture" (1865,39), and he does' Having 

said, 

"--- that these inscriptions have been made by Celtic races 

occupying Britain many centuries before the Christian era" 

(1865,39) , 

He then associates the carvings with Druids and their assumed 

activitie~3, 

"Some of the groups of concentric circle:; may show their 

ideas of the motion of heavenly bodies ---- the plant like figures 

may enable them to expound the nature of things as seen in 

vegetation; possibly the grooves passing from the centre of one 

system of circles to another might symbolise the passage of a soul 

from one :; tat e of being int c' anot her hig'l.er stat e - __ II 

<1865,4-1). 

It is interesting that both Simpson and Tate reject the 

'Map' idea which appears t.o have been prevalent at the time, in 



order to give preference to other ideas, but the increase of 

evidence from one to the other is far from clear. 

Although not on the same scale as the previous two writers, 

t he works of Fred Col es <1894--5, 1898-9~), 1902-3, 1905-6), and Hami I ton 

(1886-7), are of importance in laying the ground work of a corpus of 

natural rock and movable slab engraVings in the Galloway area, and 

use of their findings is still made by recent writers. 

Hamilton's work (1386-7), concentrated on the Kirkcudbright 

area and he limited his work to recording. Kirkcudbright is an 

extremely prolific and dense area for Cup and Ring carvings, which 

has suffered in one section from the Army Range, this makes access 

more difficult and has also resulted in the loss of stones. 

Coles work (1894-5), covers similar ground to Hamilton but he 

extends hic; area somewhat and the number of <;:;i tes. His drawings were 

repeated in different lights, showing again at this early period the 

problem of 'objectivity' in the reproduction of the image, a point 

we must return to, but is well illu:3trated by Nordbladh (1981). 

In subsequent papers, Cole:; <l89.3, 1902,1905) spreads his 

interest to other parts of Scotland, recording new finds or 

discussing ones previously menticned by Simpson, in Ayrshire, 

Perthshire, or Aberdeenshire. 
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Neither Hamilton or Coles move far beyond recording; alt~ough 

in one paper Col 8:;; does make an inter-==-"ing comparisc)n c>-=-tween the 

Witches Stone, Tormain Hill. Ratho, with its row of 22 minute Cup 

marks! and the Fowberry Mains rock in Northumberland with two 

parallel rows of clo,=;2 minute Cup marks, one line having 46 Cups the 

other 62, 

Just previous to Hamilton and Coles work, Romilly Allen 

(1879) published his paper on the Yorkshire carvings, thus extending 

the corpus for the British Isles, Simpson had c~ly included Robin 

Hood's bay, Allen's work is more in keeping with that of Simpson and 

Tate since he delineates what he sees as international connections, 

and then allows himself to hypothesi';e on meaning and origins. 

Allen's groundwork of taking us round Ilkley Moor and 

describing the major stones with accuracy has only recently been 

surpassed Hedges ed, (1986). He is the first to draw our attention to 

the Panarama ",.tone, which although i:; no doubt within the Cup and 

Ring vocabulary, has the unique ladder extensions to the Cup and 

Rings, which as we shall see later leads Breuil to anthromorphise 

the forms, an~ others to find Scandinavian affinities. Likewise we 

are pointed to the unique 'swastika stone' by Romilly Allen which is 

found again in Val Camonica, Italy, Jacobsthal (1938), 

References are made by Allen to comparisons in Ireland, 

India. and th.e U. S. A., but he also gives con::;iderable a.ttention to 

explanation and meaning, examining 6 possible theorie,=. It is 
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interesting that he as some other authors rejects any planetarium O~ 

stella theory, since no relation to the ac~ual ;+ar patterns ca~ b~ 

found; yet a relation to mythical concepts of stella activity must 

always be possible. I have already referred to the work of Brennan 

<19<33,144) who shows diagrammatic relations to stella activity, thus 

the forms or de';igns do not equat e to visual real it y. He look:; at 

the wavy line vl,lich is common to Irish Megali thic Art, anc. 

demonstrates how this could well originate from the moving line of 

moon cycles; the idea is supported by the tc\~ality of his work and 

ideas. 

Allen feels that a religious symbolism is most likely, 

although h~ does not seem to realise that this does not need to be 

distinct from a stella theory, or other possible functions or 

explanat ions. 

Later he states, "All Archaeologists who have given the matter 

serious consideration agree that the Cup and Ring marks have a 

symbolic origin, otherwise it is difficult to account for the 

monotonous repetition of the same figure (not used decoratively 

except in rare instances) and for its occurrence over so wide a 

geographical area The irregularity of the Cup and Ring marks on 

slabs and rock surfaces is possibly due to their having been carved 

by several different persons at different times instead of having 

been designed and executed by a single individual--- "(1836,79». 

Two points need making here; first to see the Cup and Ring 
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engravings as monotonous repetition is a very subjective vi~~ To 

one who studies them in detail they exhibit a great richnes:; anc: 

variation of form CC\rEjl_'natl':'~.'.':=:, albel't ba,--,-"d on a -ommon "har-l'r - - QC _ ~ u ~ ~ 

vocabulary, It is possible that the visual art of this century in 

Western society has given us a greater vis'_'al awareness and 

understanding in the perception of abstract non-figura~ive forI 

The second point is that I think Allen confuses technique 

with distribution on the rock surface, ignoring the possibility that 

there may be a feeling for composition and design. A distinction 

between these aspects must and will be defined later, as with the 

factor of superimposition. Of course the possibility of various 

I art i st Sl is an import ant cont ri but ing variabl e which must be born 

in mind. 

Allen continues, " __ - the Cup marked stones on Rombalds Moor 

are in many cases near the ancient trackways across the high 

ground, and there may be some analogy between the practice of 

carving these symbols and that of leaving rags on bushes for votive 

offerings, as is done in Corea and Persia when going over a mountain 

" <1886,79), 

This is an interesting point of Allen's, since one finds the 

huge wealth of carvings in the Maritime Alps at the foot of Mount 

Bego on the pass through the mountains, and again at the base of 

Mount Meltsen on the Yagour plateau in Morocco (fig, L4 a~d L9), 
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As with other writers Romilly Allen also states, 

"That th b 1 e sym 0 s are religious seems probable because they 

are found so frequently associated with sepulchral remains such as 

megalithic circles, menhirs, chambered cairns, and stone cists--- " 

<1886,80) . 

This does beg many questioD:=; which will be discussed later, 

but two points can be mentioned in passing; first one can question 

what is exactly meant by religious, and secondly also question the 

tendency to see things a'3 mono-functional, stemming perhaps from 

experimentally assumed cause and effect in the natural sciences. 

I discuss this more fully in the chapter Art and Social relations. 

Finally much praise must be given to Romilly Allen in his 

paper of 1881-82, not only does he set out to add to the Scottish 

corpus, building on the work of Simpson, but he includes what is 

virtually the first listed corpus of Cup and Ring engravings in 

Europe, giving the situation, class of monument, reference or where 

described, and map reference if any. Obviously only a beginning, but 

a very valuable pointer still awaiting further development today, 

although much work has recently been done at the Institute of 

Prehistoric Studies at Val Camonica in Italy. 

Allen in his work makes no distinction between sites with 

only Cup marks, and those wi th Cup and Rings or other- designs. In 

his more recent works Morris (1977,1979,1981) feels tha~ he has to 
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exclude sites with Cup marks only in order to keep his wor~ within 

managable bounds. Obviously many Cup marks are associated with their 

more complex brother!':; and sist ers the Cup and Rings, whether on 

seperate sites or mixed. Yet it is also possible that simple Cup 

marks may be much earlier than Cup and Rings and unconnected, such 

as those found at La Ferrassie in France, Aurignatian period, 

Giedion (1957); or the much later Dalladies stone found in a long 

barrow with a plano convex knife and given a radiocarbon date of 

3240+/-105 bc or approximately 4000 BC corrected. However if one 

does exclude Cup marks on their own, one can never be sure that you 

are not excluding Cup and Rings, since the natural erosion on rocks 

is far more quick and drastic than one may think. It can be noted in 

Morri:;' s works how frequently on returning to a site after some 

years, part of the symbols may be no longer visible or very 

difficult to see. Since the rings are invariably carved less deep 

than the cups they are the first to disappear leaving only cups. 

Since we have noted the exclusion of rocks with only Cup 

marks on them from Morris's work, it is interesting to look at 

someone like Jolly (1881-82) who specialiseG in them. That is in the 

Inverness area and in association with the Clava tombs. Jolly 

recorded :33 stones and included many precise drawings, He records 

the exact number of Cup mark0, their depth and their width, even 

when some st one:::; have 43 or 98 mark:; on them. Occa=ion3lly a ring or 

gutter appear'::, but the rocks mainly have cup marks only, Jolly 

makes an interesting point from his viewpoint of a C8Gtury ago which 

has implications for Archaeology and Rock Art study. He claims to 
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have come upon many farmers who have reJJ.ovec: st=,:--!~ eire ~ e;. and 

others who discovered old pot::; and other f' d ln s. but soon buried them 

again not nece~;,=;ari1.y in the same place. due to superstition. 

Smaller Articles. 

I will now continue by looking at a sample of the smaller 

papers which have b~en written on the Cup and Ring engravings, not 

perhaps encompassing the breadth of works like Simpson, Tate, or 

Romilly Allen, but making valuable additions to the corpus of finds 

or contributing a few interesting ideas. 

The area of the Tay valley although giving ample evidence of 

prehistoric settlement, is also suggested as a migratory route by 

Lindsay Scott (1951) and others. Unfortunately it has received far 

less attention in the field of rock engravings than regions such as 

Gall m . .,ray or Argyll. Thi s may well be due tot he di sappearance of 

many earlier discovered stones. from agricultural development on the 

valley slopes or reafforestation, as I have indicated before. Some 

indication of the richness of engravings in the area can be seen in 

Stewart <1958-59,75), but I was unable to locate some of these 

stones in 1984. Thus there is no real developed corpus of these 

rocks, but in 1894 Haggart gave a paper recording two important 

sites in the region, giving early photographs and descriptions. 

First the large outcrop at Duncroisk, 8-10 foot high and 

approximately 200 yards Ions, perhaps one of the biggest sites in 

the British Isles; recently it ha:; been well documente,=~ again by 

- SCi -



Morris (l'?81). Haggart also deals with the ~;ite at Braes of 2.31::"oi:~1 

near Tayrncl1jth castle. Maclarine (1919) adds a few more site:;, and 

Alison Young (1937-8) documents Cup and Ring stones on Graig 

Ruenshin above Birnham. 

I have mentioned the problem of dealing with the 

chronologically wide-ranging Cup marks. Jolly's work was an early 

recording of this type of stone. Later Mann (1921-2) recorded the 

Cup marked rocks in T:;'ree. Again a difficulty appears, since at the 

same time Mann deals with basin stone:;, that is the larger man made 

hollows in the natural rock. These have historical records of myth 

and usage. They are recorded for Ireland as Bullans, and some of 

their myth and usage is given by Wakeman (1874-5). The problem 

obvi ousl Y is at what point do Cup:; become Bullans or ba-::in st ones? 

Some times with isolated large basins it may seem obvious, but in 

mixed situations with other symbols, and not such a distinct size 

the problem is complex. The problem is even extended when one 

examines the particular form of cup mark with concentric circles 

found at Maugaraul, Donegal; these are frequently 3 inches or ~Gre 

wide and have a flat horizontal base (fig. G2 and 4). 

At Blackshaw, vJe·;t Kilbrice, is found 8[li:>ther of the larger 

engraved rocks of the British Isles. Many of the symbols are faded 

from erosion, and now much of the rock is ke?t covered. This 

important rock has not only a large variety of Cup and Rings on its 

surface, t'lt also 300 '~up mark;, lncluding the less common 

I h 0 r s e=. h I}e ' c up marks wh i c h t end t 0 be dee~er 
l 

on one;ide. In 
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addition there are some feint dotted -:::pirals, a symbol that is :ar 

more common in some Megalithic art than on the natural rocks, This 

rock was first recorded by Boyd and Smith, but communicated by 

Cochran Patrick <1886-7), It is a good e~:ample of precise 

observation and description, without venturing into the realms of 

comparison or meaning. 

The first part of Christison (1903-4) deviates a little from 

our subject, since he delves into the geological origins of the 

standing stones in the valley of the Add, Kilmartin, Argyll. They 

are found in this area virtually ready made, as diorite rock 

outcrops with quarzite forms which have been rounded by glacial 

action. This again reminds us of an additional problem to the 

question of the Cup marks in isolation, since many can be natural 

formations in the rock. 

The second part of Christison's paper looks at two Cup and 

Ring sites in the Kilmartin ares, that is Cairnbaan (fig. B8-10) and 

Kilmichael (fig.B5-7). First one should notice the extremely high 

standard of the rubbings that are reproduced in this article. The 

merits of the various methods of reproducing petroglyphs will be 

discussed in a later chapter. Rubbings do have some disadvantages; 

difficultiy of execution on rugged surfaces, and a certain degree of 

distortion of the grooves, but Christison's work would tend to lead 

one to ~3ee reproduction by ri_1bbing when pO~3:3ible as having '30me 

advantages over other methods. It should be noted that these are not 

small rocks for rubbings, Cairnbaan I is 20 feet by 6 foot and 
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Cairnbaan 2 is 11~ feet by 6~, while Kilmichael is 25 feet by 15 

feet, and both surfaces are far from flat. 

Christison's visual description and analysis of Kilmichael is 

very penetrating. He suggests three areas or bands on the rock, each 

having its dominant symbol';, a top band with cups and pear figures, 

a middle band of mainly dumb-bells, and a lower area of pear or 

tongue shapes reappears but with more complex and grooved 

groupings. It is perhaps regretable that Morris in his excellent work 

gives this rock a much more cursory treatment, merely admitting that 

it does have a "fine assortment of designs" <1977,100). 

I feel that Christison is pointing a way that analysis might 

proceed; a detailed analysis of forms with spacing, grouping, 

placing, scale, and variety, all closely recorded. As I said earlier 

it is necessary to become ever more visually aware of the variety 

and richness of the apparently abstract material. Christison is one 

of the few wri t '2rs who seems prepared to consider I grouping' or 

perhaps composition on the rock. He claims that 'order' can be noted 

on the Cairnbaan rock, that is a tendency for grouping in threes. 

Finally Christison takes a step in a direction with which I 

have great sympathy. He point:::, ~o the great difference in forms 

between a rock like Kilmichael Glassary (fig. 85-7) and that such 3S 

Cairbaan (fig.88) with its large number of Cup and Rings, s:~e with 

up to four rings and tail:::, I would alsi) wi;h to add a posr::,ible 

comparison with a rock like Ormaig (fig. M) with its own distinct 
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type of Cup and Ring; rings of smaller cup marks within the 

concentric circles. In the chapter on chronology I will make a 

closer comparison between some chosen sites. Perhaps for too long we 

have used the blanket term Cup and Rings, and induced self b~indness 

to the richness in front of us. Christison i:; an earlier writer who 

seems to feel his way beyond this. 

Again if we look with perception across sites and between 

symbols, a considerable variation in 'the feeling of the line' can 

be seen. Frequently this can be due to erosion, but of course also 

to execution. On a large rock such as Achnabreck <fig. A 1,2,4,5, and 

7-10) both of these factors can be noted, Edwards (1935) recorded 

the engravings on Traprain La~ East Lothian, Scotland. These have 

an unusually distinct fine line. They do not include Cup and Ring 

forms, but have many varieties of parallel line patterns and 

symbols. Execution appears to have been made by a metal tool cutting 

or scratching into the rock. This makes them unique in line and 

feeling to all other British Isles engravings, and only having 

echoes in the petroglyphs of the Paris basin (Gil~es Tasse 1982). 

These engravings are a mystery; unfortunately they are mostly now 

quarried away, and only samples remain in the National Museum of 

Antiquities;, Edinburgh <Morris 1931,157), 

Although the whole qiJe;tion of the Cup and Ring petroglyphs 

poses a large mystery, Hadingham (1974) whose work I will leok at 

later, calls his book "Ancient Carvings in Britain - a \1ys:ery. II 

Within this mystery are many smal!er mysteries, one is the carving 
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of what appears to be two left hands. These were on:y first recorded 

by Miss Campbell (1960); they were noticed built into a wall next to 

the canal at Earnakill, south of Kilmartin. In 1963 Dickie wrote a 

further paper on them, fcllowed later by Morris <1977,60). It was 

Dickie who suggested that there were other kinds of carving on the 

other side of the same rock, but Morris was unable to loc3te them. 

If he had they may have helped relate the:::;e isolated and absolutely 

unique (at least to the British isles) carvings to other sites or 

periods. 

A similar situation arises with the one carving of a deer at 

Glen Domhain. First recorded in the Argyll List (1915), and then a 

number of times since, f inall y by Morri s <1977, 85). It again ha:; 

aroused interest due to its uniqueness; however since it is 

relatively unweathered it could well be far more recent than the Cup 

and Rings. When we do come to discuss the engravings in Galicia, 

many of the Cup and Ring carvings there are associated w~th deer 

carvings (fig. J7), and many are close in style to the deer at Glen 

Domhain. This has nat urall y aroused int ere:;t, especially since a 

number of observers including Morris have indicated a possible 

carved circle above the deer figure. Pursuing this line of thought, 

it is Feather (1964) who claims to identify a 'Gallician deer' 

adjacent to the Cup and Ring marks on a rock at Ford, near 

Kilmat-tin. Feather follows this up as a pos:=;ible clue to a 

relationship between the Scotti:;h carvings and the Galician. He 

completely reject:; the Glen Domhain engraving as a more re'=ent 

happening. The whole discussion is a little flimsy being based on a 
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sing~e piece of evasive evidence. Yet 8= we <;,.rill see the CO~r,!~,:,n 

forms of the Cup and Rings in the British Isles and those of Galicia 

strongly indicate some relationship. 

There are a number of articles on the Cup and Rings which use 

a considerable flight of the imagination to explain uses for the~ 

That by Browne (1921) which I mentioned earlier in the introduction, 

first draws attention to the Cup and Rings or cup marks on various 

standing and recumbent stones; these are frequently associated with 

stone circles a point I will look at in connection with Thorn's work 

a little later in the chapter. Browne gives u,=; with what I feel is 

some conviction, an explanation for the use of two stones, that is 

the Sin Hinny stone and the Rothiemay. He claims to identify various 

con:::,tellat ions among the many cup marks and occasional Cup and Ring. 

These constellations he claims are carved in reverse, and from this 

he suggests the possibility of a 'print off' on skin of a star map. 

One can argue of course that it is possible to identify at least one 

of the constellations in any group of dots; however the idea does 

carry more conviction when three c,r more constellations are 

identified more or less in the correct relation to each other. This 

is what Browne claims. It is possible that the idea might be seen to 

have more strength when we consider that these stones are or were 

associated with stone circles, which have been seen by some, such as 

Prof. Thorn, to have stella and lunar association:;, However many other 

such lunar and stella explanations may well fall outside the bounds 

of le~itimate archaeological explanation 
w 

As we have seen Romilly Allen as earlv as 1896 recorded a 
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quite detailed summary of the engravings on Ilk_ey Moor. In a short 

paper Cowling (1936-8) described the rocks found on the Wes~ern and 

Snowden Moors, north of Otley. From this it is interesting to return 

to the points arising from Christison's paper above. The rocks on 

Western annd Snowdon Moors do tend to show a unified grouping which 

makes them somewhat distinct from other areas. The form:: tend to be 

linear or have narrow gutters, interweaving and ending in, or 

encompassing cup marks. Cup and Rings do appear occasionally on 

these rocks, but there are no 'key hole' shapes or commmas, that is 

distorted or developed Cup marks. Cowlings work is a model of 

valuable recording, with a high degree of objectivity, without 

venturing into the question of meaning or explanation. 

Important carvings are not always recorded after direct 

intentional visits. In 1876 a group from the Berwickshire Naturalists 

club took a boat trip on the Coquet Riverj their voyage took them 

past rock cliffs on the banks of the river near Morwick Mill, and 

here are found at a height of between 2 and 20 feet an extremely 

interesting set of carvings. which differ considerably from most 

other sites. This is mainly due to the presence of spirals - single, 

linked as doubles, or with other forms, thus seeming to have more in 

common wi th Irish Pa:3'3age Grave Art, than perhaps the Cup and Rings 

on nat ural rock. 

Charles Douglas (1876) related the event in his Anniversary 

address. A more precise recording was made by Hardy and Dand (1882-

4). They a1s,(,I drew attention to the c.3mp behind the cliff. Since 
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then these carvings have evoked continlJl'ng I'n t t Th d ~ eres, ey appeare 

in the History of Northumberl-3;-,c_ <189'~! and 1940). Dodds the editor 

in 1899 describes and illustrates the forms well; of especial 

interest is the form of concentric circles with a ring of small Cup 

marks surrounding it, and an extension built on the side with 

another small Cup mark. It is 3. form that can evoke comparison with 

other countries, but it does seem to be unique in the Br:tish Isles. 

However Dodds takes the opportunity of comparing the double spirals 

found at Morwick with those to be seen at the top of the large rock 

at Achnabreck (fig. AS), Kilmartin. 

In their paper on the Doddington Moors of 1956, A.H. A. and 

N. Hogg blend their recording of Cup and Ring engravings with steps 

towards some degree of dating and explanation. The paper may not 

take us all that far towards precise dating, but it is of interest 

since the writers try to base conclusions on observed empirical 

material. From spatial proximity the authors assume a relationship 

between forts, huts, and enclosures on the moor:;, and the Cup and 

Ring carved rocKs, 

"To the East and South are several earthen banks now much 

reduced by cultivation. These were also probably connected with 

cattle rearing. Three of t~em converge on a group of incised rocks. 

This suggests that the carvings were ,:>, known landmark \..Jhen the the 

banks were bui It " (Hogg 1956, 142). 
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Although the writers use ":3uggestE,1I and thus admit an area of 

doubt, it iE; a reasonable tentative hYFc<hesis to make given the 

available material. The banks and other remains can be dated by 

their style, and from the above conclus~ons the carvings are seen as 

probably earlier or contemporary. 

Dating of carvings is extremely difficult, and it is only by 

such tentative hypothesis, then comparison with other perhaps 

equally tentative ideas, but built on different material, E;uch as 

cist covers, cairns or barrows, that a broad dating or chronology 

begins to appear. 

Earlier I stated that I felt that Ireland had been less well 

documented for Cup and Ring engravings than other parts of the 

British Isles. This I think is true, perhaps because so much 

interest has centred on the carvings of the magnificent Megalithic 

tombs. However smaller, papers on the Cup and Rings do appear quite 

early. Wakeman (1874-5) produced a paper on the engraved rocks in 

the county of Fermanagh. He starts with simple Cup marks, but then 

moves on to Cup and Rings on the rock at Boho. The carvings are 

quite simple, only sparse examples of Cup and Rings among the cup 

marks. Later in the paper Wakeman moves on to describe Bullan 

stones, basin stones that I have mentioned before; with these he 

seems happier since they lend themselves far more to myth a~d 

whimsy, which I feel the writer enjoy~;! 
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~n 1876-8 Wakeman and Graves both produced papers describing 

Cup and Ring stones. Wakeman again seems absorbed by mythical 

associations, which 1::>ecome virtually un::;ubstantiated chat, even if 

of literary interest and enjoyment, Nevertheless I found myself 

quite impressed by references to similarities with carvings in South 

America and New Zealand, at this early date. One easily forgets that 

it was the heyday of English Imperi3~i~;m and hence widened knowledge 

of the world, stimulated by great curiosity. It was demonstrated 

also in Romilly Allen's work on Ilkley mentioned above, when he 

ended with comparisons of carvings in Ireland followed by India and 

the U. S. A., including the appropriate reference::;. 

A little less' romantic' than Wakeman'::; work, is the paper by 

Rev. Jame::; Graves <1876-8) in the same volume as Wakeman. He a?pE-ars 

to be rei t erat ing almost exact 1 y (he mi sse:::; out the complet e map of 

the Staigue Bridge stone) the earlier work of the Rev. Charles 

Graves, possibly a relative, in Vol. XXIV of the Transactions of the 

Royal Irish Academy (1860,421-31). About five sites in the S. W. of 

Ireland are described with excellent illustrations; it is 

interesting that one of these the rather feint engravings at Staigue 

Bridge, has the unusual single thin concentric circle at some 

distance in radius from the cup mark. 

Before moving on to survey papers that record or deal with 

the Cup and Rings carved on mobile stones and in association with 

cists, barrows. or cairns, I will de'::,cribe an interesting discus:::ion 

that took place between the writer:; of two or :hree small i::"-,3pers, iL 
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relation ~G an Irish carved stone. It is I feel an essentiall~ 

prof ita bl e form of debat e whi ch unf ort una.t r::-l y does :lot seem to 

appear in the literature enough. although the debates in the 

recent 1 yes, t abl ished Aust ral ian journal "Rock ArtResea~c:l" at an 

international level, compensate for this need admirably. 

In 1963 Prof. Anati was asked to v~sit the recently 

discovered natural rock engravings at Derrynablaha and to report on 

them. This he did extremely well, and it led to a useful disclJ:::sion 

of the origins and dating of Irish Rock Art in general. I will look 

at this quite substantial paper a little later. Within Anati' s 

recording he mentions one smaller seperate loose stone, his rock 

number lOa (fig. H1), which had a Cup and Ring with three concentric 

circles and a ring of small cup marks between the outer and the 

second circle. The middle circle was :;hown as gapped, and the outer 

one with a dent, or notch at the bottom. 

J.Coles (1965) observed this and suggested that it was a 

representation of a late Bron=e Age shield, which would indicate a 

somewhat later date for the carving:;, 

However Shee Twohig and O'Kelly (1971-2) in their paper liThe 

Derrynablaha Shield again, II dispute Colr::-s assumptions claiming that 

the stone is damaged at the point of the dent or notch, and actually 

the form would equate to a more conventional ga?ped Cup and Ring, 

but with a ring of cups inside; they then give other examples of 

this design from Pontevedra in Galicia, from Ireland, Galloway and 
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Cairn T at Loughcre~ None are exact replic3s, but the wi~~ use of 

similar fc.rms in differing context:: does ,=;eem to que:;tion whether 

the design is a figurative rendering of a shield. The authors then 

adjust the date to late Neolithic or early Bronze Age. = will leave 

the question there, but it is an interesting follow on that Walter 

TorbrUS8 2 (1968) in his well illustrated book on Prehistoric 

European Art, has no hesitation in stating that it is a Bronze Age 

shield presumably since his book comes before Shee and :=" Kelly and 

after the Coles paper. Personally I would think that this is by no 

means a clo:=;e~ discussion, :;:;ince the form in question which also 

appears at Ormaig in Argyll (fig.M), is one form which is definitely 

found in the Cup and Ring repertOire and on Bronze Age shields, in 

addition to being a decoration found on the large Bronze Age musical 

horns. As can be seen in the photograph, erosion and weathering must 

play a big part in any present discussion. I feel that it would have 

been advisable for this stone to have been placed in a museum. 

Mobile S+ one2_3.nd Ci st Covers. 

In the world of British Isle:::; rock engravings there is a 

I fringe' area, but one of considerable importance. That is the 'cist 

covers', smaller movable slabs of rock usually found as cist covers 

or within graves. They are fr~quently engraved with the more 

conventional Cup and Ring designs, but may include spirals. lozenge, 

zig=:a3, diamonds, or even foot print·; 3:Jd a:,~e shapes. The:;e latter 

forms are more often found in the Passage Grave Art of Ire13nd or 

Bri t t any. or in some c·=,-,;e; they 3re unique. Thw; no~ only do these 
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slabs suggest E,ome connectLlg link between Megal:~hic Art a:-:d t:-:e 

Cup and Ring engravings, but sinc~ they are normally integrated 

closely with burials the question of dating becomes possicle. 

A considerable number of papers have been publ.ishec', over the 

last century documenting and discussing these finds. They tend to 

culminate in a more recent larger paper by Simpson and Th.3wley 

(1972). Unfortunately becaus;e of their mobile I"',ature and practical 

use, these stones have frequently been lost or have disappeared, 

thus past recording becomes vitally important; many have of course 

found refuge in museums, but may go unnoticed at times in storage. 

I will refer to a few of the interesting papers that deal 

wi t h ci st or urn covers, or carved :;t ones in barrows. I wi 11 not 

necessarily exclude stones that only have Cup marks on the~ 

although in these cases reservations are necessary as previously 

stated. 

I commence with an early writing since it does have a 

particular interest being in the South of England; that is Charles 

Warne's communication to the British Archaeological Association in 

1848, on the excavation of three tumuli on the Came Estate near 

Dorchester. These were apparently quite large, involving '2000 cart 

load:; of soil', a bronze (:'agger was found in one. The la;t tumuli to 

be e~cavated was 90 feet in diameter and containe·j the stones. 
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" Abol}t the centre at a depth of some three feet from the 

surface wa,::; found lying flat a rough unhewn Etone with a series of 

concetric circles inscri bed; this on beir!8- removed was ,::;een to have 

covered a mas'::; of flints from six to seve;-l feet in thickness which 

being also removec we came to another unhewn irregular :;tone with 

similar circles inscribed, and as in the preceeding case covering 

another cairn of flints, in quantity about the same as beneath the 

first "', tone. " 

"It will be seen that the most singular feature connected 

with this tumulus is that of the incised stones." 

The most important aspect of this early find is the presense 

of Cup and Ring stones in the South of England. There are a few more 

cases of Cup marked stones in barrows in the South but there the 

evidence ends. It is usually assumed that the Cup and Ring carvings 

do not commence until Yorkshire; whether this is a cultural reason 

or a practical one due to the lack or presence of rock is debatable; 

but so far no Cup and Ring marks have been found in Wales or on the 

nat ural rock in Cornwall. This paper indi cat el; that t he symbol s 

could have had cultural meaning in the South, and there is always 

the possibility that they could have been executed at other times on 

. 'b' t' 1 perlsna ~e ma erla . 

The association of the bronze dagger and the ty~e of barrow 

or tumulus gives dating indications for the stones, but this can 
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only give the latest date, the stones could always have been 

carved earlier, then adapted. 

Three years before the above paper in 1845 a stone was found 

in Badbury Barrow Dor:;et. Piggot t (1939) wri t es about it a",d its 

possible implications This stone had no concentric rings only five 

cup marks, two triangular areas <possible axes), and two apparent 

dagger forms. 

" oval pommels thrust int,:· their sheaths the mouths of 

which form secondary projections echoing the pommel outline." 

Connections with other British natural rock engravings are far 

less evident, but a~e carvings are found on cist slabs of the Cairn of 

Nether Largie 2 at Kilmartin Argyll, and again on the slabs of Ri 

Cruin cairn in the same area; daggers are almost unknown except 

perhaps for the controversial carvings on Stonehenge. However as 

Piggott states these forms are all common in Brittany, and daggers are 

also a dominant form in the Mt. Bego area of the Maritime Alps, and 

common in Val Camonica, N. It '3ly. 

Questions can therefore be raised about cross Channel 

connections at the time, or influences coming from the North of 

Bri tain. The dagger'; could relate to wh,3t Piggott sugge=ts as I PO:T:::'.-:'1 

daggers from N. Italian prototypes coming to England via Brittany. An 

affinity can ~e seen with the Copper and Bronze daggers which were 
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found in the Bush Barrow. Megaw and Simpson (1979,209) place this int~ 

Wes:;ex 1 "th W OT e e,=,,=,e::c cuI t ure, which commenced at the beginning of 

the sixteenth century, Wessex 1 being the first of three sub-groups as 

defined by Gerloff (1975). Coles and Harding (1979,258) suggest close 

cross channel links thus echoing Piggott's ideas. 

Since mention has been made of axe carvings in the cist of Ri 

Cruin, it is relevant to mention Craw's (1930-31) paper on the 

excavations on the Poltalloch Estates. As well as the stone with the 

axe or halberd carvings, a long narr'ow stone was inserted upright in 

the cist. Morris (1977,117) gives a good de:;cription. 

"A narrow slab inserted upright in the same cist about 1m by 

114m by 114m (3ft. by 9ins by 9ins) said to have been lost in the 

Pol talloch hOU:;8 fire, but a cast of whose carvings i::; in the National 

Museum 1 Queen Street, Edinburgh, had carved on it a staight line 

about 80cm (31lkins) long from which projected 10 short line::; at right 

angle::; to it, said by some to be a ship. It 

This mysterious slab has provoked much discussion over the 

year:::,. It wa:; first written up by Mapleton (1891), who thought it was 

Ogham letters. It obviously lends itself to considerable comparison 

outside the British Isle::;, First as Morris states the ship figures of 

the Swedish petroglyphs. Craw looke~ at the ship question, clai~ing 

another :;hip carving at Wemys Fife, but Morris <:981, ::3) shows a 

photograph of this supposed ship at Wemys Fife and it is considerajly 

different to the carving that was at Ri Cruin. The Ri Cruin sym~ol is 
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rather simpler than the Swedish forms; closer perhaps are the cob and 

rake shapes found in the Pa:::;sage Grave of Mane Lud in Bri ~ tan)' (Twoh:'g 

1931, fig. 98-99). 

Ashbee (1958) in his excavation of the Tregulland Barrow in 

North Cornwall found two Cup marked slabs inside, on one he claimed a 

possible eyebrow device, however it could easily have been a natural 

abrasion. Ashbee indicates from his sketch map that the association of 

the Cup marked rocks with barrows and cist covers is quite common in 

the South West and West of England, there being at that time 

approximately ten examples, but not of Cup and rings. 

Perhaps it is important to point out again that it is easy to 

become visually unaware of material when relying on the general ter:n, 

in this case Cup marked, or simple Cup marks. An almost infinite 

variety of scale, placing, and arrangement is possible with these 

forms; Jolly's work draws attention to this. I noted at Oukaimeden in 

Morocco <fig. L7) that they often aFpeared in regular sizes and placed 

in parallel rows; similar arrangements are found at Fowberry Fark in 

Northumberland, and the Witches stone at Bonnington 

destroyed (Morris 1981,142). 

Rather subtle variation can be seen in the work of Savo~y 

(1940), writing on the stones found in 'A Middle Bronze Age Barrow at 

~rl·c··1 There wer~ two ~tones one ~~:\~_ ~_.ft. Sins x :ft.7ins x 2ft 2ins I
J 

c\. .G '=' ., •. 

and it had 23 Cups HUns - 3ins diameter. The other 2ft. 4ins x 

1ft.9ins had 17 Cups Ie;; than 2ins diameter but many less than lin 
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It is enough to indicate a smaller scale on one stone, but for closer 

comparison between stone:=; and sites, on CUF mark p:aci~\:s an::; design, 

more precision would be necessary, with as great attention to spacing 

as tot he forms. 

Another controversial slab which has aroused much discussion 

is the Badden stone. It was found in a field only a mile or so from 

Lochgilphead in 1960, and written up by Campbell, Scott, and 

Piggott (1960-1). The slab is l~m x ~m x 7cm and has carved on it, 

" 8 triple and 5 double lozenges each with a cup or dot in 

its centre, the greatest diameter 30cm and ~cm depth, all arranged in 

a curtain edge like free=e (Morris 1977,51)." 

Important is the fact that the ends of the slab are rebated 

as though to take sides. Unfortunately this stone was not found in an 

actual cist, it is however assumed to have come from one. Although 

having no relation to the Cup and Ring family, lozenge shapes are 

common among Irish Passage grave forms. In spite of this the authors 

move in a different direction and suggest connections with wooden 

grave:; with decorated textile or skin hangings, as found with the 

single Clst cultures on the River Saal. Powell (1960) extends the 

discussion to embrace the axe forms on other Kilmartin cists as 

already mentioned, and de:;cribes oval forms at j)olau which includes a 

skin bag for amulets hanging on the wall and five axes standing 

vertically. Thus he rejects any connectio,"" with we:;tern p3ssage 
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graves, and finds echoes of Caucassian 'house graves' or ~unerary 

parlours. 

We have looked at rather unique forms on cist slabs, but man/ 

others do have Cup and Ring type forms. Piggott and Powell (1948-9) 

excavated the burial chamber of Cairn Holy, Galloway. Inserted in .3 

secondary grave was a slab 50cm x 38cm x 14cm and carved on it a Cup 

with six rings, 2cm diameter. This form had no structural function in 

the grave but was propped up as presumably a valuable symbol 

accompanying a Food Vessel. 

Truckell (1961-2) in his paper includes the Cairn Holy slab in 

his discussion. He points to the slabs that have been found in the 

area, many too small to be cist slabs, but possibly included in graves 

as with Cairn Holy. Some are now missing but a number are found in a 

small collection in the grounds of Kirkdale House. Truckell argues 

that these stones exhibit a particular richness in comparison to some 

ot her areas. 

Although having sympathy with Truckell' s wish to identify 

different groupings of stones in various areas, see my comments 

previously on Christison's and Cowley's paFers. In Truckell's case it 

is a visual feeling, and no other criteria are rea~ly given. 

Certainly this are·3 of Galloway has contained some fine 

tone - sUl.-h a~ the central stone in the shelter of Kirkdale House, s :::>, -

wh i c h Mo r r i s (1 979, 1 11) c 1 aims, 
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.. seems to combine nearly all the IT',c\~ives found commonly 

in the British Isles except the lozenge and the spiral. It is good 

that it is in protective custody under cover." 

This stone is one that Breuil (1934) focussed on w~en 

searching for evidence of 'occuli' forms among the Britis~ engravings; 

I will di'3cus;:; it later. (fig. (3). We may compare another small ste,ne 

from this area, that is the slab from Kirkglaugh previously built into 

a stable wall, but now missing (Morris 1979,119). It exists now only 

as a rubbing, but it had a very rich group of forms well within the 

Cup and Ring vocabulary, either an 'organic' type of form or even 

perhaps 'anthromorphic'. Nevertheless to group it with the previous 

stone as being distinct from other areas, is I feel very difficult. 

Another mobile stone of considerable interest, now in 

Kirkcudbright Mu:;eum; was discover-ed and recorded by Flet t (1926). As 

with a number of other small rocks it had been squared up and grooved. 

The forms are typical Cup and Ring symbols, but the significance and 

interest of the stone comes from the 'tight' composition of the forms, 

touching and apparently in places overlapping, or superimposed (Morris 

1979,59). In many rock art area~3 superimpos;i t ion is a common 

occurrence; in Val Caminica it has been one of the means by which a 

precise chronology has been built up. Unfortunately it tends to be 

absent in the British Isles with the Cup and ~in8 symbols, although a 

few examples can be found in Megalithic art such as at Knowth <Eogan 

1986, 117), on the kerbst one 73, si tel. EOI..Je'lec in t he case of t he Cup 

and Rings one day it may be clear that this absense of superimposition 
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is due to a specific function or functions of the syffibols, in their 

British Isles context. 

Probably enough has been sampled from the papers on the 

smaller stones and cist slabs to indicate the great richness and 

variety of forms; but I am tempted to relate one more paper before 

coming to what I will call the summarising paper- of Simp:30n and 

Thawley (1972), and that is one by Childe <1941-2), 

It is interesting that Childe's wide ranging interests should 

also include the focussing down on one or two carved stones. In this 

paper he described a lintel stone with Cup and Groove designs, or as 

he writes serpent like figures. This was found in an Earth House, 

Bairns of Airlie, (Jervise 1864). If we compare the carving with those 

at Lordenshaws (fig. E2 and 7), it is like a micro - macro situation. At 

Lordenshaws one finds the group of cupules at the top of the rocks and 

long groove:; running away down, at times thirty feet or more in 

length. Again Lake Coomasaharn, Kerry has a rock with scattered Cups 

and Rings at the top, and then groove:::. running away down the rock 

<fig. H4-), the design takes on a plantlike or organic form. Hadingham 

(1974) makes the S3me compari;or, in his book which I will :ook at 

later in this chapter. 

Simpson and Thawley's (1972) wor-k "Single Grave Art in 

Britain, "take:::. an overview e,f much of the material that I have been 

sampling, that is the cist or urn covers and grave slabs, A gr~at deal 

of the corpus of carvings that they work from is taken from 
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J. Y. Simpson (1865), but they al so use mere recent f ~nds, 5::, ~:i ': es in 

total. 

The authors take these mobile slabs as a seFerate body of 

finds in the British Isles, and analyse them as such. They date the 

stones to the period 2000-1400 bc, but since little of the materia: is 

precisely dated this must be approximate. Their work is ba:::;ed on 57 

stones from 55 sites. That is 27 definite slabs or caps frem cists, 15 

lc'ose in mounds, and 3 urn covers. 12 probable cist slab:;. 

Any approach to typologies or categories must involve 

subjective decisions; this is true of Simpson and Thawley's work. 

Their corpus of finds is not large, thus a variation in selection 

could make a great difference to their conclusions. Looking at the 12 

unconfirmed but probable cist slabs, these mayor may not be correc~ly 

included; but omitted are a number of small portable stones which they 

must have decided against. For example the stone in the Kirkcudbright 

museum from Blackmyre (Morris 1979,59) or the stone from Barholm 

(Morris 1979,56), cut there are more that could be suggested and they 

are not recent finds. Presumably these have been excluded 

deliberately. 

Simpson and Thawley identify 14 symbols; they e::clude sym~'ols 

that appear on only one stone, which;eems a rather arb:..trary 

decision, since it means the exclusion of an important triangular 

pecked symbol which is common to Pas:;age Graves and appe:3T'; wi t h Cup 

and Rings and other forms on a rock slab from Carnwath ~8n8rkshire. 
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The symbols that they select are grouped into four. 

1/ The Cup and Rings, natural rock symbo.:cs (Galicianstyle). 

21 The curvilinear or Passage Grave forms. 

31 The geometric. 

41 The naturalistic. 

I tis d iff i c u 1 t t 0 eo; ~ a b 1 ish the c r i t e ria wh i c h "l ere U!3 edt 0 

distinguish between the Cup and Ring or Galician, and the Curvilinea 

Passage grave groups. It may be that certain stones could fall within 

different groups than those assigned by Simpson and Thawley. 

Association between groups is tested by a simple opposing 

grid. They find some overlap between the Cup and Rings and the Passage 

Grave forms, and they claim that the Cup and Rings do stand out as a 

seperate group, but the geometric and naturalistic do not, 

Although these groups can be seen in relation to the cists 

they were a!3sociated with, no one group can be dated earlier than any 

ot her group. 

I f we look at di st ri but ion. 15 of t he Cup and Ring have an 

Eastern distribution towards Northumberland. The cists are all in 

areas where there is plenty of natural rock carving, but the writers 

state that few are found in the rich petroglyph areas of the Tay or 

Kilmartin Argyll. A rich3rea for rock en2:raving i'= Galloway and 

Wigtownshire, but the authors note only one slab. They exc~u(~ the slab 

from Cairn Holy; and if we look. back at Truckell's (1961-:) work, 
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which ad~Qi t t edl y I was rat her cri t i ca~ of, ;,e claims t :-,.:;t t here are a 

distinct group of slab carvings from that area 9 in all. Simpson and 

Thawley claim; 

"It is also difficult to equate the distribution of rock art 

with any category of artifact or site" <1972,86), 

This I find a rather sweeping statement. Obviously it will 

depend on one's definition of spa~ial association; and the relative 

di:::;tribution in the Kilmartin or Kirkcudbright areas will demon·;tr3.te 

the possibilities (see maps in the folder). 

In spite of these criticisms the authors do put their finger 

on an all import ant point. Since the decorat ion is usual 1 y haphazard 

and trimmed at the edges, it would seem that the slabs were often 

trimmed to fit; this is also supported in cases where the slab 

decoration has been protected from the elements whilst in the cist or 

grave, ~ut nevertheless shows signs of erosion. This as stared before 

obviously has implications for dating. A further point of interest is 

as Simpson and Thawley state, the Cup and Ring decoration on the small 

slabs is far less rich than on the natural rock surface. Yet due to 

scale this would be expected if the slab pieces were broken frem the 

Ie:;:; robust examples of the nat ural rock carving. Thi:; of course is 

not so easy to sustain in the cases of geometric or naturalistic 

forms, since these seldom appear on the natural rocks. However some of 

these geometric or naturalistic sla~s do seem to e~hibit a possible 

completeness of composition or grouping, such as the Badden slab, 
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already referred to (Campbell, Scott, and Piggott 1961-2). Therefore 

although these slabs appear to have a unity of use by being placed in 

cists or graves, they may have very different cultural origins. 

The writers point out the lack of corres?ondence between the 

situation of the Passage Grave type cist slabs, with their bias to the 

East in England and Scotland, and Passage Grave decoration 

itself. However they claim that if one examines finds of other mobile 

objects which have Pas::;age Grave decoration on them, such as carved 

balls, chalk plaques, antler hammer:::;, Folktown chalk drums" Rinyo 

Clacton pottery, then a bridge between East and West may be seen. This 

may still seem to leave much unanswered regarding the distribution of 

the slabs, but it is important to have the issue presented. It is a 

useful suggestion to look beyond the carvings themselves to other 

artifacts, and something that I will follow to some degree in my 

'Structural Analysis'. 

This paper seems an important one to have been written since 

the cist slabs can be seen as a separate category, displaying a mixing 

and meeting poin~ for different styles of carving. Mainly due to the 

questions I have raised about distinguishing the difference between 

Pa:::,:;age Grave cIne) Cup and Ring styles, and the way in which the corpus 

was composed, I am a little sceptical of the conclusions. Nevertheless 

I will return to this paper later when di::;cussing chronology. 



More Recent 'Classics' or Major Works. 

Even if my title of 'more recent classic,::' is a little glit" 

the first of these will be Breuil's Presi~ential address of 1934 to 

the Prehistoric Society; quite a lot of the paper is j~sed on a 

previous paper of 1921 which looked specifically at the chronology of 

the carvings in Ireland. 

Both of Breuil's papers were written before the radiocarbon 

dating of Newgrange was available; also much of his focus is O~ the 

Passage Grave Art as opposed to the natural rock carvings, and it is 

only in the second paper that the natural rock carvings appear as a 

secondary issue. 

Armed with our knowledge of the ;;e'\'3:ange dates we may v.:ell 

feel a little sceptical when Breuil looks at the straight line lozenge 

patterns on the kerb stones of Newgrange and puts them at the dawn of 

the Bron=e age, that is contemporary with jet beads, funerary vases, 

daggers and lunulae. He offers chronological stages for Megalithic 

Art. The earliest, the thin incised lines such as are found on the 

Standing stone of Bollyderaugh and other Dolmens, and also found on 

the tumulus of Newgrange and Dowth, but carved before erection. Second 

comes Loughcrew, thin lines again carved before erection. Third are 

the wide deep lines abrased, careful and com?li~ated; only found at 

Newgrange with high relief cm-vilinear t'.3tterns. Latest are the 

straight line geometric patterns, an~ this is decided for Preuil by 
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one or two cases of superimposition, or 'crampi~g', due to other 

symbols which are already present prior to the carving, 

The difficulty of superimposition is that one has no idea of 

the time interval involved, it could be a day, a few hundred years, or 

indeed an immediate change, mistake or' correction. Certainly if there 

are many superimpositions of one style over another, then a change of 

style over a period seems convincing, as is found in some areas such 

as Val Camonica in Italy; and if as is the case there one can identify 

and date some actual figurative objects included in a style layer, 

then sequential chronology can be developed, I will return to this 

under Chronology, but for the moment I do feel this is not the ca:3e 

with Breuil ' s u<::,e of superimposition at Newgrange. 

Recent radiocarbon dating does seem to confirm an earlier date 

for the construction of the Newgrange tomb (01 Kelly 1982,230), also 

Loughcrew is seen as later (Herrity 1974,41). Looking at Newgrange, 

the gaps of the roof were caulked with a mixture of burnt soil and sea 

sand, from this two radiocarbon dates were obtained centring on 

2475+/-45 bc. If as stated by O'Kelly (1982) R.M.Clar~' s calibration 

table for correction is used, the construction of the tom~ goes back 

to 3200BC. Eogan <1986, 176) found rat her simi 1 ar da. t ing for Knowth 1. 

Charcoal from the mound gave a radiocarbon date of 2455+/-35 bc. 

Chareo,51 from a spread on the old ground surface wh::'ch wa:; considered 

contemporary gave a date of 2540+/-60 bc. Eogan however claims that 

much of the Passage grave art was executed before construction. 

It will be necessary to return to these points in the chapter on 
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chrono::'ogy. 

The second thrust of Brevi::' in his paper of 1934 is to 

emphasise his views of anthropomorphic ele~e~ts l'n thp ~e 'g _ ,_- ::;;1 ns, and 

especially the 'occuli' theory. It is Breuil who first generates the 

idea of 'occuli' to account for the Cup anel
, Rings, ;:I view which a 

number of others have considered or adopted. The theory was written up 

in detail by Crawford (1957), but is referred to by Hadingham 

(1974,34) and Beckensall (1983,33). 

Breuil analyses various stones from an anthropomorphic or 

'occuli' point of view. the theory puts forward what is a migration or 

culture spread of religious beliefs and symbols, stemming from the 

Earth Goddess of the Middle East, and spreading via the Mediterranean 

to Spain. The image is seen as becoming' abstracted' on the way to 

only eyes or occuli, such as appear on the small mobile schist slabs 

of Iberia (fig. P2 and 3). The forms are then seen to have spread to 

the British Isles, and W. Europe, appearing in Passage Grave Art as 

well as on t~e natural rock. 

The Cardrones:3 ~stone Olorri's 1979,111) (fig.c:~'), IS examined 

by Breuil for his occuli theory, as are stones from the ~oughcrew 

Passage Graves (fig. KS and 9), and the natural rock sites at Stronach 

Ridge (Morri; 1981,20), plus other Scotti:::;h sites. Cup and Rings with 

- . I C f . d t h l' 1 • b t wppn tails become for Breul male 19ures, an e Lln~lng grooves e --

figures indicate relations between a family tree. The almost infinite 



number of forms that can be accounted for as 'occuli' test one's 

credulity. However it must be admitted that when one see,s the huge 

variation of forms which relate to 'cornu' in the Mt. Bego area of 

France, one might become a little less sceptical (fig. L4). 

As Crawford shows, by its many connecting links this theory 

of the Earth Godder::;s or 'Occuli' doe:::; have more conviction than many 

imaginary explanations; but it is doubtful if it can be proved or 

disproved. The theory is given a careful critical analysis by Fleming 

(1969,247-261); his basic conclusion is that the Mother Goddess cult 

was only associated with the areas of Malta, Sardinia, and the Marne 

in France, that is the rock cut tombs, and it was too late to 

influence the Megalithic builders; 

"But I hope that I have shown that firm evidence for a mother 

godde:3s is confined in Europe to the province Mal ta-Sardinia-France .. 

<1969, 255). 

Although I may sound sceptical of some aspects of Breuil's 

h f 'd t' d' 1-- d d work, his paper does ave a con 1 en rlgour an IS Jase on a soun 

observation of a wide range of material, even including 

'anthropomorphic cup and rings' from Fort Lamy, French Sahara. He does 

set the framework for later works, which become concerned with 

questions of the relation between Passage grave Art and the Cup and 

Ring carvinss on natural rock, and also comparative origins and 

relationships between regions and countries. 
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These theme::::; are picked up by MacWhite (1946). ,:md I feel 

clarified to some exter:t, even thoi_:gh we may not w~=~ to accept all 

his conclusions. 

MacWhite makes a clear distinction between the ?as'::,age grave 

Art and the natural rock carvings, these he calls the Galician style, 

but equating to what I have been calling the Cup and Rings. He assumes 

that they originated in Spain, which in turn had been inf:uenced by 

Middle East sources. He finds the Anthropological ideas of Breuil 

quite convincing, but questions his chronological sequence, and 

advise:::; prudence until scientific dating is available; thus MacWhite 

is also prior to the Newgrange dates. 

Looking at Passage Grave Art M'3cWhi t e finds evidence for 

obvious Iberian origins from the carvings of that region, whether on 

natural rock, or megaliths, or from rock painting; however since the 

spiral is common to many Irish Passage graves but seldom appears in 

Iberia, it needs a special ad 'hoc treatment; therefore Mac White 

Sll'~"~'ests influences from Malta or N. Africa. -uu 

Here I will pause a moment tc express some Goubt. Although the 

interchange and spread of ideas is an obvious human activity, it does 

seem to become a taken for granted premise in much thought. I suggest 

that it is also quite possible for forms to emerge indigenously within 

a culture, either stimulated by natural forms in the envircnment, or 

perhaps I aft er image; I drug inducer=- or ot herwise (Oy;t er 1970). w,'1S:1 

travelling in the Vaupes region of Colombia, the river was consta~tly 
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swirling in never ending spirals, and the 'O:])iral was a very common 

form in the rock art (fi8' Ll0); to me it would seem to be rather far 

fetched to account for this use of the form by tenuous cu:tural links 

through dense jungle, unless of course additional evidence was 

available. 

Looking at the Cup and Ring carvings on the natural rock in 

the British Isles, MacWhite see!; them as mainly inspired by the 

Galician group of carvings on natural rock and not by the Passage 

Grave Art. Following from the similarities between the the S. W. Kerry 

carvings and those in Wigtown and Kirkudbright, he suspects a 

progression via Ireland from Galicia. 

MacWhite admits that the cist covers do show a wide range of 

symbols, mixing Passage Grave styles with Cup and Ring, as we saw with 

Simpson and Thawley; but he makes no attempt to deal with this enigma. 

Although MacWhite does begin to clarify areas and groups of symbols, 

once we have the early date for Newgrange and Knowth and the examples 

of Cup and Ring symbol!3 in them, it becomes far less easy to put 

foreward the culture spread theories, and to uphold MacWhite's 

confident and limiting dating of the Cup and Ring engravings to 'Food 

Ve!3!;el culture', to quote, 

"In a number of cases where decorated stones form the covers 

of burial cists they cover food vessel burials, and from this Childe 

and Hawke; have right ly cc'unted 'cup and ring' cFvings an element of 

the ~~orth Briti';h Food ve!3sel culture It <MacWhite 1946,68-9). 



However MacWhite's paper is important, and raises vital 

questions regarding chronology, it will be necessary therefore ~o 

reassess and return to his work in a later ch t - ap,er. 

I mentioned earlier irr this chapter Prof. Anati's paper (1963-

4) on the then newly discovered petroglyphs at Derrynablaha 

(fig. HI, 3, 6-9). It i:::; an e::ample of gooe recording and description of 

what is one of the most interesting sites in Irelan,:'. The 15 stones 

exhibit a wide range of grouping and design, but use symbols that 

relate very closely to other sites in England and ~,c)tland. Anati 

gives us a distribution and quantity graph for the 16 symbols that he 

identifies, a useful simple statement which could prove interesting if 

carri ed out on a larger scale. As we shall :::;ee Morris (1979, 1981) does 

map the densit y of the various symbol,::; for the areas he deals with, 

but figures are not given or association frequency. One should bear in 

mind however that although this form of analysis is interesting, as 

Binford said after a years computer work on the distribution of bones 

and artifacts. 

" __ - by gener,sting more and more facts and by detecting more 

and more pat t ern,=;. I had simply increasec: the scope of the problem 

without reaching any solutions" <1983,100). 

After his recording Anati looks at the question of chronology, 

and the origins of the Irish petroglyphs. Here it is worth remembering 

that Anati as with Breuil before him, has devoted most 0+' his working 

life to the study of Rock Art, especially petroglyphs; b~t again I do 
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have reservat ions when he finds superimposi t ions and ass;)me'; that 

there is a notable time lag between some carvings. He suggests that 

the Derrynablaha carvings were carried oct over a long period, 

Although of course there is no absolute dating. Anati f~nds 
w' 

associations with \"er:r;irs and Standing Stones, which he claims ha\'e 

long been associated with the Bronze Age CMacalister,Armstro:1g, and 

Praeger 1912-13,351); thus he a~3sumes the Bronze Age for the carvings. 

This of course is not an lJncommon assumpt ion for the Cup and Ring 

carvings, but it is one that should be questioned, as I will do later. 

Standing Stones are not restricted to the Bronze Age. 

Anati looks at possible influences on the Derrynablaha stones, 

He claims that all the symbols found at Derrynablaha do occur at times 

in Pa~3sage Grave art, but he states that it is important to look at 

frequency and quantity. It then becomes obvious that Passage Grave 

symbols are not abundant. 

"The problem seems to be rather of a quantative character 

since figurative elements very abundant in the petroglyphs are rare in 

the Megaliths, while common element:; in Megalithic Art are rare or 

absent in the petroglyphs 1\ CAn:iti 196'3,14), 

Thus as MacWhi t e and ot hers have sai d, two separ.3.t e groups can 

be defined with some overlapping, but to me this overlapping i3 qUite 

minimal. 
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Anati continues,"It IS likely that these petroglyphs s~arte~ 

before Food Vessel culture, and persisted thereafter. The people of 

the c i '=, t grave:::; were just one of several human groups t hat had adopt ed 

the';e figures, --- and pr'\-_,b"'bly a1=;\'-_,\ the -:dpo1r 0 t' 'th t' ~ - ~ - 0SY c nnec ee WI ~effi. 

whatever this may have been" (Anati 1963,15), 

He goes on to claim that from these connections a continuity 

existed in the British Isles, from a Passage Grave derivation; but 

with indirect derivation from Megalithic invaders upon a local 

population who interpreted and accepted the ideology in their own way, 

and' emphasising motives that appealed'. The term 'Megalithic 

invaders' is discussed below. 

Anati does not follow MacWhite's Iberian origins; but admits a 

likely connection parallel evolution, which can allow for strong 

difference:; as well as similarities. 

liThe main common denomenator of these two art groups is that 

they evolved a similar figurative approach, both developing a similar 

(but not identical» pattern out of similar (but not identical) 

repertoires of idea:; and symbols of local Megali thic Art" 

<1963,15). 

Thu; for Anati it ',";.3,:; the' Megalithic Im'aders' that gave the 

.. t' 1 ' . f both development:;, P,=,=sa;;::e Grave Art and the Natural Ini la 10eas or _ 

Rock petroglyphs. 
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The concE:pt of 'Megalithic invaders ' I find unCl'::,::eptablej a 

little earlier I referred to Fleming's work which rejects the theme. 

The i~ea of parallel evolution with connections or c00tact may be more 

useful, but this would rec;uire careful consideration of the 

appropriate dates for the megaliths, and lead i~ directi:~s away from 

the thesis. 

;',1y main comment would be that here as with MacWhit e and others 

the similarity between Passage Grave Art and the Cup and Rings on the 

natural rock is over emphasised. The basic similarity is that they both 

appear to be nonfigurative, but the actual vocabulary of forms are 

differe~t, with only a minimum of overlap; such as a very rare spiral 

on some natural rocks, and an occdsional rectangular shape, and a few 

examples of the cup and concentric circles and other circle shapes in 

the Passage Graves; excluding of course the inevitable common cup 

marks in bot h. 

Anati's comments came before the radiocarbon dating of 

Newgrange, nevertheless his basic premise can be u?held from recent 

dating; see Shee Twohig C981, 55,105) for comparison. 

I have expressed d0ubts on the value of developing ever more 

complex correlation minutia; one paper which ha:; attempted to 

computerise and compare a corpus of the British Isles sites is that of 

Walker (1970). However he looks at Prehistoric rock carvinss in 

general and includes Passage Grave Art, Cup and Riog; 00 :ists, in 

barrows or Stone Circles, but only a sE_ection of Cup and Ring on "he 
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natural rock. Since in his list of 457 sites he only inc:udes carving 

on stones that are on, or associated with another archaeolo~ical 
u 

situation, his definition of such an association is not quite clear to 

me. He admit:=; that to deal with the OV2r 2000 sites of the isolated 

mainly Cup and Rings on natural rock in the British =sles would be 

difficult. In total Walker deals with 1122 stones. Five aspects are 

recorded for each site: type of monument with which associated, 

presumed period, artifacts found, distance from a nav~gable waterway, 

types of carving. 

I have doubts about Walker's mixing of the different types of 

engraving, natural rock, Passage Grave, cists, etc. The findings seem 

to border on truisms or at least are rather slight; for example, 

"This seems to confirm the view already proposed that there 

are three main types of prehistoric rock art in Britain, megalithic 

funerary art, cup and ring, barrow cist art " (Walker 1970,32). or 

tI ___ the juxtaposition of different members of classe:s 

3,4,5,6, is far less common amcng several thousand decorated boulders 

and rock surfaces, than among the few score decorated tombs" (Walker 

1970,32). 

The conclusions to Walker's paper seem equally general; 

however if one role of statistical computerised work is to confirm or 

i'eject what mig;-lt be called' common ,::.eose' knowlege in a field, then 

this study does that. Walker concludes by defining and describirlg the 
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three dist inct groups of Bri t i ,::.h Carvings, megali t hic, cist :over,;, 

nat uTal rock. Of int ere.st is one of hi:::; 1 ast finding:;, that the 

natural rock engravings are much farther inland than the other groups. 

This leads him on to his paper of 1977. 

To the best of my knowledge Walker is one of the first to use 

computerised statistical approaches to the Rock Art of the British 

Isles; but also his work, especially his contribution to Ucko's book 

of 1977, doe,; show a new approach to the use of the material. He 

focusses on the Cup and Ring petroglyphs of ~. W. Spain and those of 

Central and N.E. England. He uses the engravings as archaelogical 

finds, and shunning any concern about meaning or explanation, explores 

their spatial relation to other finds, Neolithic or Bronze Age. He 

hypothesises a Neolithic origin for the Cup and Rings; ecological 

factors are also noted and taken in to account. From the meaningful 

correlations between petroglyphs, poli:;hed stone axe finds, anG 

ecological factors, predictions are made for probable sites for new 

finds; this does lead to the dicovery of new carved stones. 

Walker claims that in the Mid-Pennines, carvings do not occur 

in the clay valley soils, but are found at higher levels, 120-250m in 

the East, or 180-300m further West. In the well drained sandy soil of 

the Tay valley, they do occur, likewise in Galicia where they occur 

clo:;e to t.he Marine washing limits as wel13s high up. From this 

Walker infel-s, 
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"These differences suggest ecological characteristics such 

that altitudinal distributions of carvings reflect those of occupants, 

rat her t h.:l:- that t he carved :::;i t es are somehow set apart from 

geographical areas used by domestic or exploitation activitie,;11 

(Walker 1977,464), 

Therefore in the !I'!id-Pennine zone, "---altitudinal 

distributions of carvings correspond closely to present day heather 

moor, avoiding advanced degradation to cotton sedges and spagnum bog" 

<Walker 1977,465). 

This bog was present as early as 1500BC in many areas; Walker 

refers us to Switzur and \lJest (1973). 

Using these ecological assumptions, Walker looks at the Stone 

Axe distribution to the South of the W. Yorkshire carvings, where no 

carvings had been recorded. He decided that the flanking ~oors of 

N. Jerbyshire around the Derwent valley with their wide heather covered 

benche:; seemed likely candidates for carvings, and new rocxs with 

carvings were found. 

From the occupational and exploitational guidlines of the 

correlation of finds and ecological factors, Walker is able to make 

some discussion of the wider behaviour patterns in the late Neolithic 

period, such as, 
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"In ::::hort the two regIons show only slight Cl_~~t:.;;-al excha:-lge, 

exploitation rather than trade probably ex?lains carved rock locatic~s 

in W. Yorks," (Walker 1977,(66) 

Walker states in his conclusion, 

"Ecological approaches to rock art make possible use of the 

art objects as archaeological markers, and allow working hypothesis to 

be formulated capable of receiving support fro~ predictive 

researchers" (Walker 1977, 468). 

Thus it would appear that this work attempts to fit a basic 

hypo-deductive scientific model of setting up a hypothesis and then 

testing it by prediction. How rigorous the testing is from the finding 

of the new stones can be questioned. I am also always a little worried 

by the inclusion of stones with cup marks only in the finds, for 

reasons already given. Nevertheless I think one can applaud an 

approach which integrates Rock Art into the total archaeological 

investigations; and the rather narrow and extremely difficult aim of 

meaning, is subsumed; as Walker says, 

"Rock Art st udent '=:, domi nat ed by paradigms of invest igat ion 

drawn from comparat i ve ethnography or from art hist ,::'ry-f ine art 

analysis may find the approaches simplistic; but their justification 

is no more than their usefulness to archaeological reconstruction of 

social patterns" (Walker ~977. (68). 
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Following from ttis Walker looks at distribution patterns and 

ecological factors for the Neolithic and Bronze Age, and hypothesises 

some exploitation patterns and movement:; in relation to the changi;:g 

terrain. 

I will not discuss these hypothesi:;) but when moving to discus:; 

trade routes and links, Walker seems to digress from his ~revious 

generalised findings and frameworks, and falls into the common 

weakness, of building extensions or ad hoc additions to his hypothesis 

from solitary examples of similar or apparently connected forms. 

Examples which he uses arei a curvilinea zoomorph form from W. Scotland 

mentioned by Childe (1940), cross and circle motives at Duncroisk, Tay 

(Cormack 1949-50), or labyrinths from Cornwall and Galicia (Walker 

1970) - (These Cornish labyrinths are generally agreed to be 

Christian, see Hadingham 1974,99). 

This I feel may weaken a little what is in Walker's work the 

pot ent i al f or an import ant framework for t he use of Rock Art, and in 

this case the Cup and Ring symbols. 

There have been only a few 3ctual books published on the 

British Rock engravings. Indeed compared to the relative wealth of 

material on cave or rock paintings, there has :::'een little produced on 

world petroglyph:; Ol~ engravings; p,~:;sibly it is due to the often btit 

by no means always, les= figurative and enigmatic symbol;, Evan 

Hadingham's book "Ancient Carvings in Britain" ::.'; one of the few. It 

was publi:;hed in 1974, and it was in ~ime tc' include ';om2 of the 
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radiocarbon dates for Newgrange, but apparently not for Knowth. 

Presumably aimed at the layman and the academic, it maintains a good 

level of rigour and discussion. it is nct a large book and is divided 

into three sections. First the Passage Grave Art, second the Cup and 

Rings or carvings on natural rock, and lastly a re~idual part dealing 

with some figurative and early christian' symbols. 

It is the second part that is most relevant to this thesis, 

and it is doubtful if it is much longer than the average paper I since 

it is well illustrated. In this short work Hadingham manages to raise, 

and in an adequate if not a deep way to discuss, most of the past and 

recent questions related to the Cup and Ring symbols, and their 

association with Passage Grave Art. Thus the work in no way aims to 

increase the corpus of sites or add new descriptions, but to raise and 

discuss wider issues. 

Some questions concerning the Cup and Ring carvings can only 

be discussed profitably at the moment in relation to Passage Grave 

Art. This was seen earlier in the work of MacWhite, or Simpson and 

Thawley, and to ~;ome extent with Breuil. Since we do have radiocarbon 

dates for the Boyne tombs and there is some overlap of symbols with 

the Cup and Ring carvings, the relationship between the two becomes 

important. This is so from a chronological viewpoint and a cultural 

analysh;; were they the products of two or more c.:fferent cul~ures, or 

sub-cuI t ure'=, or .3ub-:;et.:; wi thin one cul t ure, ,::'r perhaps are they 

aftet- all of a common ance:;try and ideology? The:;e are difficult 

questions and in our present state of knowledge they are unanswerable. 
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Hadingham says, 

"If there is a p~ssibility that the Cup and Ring rocks and the 

Passage Grave stones are roughly contemporary perhaps carved over a 

period of centuries during the third millenniu~ then the basic 

differences between the 

(Hadingham 1974,73). 

However once one tries to hypothesise forms of influence and 

development it is easy to contradict oneself; perhaps Hadingham comes 

close to this. 

Talking of the hidden corbel covered by the third roof slab of 

the passage in Newgrange with Cup and Ring symbols on it, he states, 

"We can argue then that in 2500 BC the carver of the Newgrange 

corbel was invoking an already established Cup and Ring tradition, 

which for some reason was considered inappropriate or distinct from 

the main ornament of the tomb" (Hadingham 1974,73). 

It is important to note that this should read 2500bc, that is 

uncalibrated. Hadingham does state at the beginning of his book that 

all dates are uncalibrated. 

Further on Hadingham says, 
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"It is easy to imagine the S.W. Scottish coastal region as a 

key area where ~mpulses from Irelcmd were transformed intc) 3 vigorous 

and independant tradition of Cup and Ping carving" 

<Hadingham 1974,73). 

This mayor may nClt be a contradiction, but if not Hadingham 

is suggesting a very early pre-Passage Grave origin for the Cup and 

Rings on the Natural rock in Irelanci, which influenced Newgrange and 

the natural rock development in S. W. Scotland. This is not to denigrate 

the work at all, since these key complicated issues are raised, 

illustrated t and discussed. 

The cist covers which as we have seen include a mixture of 

style:;, illustrate for Hadingham a breaking down of the di:::,tinction 

between the two style:::; of symbols during the Bronze Age. It is an 

interesting idea. 

"Many of these cist stones as we have seen are probably re

used from an earlier period. A small number also present a mixture of 

Cup and Ring and Pa:::;sage Grave art styles, which might be thought to 

date from the Bronze Age when cistinctions were breaking ,::own " 

<Hadingham 1974,74), 

Thus we find that Hadingham as other more recent writers, 

feels his way back to a considerably earlier date than the Bronze Age 

for the origins and development of the Cup and Ring carvings. This 

would then. have implic,stion.; for the relationship that seems to exist 
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with the Galician carvings. MacWhite saw them as a primary influence; 

but if the date of the Irish is pushed back to the third m~l~enium or 

even the fourth on correcte~ radiocarbon dates, then can we claim that 

the Galician were earlier still? The issues are qUite complex. 

Hadingham closes the chapter with a statement that makes it 

even more surprising that so little public interest has been focussed 

on the natural carvings of the British Isles the Cup and Rings, or the 

Passage Grave Art. 

liThe most essential and exciting point is the growing evidence 

that the lozenges, spirals, cups and circles, of Britain may represent 

the first major European Art tradition in stone since the Ice Age" 

<1974,74. ). 

A final point I will note from Hadingham relates to the 

concern I mentioned when looking at the Truckell and Christison 

papers. That is the need to move beyond the general term of Cup and 

Ring, and attempt to analyse any existence of groupings, similar 

symbols, or areas of distinction. Hadingham emphasises these great 

difference:::, between the ::;,ymbols and forms on various rocks in 

different areas, by the use of excellent photographs. An example is 

Kilmichael Glassary (already mentioned by Christison) ([ig.B5-7) with 

its multitude of small keyhole and distorted cup forms, and Torbh:aren 

a mile away, having groups of cups and rings. 
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HadinZ:l.am also mentions the variation on Ilkley Moor, between 

quite close stones (fig. K6 and7); this C3fl be seen in Romilly Allen':3 

work and in E. T.Cowling both of which we have looked at. As stated 

Hadingham gives many examples of variation, but he also gives exaffiFles 

of similarity in form, often at a considerable distance apart. He makes 

the compari:::;on between the carvings at Lake Cooma!3aharn (Gl, H4) and 

those at Lordenshaws in Northumberland (fig. E2 and 7), which I 

described when talking of Childe's paper earlier. 

There is a tendency to group carvings according to areas or 

spatial proximity; but if typologies or groupings of differing symbols 

were distinguished, one might have to start thinking of different 

, subcultures' I or the changing uses of different conmbinations of 

symbols over a period of time. Then it is possible that a rich area in 

petroglyphs such as Kilmart:n or Northumberland, might contain samples 

of different' subculture:::;', pos!::;ibly engraved at different periods. 

For example in areas where petroglyphs are very rich, such as 

Kilmartin, or Northunberland, there could well be examples of 

di f f erent t y?es, depending on how the typology was charac~ erised. Thi:; 

might indicate first. differing symbolic statements for one cultural 

group, oc second, the existence of various3maller groups using common 

symbols in a different way, or third, it might indicate the changing 

use of symbols over time by one or more cultural groups. : will return 

to the question at the end of the last chapter. 



I will now move to the all important work of R. W.B. Morris who 

has probably done more than anyone else to further the study of the 

Cup and Ring carvings on the natural rock in the Brit~sh IslES. It is 

impossible to cover his work completely without considerable length. 
u 

He has written seven full published papers, published in the 1960's 

and the early 1970' s, as well as three books <1977,1979,1981) on the 

subject. One book covers Argyll, a second Galloway, and the third 

Southern Scotland, It would be good to think that another might be 

coming perhaps on the Tay, but Morris is now in his 80's. 

Morris's great work has been the gathering of a corpus of Cup 

and Ring carvings which exist or have existed in the past on the 

natural rocksj also including the minority of small mobile rocks often 

associated with cists or graves. Morris for reasons that I have 

mentioned previously felt it necessary to exclude rocks with only Cup 

marks from his books although they are listed in some of his papers. 

Morris's summary of sites is difficult to fault,and invariably 

photographs and diagrams are included. The photographs are usually 

extremely good, maximising even the feintist of images by using 

horizontal light or wetting the marxsj some peo?le do feel that 

wetting the rocks can lead to a distortion. Six figure map references 

are given and the height above sea level, followed by directions to 

find the site, and a detaile~ description of the symbols, with the 

slope of the n::;:k when appropriate. We are also given a comp_ete 

bibliography for each site. From this thorough approach Yorris is able 
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to include carvings now lost or destroyed, often with sketches from 

previous authors or Royal Commi::::;::::;ion rubbings. 

If this corpus of sites was Morris's only work it would be 

impressive, but he has gone farther and attempted to summarise some of 

his findings. The:3e mainly take the form of di:::;tribution maps in each 

of his three books. They cover the situation of the carvings, that is 

a movable slab, or a large boulder etc. i the type of carving, such as 

the distribution of the various symbols; the angle and orientation of 

the rocks, and variation in the number of rings. The number of maps 

varies in the three books between 19,28, and 20. In his last book on 

Southern Scotland, he ends with a collation of these findings from the 

three books. Morris lists 1967 rock carvings in the books, all of 

these are more complex, he claims, than the simple Cup marks or 'dumb 

bells' (cups conjoined or joined by a groove) from 270 sites, As a 

point of interest he claims that there are at least twice as many 

other si tes where only Cup marks or dumb bells are found (Morri::::; 

1981,165). 

The number of diagrams for his final collation is limited to 

nine <1981,166-70). These are comparative occurrence diagrams covering 

the areas of Galloway, Argyll, and East, West, and Southern Scotland. 

In this way Morris d02s move toward::; analysing the possibility 

of differences in the use of symbols, and their ?resence and 

combinations in different areas, always excluding of course th~ rich 

areas of Northumberland, the Pennines and Yorkshire. 
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Although this work moves in a useful direction, ~y one 

critici:=,m is that the map diagrams for Argyll an;: Galloway (Morris 

1977,17-26 and 1979, 31-44) ~end to be on too small a scale to register 

visually with any ease, and we are given no statistics. The collating 

diagrams for the three areas (Morri:=; 1981,166-70) are more easily 

digest ed. 

I will give a brief summary of these findings since they are 

of relevance to later discussions. 

From his analysis of the symbols Morris claims no startling 

discoveries in distribution or' occurrence. An example will give the 

flavour. On the keyhole type symbol he claims, 

"This pattern is quite uncommon. It seems to have been evolved 

by carving two or sometimes three or four parallel grooves from near 

the centre. In most cases the rings are gapped, but this is not always 

so. In the whol e of South Scot I and there are about 94 of these 

'keyhole' types, as against about 350 carvings having the more normal 

radial groove" <1981,172), 

The findings are quite general, and clearly more precise and 

complex statistics would be nece:;:::;ary in order to decide whether 

meaningful pat t ern:=; might enler-ge. 

Morris notes that only one in eight of the carved surfaces 

slope at an angle of over 20 degre(O':;, Many are n.e:n-ly horizontal. He 
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suggests this is a noteworthy fact, since carvings slo?~ng at over 50 

degree:: are common in other countrie~;, Thi~; (\f cour=8 is :1 ca:3e of 

surmising, and figures are clearly nec~ssary to make a meaningful 

statement. I have experienced the sites of Val CaLonica in Italy and 

Yagour plateau in Morocco, both of which have a large percentage of 

horizontal sites; one can find many site:=, in Canaeia and the U. S. A. 

where petroglyphs are mainly on cliff= or canyon walls and thus 

vertical, such as the West Coast of British Columbia, or perhaps the 

Lava Bed petroglyphs in North California; other sites are mixed such 

as the carvings on the Vaupes in Colombia (Jackson 1982,83). 

Looking at altitude, since two very rich areas Ki:martin and 

Kirkudbright are very low lying this brings down the aver3,ge height to 

less than 330 feet (100m); but away from these areas the tendency is 

towards 330-660 feet (1-200m) above sea level; above this is the cut 

off point, perhaps due to the more barren land. 

A noticeable point is that thece are few complex sites with 

many symbols, excluding perhaps Achnabreck (fig.Al,2, 4,5,7-10), 

Drumtroddan (Morris 1979,93) and the Concho stone (Morris 1981,124), 

compared to some sites in other countries, such as many stones at Val 

Camonica, Italy (fig. L5). 

Morris looks at the comparative quantities of the different 

symbols on the cist slabs, noting that almost all the s:abs had the 

carving facing inward:3, the result,; are as;3:'n ;hown diagr3matically. 

Then the great preference for carvins on the natura~ rock, fixed or 
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'living' i,=; noted, and this leads Morris to wha~ I feel is ;1i:3 

interest or even 'bias', since he states it in his books 

as being important. That is the question of the re::'ation of the 

carvings to mineral resources. 

In his book on Galloway Morris ta~es 104 p0ss~b::'2 explanations 

for the functions of his carvings. He examines each briefly giving it 

marks out of ten for preference or convincment! Not exactly a highly 

scientific approach, but perhaps as good a way as any to 'survey the 

field' in our present state of knowledge. He does make an important 

point. 

"Many, indeed most of the theories listed below are still 

strongly held and believed in by at least one archaeologist of note, 

amateur or professional. Almost certainly more than one of the 

theories is correct" <Morris 1979,15). 

Within this list of 104 possibilities No 6 lS 'Early 

Prospectors'. marks made in the search for copper or gold. Morris 

gives this eight out of ten, a high mark! 

There is some justification for this idea in Southern Scotland. 

We are given a full page map with circles at 10km radius around 

sources of copper and gold are. Almost all the carvings fall within 

these circles except for those just north of the Clyde; but eve~ here 

apparently a prospector might expect to find ore since it is an area 

of volcanic p~ugs which are usually rich in mineral'3. Morris claims 
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that The idea holds up quite well in other parts of Scotland (~Jrris 

1979,44 and 1977,14). 

However at its best the idea can only bes correIa-+: ion. Walk2r 

(1977,466) states that lead and copper are are foun~ in the Pennines, 

but seems sceptical of Morris's idea, since he claims that th~s 

correlation is not a constant feature. Metal ores are not usually 

easily accessible at inland sites of Cup and Rings, such as 

Perthshire, W. Yorks, N.Derbyshire, and the hills between the Cheviots 

and the coast in Northumberland. Walker's (1977,459) suggestion, and 

supported by some of his mapping, is that in the above areas 

occupat ion was preferred on the land between low lying area:; and the 

high mountain habitats. In such areas as S. W. Ireland and S, W. and W. 

Scotland, he claims that this middle height land was not available for 

settlement therefore the low marine benches were used. He suggests 

that in these areas the terrain changes from the low land to the high 

mountains :suddenly. This does not seem to be born out by the maps. 

Land of varying heights from 50-150m is available in all areas; and 

petroglyphs to the east of Kirkudbright are at heights of 50-150m, and 

in SW Ireland, sites such as Coomasaharn and Derrynablaha, are both 

just above 500 feet. It is true that many of the Central Pennine sites 

are at higher levels, but again it is not so for the Northumberland 

area around Wooler. It does not seem to me that height alone was the 

determinent for occupation, more important may have been the 

availability of land fit for cultivation, plus trading opportun:ty, or 

oth2r attractions; few people live in total isolatio~ 
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Morris closes his thl'rd book b . th t - Y saylng ao even if we accept 

this connection with prospecting, 

" I :::.till suggest completely without proof, that this I 1J3e' INSS 

only one of several 'purpo:;e:;' for which the cup and ring symbol was 

used. that it is a very ancient symbol, perhaps existing 1'::-12 before 

the so called I Boyne' motif:::. of rings and spirals were invented" 

(Morris 1981, 176). 

Here we have echoes of Hadingham's ideas, or more iikely vice 

versa! 

Finally as with many of his forbears writing on the topic, 

Morris allows himself a flight of fancy, but much more modest than 

many of theirs, and well earned. 

"And again I seek without a shred of evidence in Great Britain 

beyond the " c i rcumst ancial evi dence" of our inward-f ae ing c i :;t slabs-

did the ring, and the cup and ring and the spiral have the same 

religious meaning as some of our continental archaeological 

contemporarie; suggest - the sun or sun god" (Morris 1981,176)7 

I have nc\t deal t wi th Morris's p3.pers which prel:eded the books; 

but much of the content of these papers reappears ~~ the books. It is 

necessary to mention his work with a team of helpers in surveying the 

large Achnabreck site near Ki:martin that I have mentioned a numbe~ of 

times before (Morris 1970), T~is is probably the most ~horough survey 
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of a site carried out in the British Isles, and eC~02~ much of the 

methodology carried out at the Institute of Prehistory, at V31 

Camonica, N. Italy. I will deal with this in detail in a later chaj:'ter. 

Morris's work cover'ed the whole of Scotland up to the Tay. 

Until recently this still left the rich areas of Northumberland, 

Yorkshire, and Ireland without an updated corpus of sites. One of 

the:;e gaps has been well filled recently by stan Becken:;.sll':; <19(33) 

"Northumberland Prehistoric Rock Carvings". Approximately 136 carvings 

are documented, plus some which are l05;t or in museumSj map references 

and bibliography are included. Although the layout of the work may not 

be as simple and direct as Morris, there does ten,:: to be a little more 

description of the sites, and all important a clear sketch map for 

each. 

One feels an emphasis in Beckensall's work towards burial sites 

and stones associated with graves. This is clear when he talks of 

. . f' h t' slgnl lcance, e:; a-ces, 

" __ - there are several deductions to be made fr,:;:::, the evidence 

in Northumberland that:-

a)The roc:": carvings are b;3,:;ic '3ymbols that are arr3nged in patterns. 

b)These designs are sacred in that they are associated with early 

. 1" en k l' 'OQ'~ 3") Bronze Age burla ;:·ec en:;3,_~ L'_'~ •. ) • 
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In claiming that the symbo~,=; are arranged in pa~terns, 

Beckensall differs from many previous writers, and I have sympathy 

with the :;tatement, a:; w~_..L.l be clear in my chapter on Structural 

Analysi :;. Perhaps; 'pat tern' indicat Be:: regulari t y and repeat, whereas 

arrangement or even compo:;i t ion could be more appropriat e. 

Beckensall (1983,35) claims 43 sites have some association with 

burial. whether stone cists or a close proximity of the carvings to a 

burial mound. Although there is no guarantee of a temporal association 

from a spatial one without further evidence; 43 out of approximately 

136 carvings is an interesting connection, and is probably more 

meaningful than in other areas of the British Isles. 

Looking at association in more general terms however. Morris 

(1970-1) gives us a check for other finds within the vicinity of the 

large petroglyph site of Achnabreck. He gives 11 sites within 2000m 

including other carvings, standing stones, cist:;. hill forts, flint 

tool factories, and the copper workings 4 miles away. This brings me 

back to the point mentioned in the introduction. Does this show a 

meaningful relation to the engraving sites, or was this area simply a 

suitable place to occupy. One does not necessarily preclude the 

other-. If the Cup and Rings existe;::: and were u::;;ed over a long period of 

time as seems quite possible, then they could be relate~ to many of 

the other remains. The question of which has priority settlement or 

the siting of the engravings remains open, although as we have seen 

Walker seems to favour the choice of land for settlement as the main 

det ermi nant. The avai 1 E\ bi 1 t Y of f oc\d and ot her resources, p':' us trading 
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possibilities must have been of great importance, yet it would I feel 

be crude to only admit a material determinis~ the selec~ion of sites 

specifically for carvings, especially major sites such as Ac~nabreck 

could well have been equally important. Therefore a compromise or 

blending between the material factors and ideas are the most ~ikely 

determinants. 

Beckensall allows himself one subjective journey into the 

world of explanation. He favours the possibility of the Earth Goddess 

or Fertility Goddess, which had first attracted his attention in 

Malta. This of course is not unrelated to Breuil's 'occuli' theories, 

and Crawford's (1957) book on the subject. 

A final word on the Becken:=;all di agrams; they follow what has 

almost become a tradition in petroglyph reporting, the thick black 

line to indicate all the grooves and cups, varying at times in 

thickness. The considerable inaccuracy in using this method is 

indicated well in Beckensall's own book, where he places his draWings 

or diagrams opposite the precise drawings of Mr Bruce or even Mr Tate 

(Beckensall 1983,62-63), It is a question I will look at much more 

fully under Methodology. 

There are of cour;:,e many other works which contribute to the 

subject of rock engravings directly or indirectly, but in this chapter 

I have made a personal selection, dealing mainly with work directly 

concerned with the Cup and Ring petroslyphs of the British Isles and 

to ';ome extent Galicia. Hc,,,rever there is ,:,q~ \-Titer who';e main concern 
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is not with rock art, but ha; made an important cc·ntribution to the 

field, and that is Prof. Thorn <1966,1968,1969). 

Thorn's basic work was the explanation or analysis of 

astronomical relations of the stone circles or other standing stones; 

in the above papers he extended this work to look at the Cup and 

Rings. He worked mainly from wax rubbings and claimed that at least 

the non circular shapes followed the construction of the actGal oval 

layout of the majority of the stone circles. According to Thorn the 

spiral or concentric ovoid symbols which he examined were constructed 

with the use of pythagorean triangles; and following from his 

discovery of the Megalithic yard 2.27 feet, In his work on the 

circle:::;, he found implicit in the construction of the carvings the 

Megalithic inch, a standard unit of 0.816 inches. 

Since much of Thorn's findings rely on his major theories, it is 

inappropriate to criticise here. Therefore I will limit myself to a 

few peripheeal comments. Working from rlJ~bings as opposed to more 

accueate tracings can lead to distortion, and Thom worked from 

rubbings; his ideas may appear to fit the smallish number of spiral 

symbols, and a few more preci :;ely execut ed off circular oval Cup and 

Rings; but there are many forms within the Cup and Ring vocabulary 

executed far more freel:,? and v,3.ried to which it wou::'d be difficult to 

apply his construction. Lastly if one is attempting to ma~e an 

astronomical connection for the Cup and Rings as Thorn has done with 

considerable conviction for the stone circles, then problems aeise, 

Cup and Ring marks do appear on some stone circ:e; s~ch as Temple Wood 
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at Kilmartin <Morris 1977,120), or the outlying boulder at the ;'1onzie 

monument in Perthshire (Thom 1966, Hadingham 1974,48). Ctilde (1952) 

even claims that they appear on the stones lead~ng to Avebury, but I 

a:;s;ume he means Cup marks alonei and there are many Cup marks in 

significant positions around the Clava tombs. Nevertheless on many of 

the major acknowledged astronomical sites, such as Bollochray or 

Callanish, the Cup and Ring symbols are absent~Even when they do 

appear on the standing stones it is never in the rich groupi~3s which 

are found on the natural rock outcrops, but more as a reference point. 

Of course as stated by a nu~ber of writers, it is always possible for 

the carvings to have an astronomical reference which avoids the need 

for a direct figurative form, but then we are jumping into the area of 

unsupported imagination. 

A short time before printing this thesis, the VI volume of The 

Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland, 

Argyll. An Inventory of the Ancient Monument:;. ( Mid-Argyll) was 

published. This gives a thorough and comprehensive survey of the Cup 

and Ring engravings for the Mid-Argyll area. Some new sites are 

recorded that do not appear in Morris. Although I have claimed that 

Morri:;' s recording is good, the material in the work of the Royal 

Commis!;ion is of a higher standard. Unfortunately not all sites have 

phot ograph'; or drawn ill ust rat ions, but the ph,)t ographs t hat appear 

are of a high standard, and appear to use a wide angled lense to give 

almlJst vertical views of 1.3rse relcks. The drawinss which I assume are 

from tracings. are accurately scaled and extremely clear, yet give 

some feeling of the rocks. There is of Len a lack of agreement between 
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Morris's findings and that of the Royal Commi:=:sion. Cn the whole the 

Commh:,sion tend'= to fired Cup and Ring symbols that Morris ~eave:= ,:,_·t, 

but they have also included some very fine new rocks, such as at 

Glas;vaar, where Morris give:=. one rock, but the (:{)min::'ssion git/es six, 

two of which are quite complex. At Achnabreck the Commi=sion includes 

various symbols that Morris leaves out, notably some faint forms at 

the top north end of the rock:=:;, which they suggest could be earL.er 

engravings. 

Summary 

Al t hough I have discus:;ed and analysed many of t he works which 

I have referred to individually in some detail, and made relevant 

compari sons, it is useful to bri efl y summari :=:;e my feel ings regarding 

the body of work and literature in total. 

To quote or repeat an earlier :;tatement of mine in this 

chapter. 

I It I"":oulcl be ar',;'-ued that one of the earlie:3t works on ""he 
- u 

engravings of the British Isles by Prof, J.Y. Simpson is as good as 

most that have followed. ' 

I would still support this statement although it might suggest 

that progress since had been little or severely limited, which is not 

the C,':\:;8. 
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Simpson gives a well documented corpus of sites in Scotland and 

England, with examples from other countries. He raises many of the 

issues that are still relevant today, and his broad generalisations on 

dating are not unacceptable. 

I would suggest that although progress has not been mind 

shattering, quite a lot has been built on the foundations of the 

earlier wri ters. 

First of course the development in accurate recording of sites 

has been great, especially in England and Scotland. I have drawn 

attention to the work of Morris and Beckensall and more recently that 

of John D.Hedges and the Ilkley Archaeological Group. Ireland still 

lags behind in the documenting of petroglyphs on the natural rock, but 

much work has been done by Elizabeth Shee Twohig and students, and new 

sites are constantly appearing, notably in Louth during the last few 

years. This of course changes distribution patterns considerably. 

The discussion on the relation between the British Isles and 

Galician carvings has continued for some years, and perhaps has not 

progre:;:;ed a gr'eat deal; except that the 01 d migrat ion as:;umpt i on:; of 

influence spreading from Spain towards the British :sles as Breuil and 

MacWhite held, can well ~e questioned after the accurate dating from 

Newgrange. Since chronology is a major hindrance to progres=:, in our 

knowledge of the Cup and Ring carvings, the Newgrange dating is 

important, althl::>'_\:;h it is nece'::,:;ary to give it some careful 

consideration, both on the question of the precise origin of the dated 



material, and the context of the Cup and Ring marks found there. 

Just how much gUidance we can take from a few fairly naive and 

tentative examples of Cup and Rings on the back of kerbstones or roof 

slabs is open to discussion, and = will undertake this later. 

Since we are told this is the age of the computer, Walker's 

work has some importance in being alone to the best of my kGowledge in 

using this technology. Unfortunately I found the results rather 

1 imi ted. 

Many may be sceptical c,f the 'mathematical' or 'numerica:L' 

approach of the computer, and I have related Binf()rd's (1983) view. 

Neverthele:3:::; if we reali:;e the limitation:;, such work may give us 

leads to be verified in other ways. Walker himself went on to develop 

the use of these re:;ult:; in hi:; later work when he used the Cup and 

Rings as 'finds' in relation to other' finds' in a different 

theoretical ap?roach, as we have seen. 

Finally as I have mentioned more than once; a number of writers 

commencing with Christison <1903-4), indicate the differences of 

symbols between groups of forms, and of the symbols themselves between 

rocks; which are often quite close together. This C,3n ra:s,e many 

questions if these differences can be satifactorily defined; possibly 

different subcultures, different periods, different functions, or many 

other::. Frequently these differ-ence:; are ignc)re;:, and all carvings are 

gro:JFed under t he general tit 1 e of t he Cup and Rings. One except ion is 
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Morris who begins to look at the (::ue:3tion, and his charts and di32,rams 

have been mentioned. 

Thus although no startling leaps have occurred, much steady 

ground work has accumulated, which has opened up many important issues 

and directions that might be pursued. 

-111-



Befor'e dealing with Cjue=;tions which ari::e from t;-le gener3l 

title 'Rock Art', under which umbrella this3tudy fails, T WI' h t ~ _ -'- s 0 

look at a topic which is; an importc\nt area of debat~ in 

Archaeology, that is the use of analogy as a form or tool in an 

explanation. Since I shall inevitably be making ref~rence to analogies 

in this chapter and later in the thesis as a whole, it would seem 

important to clarify my position at this early stage. Opinions on the 

issue would seem to vary as much as authors. 

The Use of Analogy. 

Ucko <1967,152) criticise:; Breuil for his ea:;y cc·nclm:,ions from 

analogy, seeing no justification at all for the rather wild leap that 

compares the mass of engraved lines coming from an apex at Lascaux to 

a New Guinea costumed sorcerer. However this does not lead Ucko to a 

condemnation of the use of analogy, as we shall see. 

The claim can be made that one use of analogy is to help in the 

avoidance of the pitfall of subjective interpretation, directed by 

one's own social and cultural heritage. It is precisely this weakness 

that Ucko claims is prevalent in the work of Laming (1962) and Leroi-

Gourhan (1968), both of whom claim to shun ~.he u'::e of analogy, or at 

lea;t see extreme limitaticG~ in it. 
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.. --- all that the comparative met:-!e)::: can dc, i:: to ~ell 1)3 that 

initiation rites exist among many primitive peoples of the world 

today, and that con:;equently prehistoric man may' 'd t].. ."-nave n·3. Hem, 1'. 

cannot go farther then that. \I and he a:::;K::; .. through what mea~s 

can we hope to grasp more than a shadow of the inner life of the 

Al1!3t ral i an Aborigine:::, and Eskimos" (Leroi -Gcurhan 196(:. ,~5). 

Although accepting these reservations as valid it ~oes not I 

feel necessarily lead to the complete rejectionist vie~ To me it 

would seem that analogy used with care and awareness, can be a useful 

tool to assist in analysis. 

As Kramer st at es I " It woul d be fat uou:::' tor epudiat e 

completely data bearing on the behaviour of contemporary hominoids in 

attempting to understand the past behaviour responsible for 

archaeological variable:::; " <1979,4), 

Nevertheless the difficultie:; are great, and as Ucko <1967,151-

152-» points out Anthropology illustrates the great variety of 

pos:;ible ideas, rituals, practice:::;, religions, or co:;mologies, which 

may be built on similar :;tructures. Indeed the possible culture::: which 

can be built on the Palaeolithic economy are many. compare for e~amp:e 

Australian Aborigine, Amazon Indian, Es~imo. 

Ascher (1961) sugge;t two f ::>rms of 3:-:31 ogy. Fi rs+ the folk 

culture approach or direct historical, where the lineage is assumed 

between the prehistoric, historic a:-:d preseGt; areas of the Middle 
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East 1<1ay illustr;3te this claim. Thi:;:at=-gory may to .;O;T,e eyten+ J-= 

less problematic than the second since the prG~e;s of mG~ement and 

change should be made a?~arent. The second category, New Analogy is 

where no direct lineage is ap?arent. and indeed a '/ari,~tien in 

geographical and environmental situation is fresuently the case. 

If we consider Ascher's first type of analogy in relation to 

the Cup and Rings, we would be looking for customs and accounts still 

held or practised by the local populace. 

There tend to be very few accounts for the Cup and Rings that I 

have found, compa.red to the cup mar't:s; and there are more for the 

larger relatives, the basin stones or ballauns. Crozier and Rea (1940) 

give a number of ceremonies associated with the basin stones such as, 

fertility rites, cursing stones, holy wells with curing waters, or 

occa:;ions when the dust from the s.tone:; wa:; used a; a cure. Gyp:;ies at 

Les Saintes Maries used the dust as a cure for opthalmia, and alse in 

marriage for fecundity. Crozier and Rea relate an interesting story 

concerning the :;tone'; at Keimameigh Co. Cork. A woman gained the 

displeasure of the local saint by churning butter from stolen mi:k, 

and for this :;he was turned into a pillar of stone, whilst her rolls of 

butter were turned to stone in the cup marks in the rock. Hadingham 

(1974) repeats the stories of some of the practices mentioned above. 

He mentions the large stene that lies on GDe side of the High Street 

of Dingle which I have visited. It lie; ?:3.rtly in the street as .::3n 

obstruction, the fact that it has never been move~ may indicate the 

strnnq feelinugs that have been held +owards it. It has many cup marks 
- u 

-114-



and basins in its surface and the water which gathered in these 

hollows was thought to cure wart:::, or rheumati:::ffi, c,! to correct 

barrenness in women. 

The problem is to decide what is a cup mark and what i'O': a 

basin. At the extremes in size it may not be difficult; ~ut with a 

hollow of perhaps three inches diameter the decision could go either 

way. In Donegal one finds cup marks with a flat base of three inches 

or more diameter with concentric rings. 

The Cursing stones were a more complex use of the basins. Round 

stones or pebbles were placed in the concavities and one's enemy was 

cursed while turning the stones clcckwise. At times similar stones 

were used for Christian ritual but not for cursing. At Temple Feaghna 

County Kerry every Goo~ Friday and Easter Sunday, after other 

ceremoni es in t he church yard, pi Igrims would vi ::::i t t he bull aun or 

basin stones, and turn the stones in the holes. In one case of 

interest one of the stones placed on an Innishmurray altar was a Cup 

and Ring st one. 

Morris (1979)offers us some myths and practices associated with 

the Cup and Rings. At Kilchomam in Islay, a pestle is turned three 

times with the sun in a cup mark at the base of a Christian Cro::::s. In 

another situation a piece of silver is placed in a cup mark and then 

one's fertility wish will come true. 
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In the Faroe Isles cup marks are used for grinding a~d mixing 

flowers to make a dye. 

interpretations of the Cup and Rings are fou~d, The cup represents 

fire and the ring and radial groove the female elp_·rn"_~_'nt. ~. , - r-lre was ma':e 

by turning a wooden pestle in the cup. 

Hadingham (1975, ~,SO) claims the filling of Cup and Ring marks 

wi t h mi lk has, been very common in many places; and jI~o,ri s (1979, 20) 

support; this with a story from the Isle of Seil, Scotland, where a 

young dairy maid filled a large cup mark with milk every s;Ting for 

the fairies. Failing to do this could mean that food would be short by 

the autumn. 

Although these myths and practices may be of some enjoyment and 

int eres;t I am doubt ful whet ;"er t hey can b(-::; of any great hel pin 

gaining a deeper explanation for the Cup and Rings. Although it is 

possible they could trigger the imagination for the formulation of 

hypotheses that would need to be supported and upheld by other 

evidence and criteria. A major difficulty in placing this material in 

Ascher' s fit~st category of analogy is that a,::; we have seen above he 

claims the need for direct lineage to be demonstrated or assumed 

between the prehistoric, historic and present. I am very uncertain 

that this is the case for the present inhabitan~s of the Cup and Ring 

areas'1 but it is a=,ubject for future folklore and anthropological 

research, 
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Returning to Ascher's second type of analogy, it is the ~rea in 

which extreme caution is neces:;ary and a number of writers have 

suggested limitations on use. Ascher states that since most 

archaeological data yields subsistence-connected information, relevan~ 

analogies should be restricted to this area. J.G.D. Clark (1953,355) 

sugge::=;t::::; restricting it to societies with a common level of 

subsistence, or I --- under similar ecological conditions it leads to 

greater significance.' A similar repetition by Willey <1953,229). asks 

for the same general level of technological development, perhaps 

existing under similar environmental conditions. Nevertheless this may 

not eradicate the problems, as we can see c;)mparing the Aborigine, 

Eskimo, and Amazonian; in these cases technology may have a vague 

similarity but not the environment. 

Ucko claims, "It is not true to say that either the environment 

th d t . tl- t f l' t' 't' " or e economy e ermlnes de res, 0 peop e s ae 1 V1 ,1e:; <1967,156), 

He states that it is po:;sible to find parallels in many aspects of 

culture between a hunting gathering people and an agricultural one. 

Indeed he says that useful comparisons can be made between non-

literate societies and partly literate. Thus comparison between 

African, Spanish, and Cretan peasant becomes possible. 

To put the brake on a little, even with people such as the 

Australian aborigines, who mi3''-Y~ seem close:::,t to the P-.leolithic 

cultures of prehistory, and have been a tempting source for analogy, 

we have no means of knowing the r3te of, and how much change and 
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development their culture has undergone during the intervening time 

span. 

We might look at Childe's (1956,51-55) view on the question. He 

al:::;o seems to be more favourably di,=:;posed towards Ascher's first type 

of analogy. He paints to wicker fish traps of a certain design and 

function that appear to go right back to the Mesolithic from the 

contemporary in Scandinavia. However with analogies that do not have 

the direct lineage he appears more hesitant, they only illustrate what 

'may' have happened. In an:;wer to the que::::tion whether they can define 

, spi ri t ual cuI t ure l he cl aims that the st udy of simpler peopl e:::, of 

today may demonst rat e the endl e:::,:::; di ver:::i t y of human be;lBviour, and 

can sugge:;t uses to which inexplicable data may have been put. The 

emphasis 1::::, really on the words I suggest' and' may', al ~hough Childe 

admits that confirmation could come from future observation. 

My own view is that we must use analogy, since to reject it 

limits our interpretive pos:::;ibilities immensely where means are 

sparse. However it can never form a convincing final arguement alone 

for a particular interpretation. Each time a parallel is drawn, it is 

necessary to analyse all the relevant economic and social activities 

practised by the group concerned, before only looking at one aspect, 

perhaps art; naturally this analysis will be often severely restricted 

in many archaeological situations. 

It then follows that comparisons, and often more than one, can 

only increase our ~wareness of the possibilities; first of the 
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factors, then causalities or relationships, involved in ~he analysis~ 

and finally possibly an explanatio~. Put another way, one might say 

that analogy is useful or even vital at the level of initial 

hypothesis, when the :::timulation of the i:-:-agina~ion to the 

'b"'t' fIt' , POSSI ILl les 0 exp ana.lon or Interpretation is es;e~~ial, 

it is then most important that it is the archaeological data which 

adequately reinforces the hypcd;he'3i::::;j and the more complete the fit of 

the data, and the development of a rich pattern in the parallels of 

the analogies, the more convincing the result, 

It is in thi:; sense that I inter?ret Ucko's statement, "Since 

the ll';e of ethnographic parallels is concerned with the documentation 

of the variety of possible factors involved in particular human 

activities, any human activity that resembles in its achievements 

t ho:;e whi ch are bei ng st udied in the archaeologi cal cont ext is 

relevant and of intere:;t" <1967,156), 

Or a:; Kramer st at e:;, " Ob:;ervat i on:::; of cont emporary C 1)1 t ural 

behaviour and its material correlates, can suggest relationships among 

the archaeological data which are not immec!.iately apparent: the 

utility of such observations to the archaeologist is greatest when 

their collection and analysis are designed to result in the 

formulation of hypothesi:; which may be te:;ted again;t ind;::pendent 

set s of archaeol ogi cal and et hnographi c dat a" <1979, 4). 
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To conclude this rather important discussion I r~_fp_r th - ~o e 

concise statement of Glyn D~nl'pl ~~l'~h 1'~ I I t ~ , 
- '..A - - , ,",'CL'~ .;:; a :so re eva" . c a num:Jer 

of other discussions in thi~ t~p~~c J _ _____ '..L.-l, 

II And we must always remember three things. The inadequacy and 

incompleteness of the prehistoric record; the subjectivity of the art 

of historical interpretation; and the necessity of using 

ethnographical, historical an~ folk parallels in no deterministic way 

but as poi nt ers tot he pO:3f;i bi I it Y of int erpret at ion" (19."'::·6, 362). 

The Concept of Art in WAstern Society, 

I wish to now move o~ to the main question of the chapter. 

Fundamentally this thesis is attempting to analyse in various ways 

some engravings of what appear to be intentional and purposeful sha;es 

on rocks, mainly in their natural setting, and executed sometime in 

the past - prehistoric. Thi", brings it within an area of intere=.~ 

which ha:3 come to be known as Rock art, whi ch in t. urn i::; part of a 

wider field of study named often Primitive art, see perhaps 80as 

(1955) as; an example. The,-e would seem to be little problel'l with the 

word Rock, but Art and Primitive need I feel a closer examination. 

The pitfall of examining other cultures from the subjective 

view of one':; own cultural orientaL.o;-l i~ usually well acknowledged, 

but the depth of this orientati0D may not be so well understood, 

indeed many would argue that it cannot be completely eradicated. It is 
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I feel essential to errqha::::ise the immer,,::.e amo"nt " , t ' ~ ~ - - ',' c r c 11 1 U rs. -'-

defini t iOfL which is carr-ipd ir a larguag rl' + t· t 
- , Ii e anJ l'.r::· se:n.an Ie cont en , 

therefore it is a constantly reinforcing process in human interaction. 

These definitions can only be understood by constant 3nalysis of some 

depth. Thus I would first like to prer:::ent the word Art as an imm'::::-lsely 

culturally-laden concept, which can only doubtfully or problematically 

be use~ in the context of another culture; and this is certainly true 

of one that ir::: well removed from us in time and space. It is thus 

important to look at the evolution of this concept and its changing 

definition in our own culture. 

This changing concept of Art is reflected in the change and 

evolution of new meaning within the English language itself. Raymond 

Wi 11 i ams <195S) has descri bed how cert ain words of some import ance 

change their meaning over a period of time, mainly the turn of the 

lSth and 19th centuries. Among these are the words Art, Artist, and 

Culture. Williams argues that previous to this time the word Art tends 

to indicate a ,;kill or expertise, and the Artir:::t one who has a skill 

in any activity. Culture referred to a configuration of human 

activity. As the 19th century progressed Art referred to a particular 

skill in the area of painting or sculpture, the skill to create 

aesthetic values. At the same time the Artist takes on the role of 

mystic in touch with transcendental values, and to a greater or lesser 

degree an outsider. Culture forsakes its more general ~s.::: and comes to 

mean 'hig~-!er culture' the spe'=ial activitie:;, namely the Arts, 

requiring good taste. 
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One might see this process taking place at various levels in 

soc i et y not on~ y in I anguage. Throughout hi s~ ory the f o nilS of act i vi t Y 

which we denote as art whether vi=ual aural or written, ~ave 

frequently been associated with the religious activities of the 

culture, and in this way used by the priestly group or the sha~anistic 

practit~oners, basically as forms of con~rol and cohesion, but als0 

involving expression, explanation and healing. Thus in historical 

Western society the artist was a craftsman providing objects to 2rder 

for thi:::; religiou'; use. However in other cultures shamans often 

pract iced t he making of art t hemsel ','2S (J aC~':=C;-l 19('.2). Grant, Bai rd, 

and Pringle (1978,39,40,115) demonstrate the role of the shaman in the 

Big Sheep culture of the (0:=;0 Range in California, when givin.; their 

interpretat ion of the petroglyphs. There are many other examples in 

the past cultures of the U. S. A. such as the evidence on the many fine 

paintings in the rock shelters of Texas, The Hills (1974) 2xp:ain the 

powerful role of the shaman amidst the N. W.Coast Indians, but they 

have to admit that the connection between shamanism and the 

pet roglyphs is tenuous. However Lommel (1967) dee:; :::;ee shamanism a:; 

associated with the beginning of human art, first in cave art in 

France and Spain, then in Primitive a.rt around the world. 

, th' ~, ;. The relation of art, religion, ana hence e pr1es~nooc 16 

extremely clear in the Renaissance. The church is the major patron of 

the arts, the slow divergence and change comes with the increasing 

patronage of familie:; such a:; the Medicci. The POVET 0:' the Vi:;I.L91 

arb::. in part icular o\'er the averaiS2 person mu=;t have ::een immense at a 
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time when there were few other competing image':: or even mirror'::, for 

many. Visual works of ad wer~ virtually a window on 6flother reali:y. 

When the artist is later mostly freed from the church and from 

the patron; the almost shamanistic mystical heritage may be se~n to 

linger on, making him or her as I said above, an outsider with 

mystical or at least unworldly powers and associations. 

I think it is true to say that in past known societies and 

those e\f today, social pre,=,tige and power which i::. inve:::ted in a work 

of art tends to be held by the possessor, even if a share is retained 

by the artist. This may take various forms. As we see in the case of 

masks, or sculptures, it is frequently the shamans or elders using the 

objects for their rituals who gain power from them, not nece:::;;arily 

the makers, although t~ey may gain a lesser prestige in some 

situations. Good examples are the Benin society <Layton E<<3D, the 

Lega (Biebuyck 1973), and the Kilenge <Dark 1973), all of whom I 

mention later in the chapter. 

I have already drawn attention to the Renai::::sance, where it wa:3 

the church and clergy that sained the power from art forms. As lay 

patron:::- of art appear,=d such as the Medici, the power was :::.hared with 

the church and the family, depending on the subject matter and the 

situation of the work. One cannot deny that some prestige and status 

031;0 went to the well known art i:::.t:; and craftsmen. 
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The great families that co~lected works of art in the 

17th, 18th,and 19th centuries, gained considerable prestige and status 

from their possessions, although this does not (eny their aesthetic 

enjoyment, Forms of ,>='~Ner were and are a:=,:;ociated with tJ.is presti3e, 

emanating partly from wealth, but als·] +rom aesthetic f,)rms of 

knowledge and taste, This process continues today, The mystical 

aesthetic quality attributed to works of art may be seen reflected in 

the possessor upon aquisition, he or she becomes a ! cognoscente' . 

Nevertheless although it may at first appear that this relationship 

between the art object and the possessor remains little altered 

throughout history, there is an important difference between the 

situation in the earlier simple society and that of the more complex 

contemporary Western society, and I will return to this shortly. 

We can pause for a moment to consider the Cup and Ring sites 

and the po:=:;ibility that at lea:;t the major site:; may have been used 

in a ceremonial fashion involving the shaman figure. certainly Burl 

<1979, 202) seems to have 1 itt 1 e doubt that sh,3mans were invol ved in 

the ceremonies of the Stone Circles, 

I will return to look more closely at this change in the role 

and identity of art in Europe. The Renaissance, as it passed, left, 

especially in the field of the visual arts, the model of the studio 

which produced work::, with a;:;isL:mts:md master, according to itE. 

prosperity and status. Many ?3intings are to be found in the museums 

I)f the world by Rubens, yet t he mast er hi msel f prob i ) bly pai n ted very 

few of t he:n compl et el y. \~}:=rks \"':c're c:)mmi ssi oned by pat rons, and they 

-124-



had a great inf 1 uence on the r e:::ult; t he art i:; twa:::. far from free, his 

ski 1: was purcha:::.ed by t he pat ren. 

Pierre Bourdieu (1971) gives a fiGe example from the field of 

literature. Lord Halifax has commissioned a translaticn of Homer by 

Pope, When it is read to him he slJgge:;t s t hat a number of changes 

should be made to improve it in his eye;. Pope complies without 

~ . ques"lon. 

As Bourdieu says, "It is undoubtedly with the 19th century .3nd 

as the romantic movement that the development towards the emancipation 

of the creative intention started, which was to fini~_ in the theory of 

art for art's sake its first systemic ~.tatement" <1971, ~63). 

As the 19th century advances a far more open situation is 

established. Then galleries and academies have appeared, the patron is 

far less common. Art especially visual art competes on the open 

market, as other marketable goods, but always with the association of 

that speci,31 ae:;thetic value which :;ets the newly defined concept of 

Art and Artist apart, 

It is no coincidence that the category of La Boh~me appears 

later in the ~9th century. S:owly ~he social contre,l::: over art by the 

church an~ the wealthy disap2ear or at le3st change their structure, 

Art must then compete in the open market, by exhibiting its sp~cial 

creative powers by innovation change and novelty. Art as defined in 
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T/1e:;tern society becomes ever mc:;-e ccnfinec: +;03.n irltelle!_t:_\O_-_~ -·t " e_1 e, 

and to a large extent its social function is limited, 

I did suggest a little farther back that art in t~e past may 

have frequently been the concern of the intellectual elite, in the 

form of the priesthood or the shaman. Thus one might suggest that 

little has changed except that the elite now tend to be secular. 

frequently intellectual, and/or with economic prestige. A most 

important and fundamental difference does exist however. In past 

soc1et1e:::; and the more recent simpler one:3, it would appear that 

although the art symbols might be controlled and manipulated by an 

elite, the majority of the membe~s of the community comprehended the 

symbols, and were affected by them in a number of ways. In 

contemporary Western society the arts tend to be the pre~erve of only 

an elite and are ignored or incomprehensible to the mass. That is 

unl eS:3 we change (,ur def ini t i on and eval uat ion of what is seen as art 

in Western society, a point I will 100:': at a little farther on. 

I feel that it is this fundamental difference that led often to a 

different involvement in earlier or simpler societies, of the 

artifacts which we in Western Europe label art today. 

Therefore it is this 20th century European or Western 

definition which is an integral part of our cultural background, and 

must be considered with some care when using the term art to examine 

acti'/1tie:;, product::::, and in the ca::;:·e of this study, visual ::;:,ymbol-; 

stemming from other cultures. 
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I think Durkheim' 5 typology gives us an illustration and 

insight into this change in sGciet',i, and can h"l" L t 
c ~ us ~o see ar, 

the social pattern of differing societies. Using concepts of'simpler' 

and' complex' societies, and illtl:;trati"s 'with aI', ideal ~ype model, he 

shows what for him is t he change in the form of s;::;: lal ': c';,esi on, from 

'Mechanical' to 'Organic' 
u solidarity. Characteri=,~ics; ,Jf Lhe ;impler 

society for him are, a common belief system about the world that is 

enforced by punitive sanctions. This is a cohesive force; there are 

specific boundaries of inside and outside ~he sooial group, and 

members are economically independent. We may come to see that the 

activities we refer to as art tend to support the belief system and 

social cohesion, although empirically there will be considerable 

variation. If we accept this then I feel that it follows that the 

forms and activities of art will have a relev;3nce and meanir<s for all 

society, ignoring for th~ moment those forms that are ritually limited 

to certain groups or sects. 

Durkheim's complex 'organic' society which evolves from the 

simpler, is one in which there is no common belief system, it is 

diffuse. Cohesion comes from the economic interdependence, and 

boundaries are open and loose; the civil code of law becomes important 

to ease the working of the complex economic system. This may be a 

rat her t runcat ed verE;i on of Durkheim, but wi t h t he melting away of the 

common belief sy:;tem, the function and role of art activities will 

change, no longer re;trained and controlled by 50cial needs. It is 

free. At the :;ame time, with open boundarie'=, it i; also free to 

pla3arise and gather ideas from any number of cultures. Donne (1978) 
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for example relates the influence of African 1- t t~ S::11 p, ure c,n E2 

Cubism in 20th century Western painting. 

If we now examine Art in Western society in its; c:xiventional 

identity, that is museum and gallery artifacts,we fi~~ its ~ur2~se at 

large rather limited. Predominently it is to give aeEthetic 

stimu:ation or experience, and this IS given statU!3. In a le;s 

obvious way it can give high status to the possessor, ~~e creator, and 

the appreciator" and in thi:::: :::;ense become:::; a form of control 

However it is important to realise that an alternative approach to the 

role or function of art in our society is feasible; this appears in 

the work of Baynes (1975). 

Baynes illustrates that if we redefine the concept art to 

include virtually all pictorial and visual matter, as 0FPosed to only 

that selected for the Gallery or Museum. the function and analysis is 

broadened. We can then see how this wealth of visual material plays an 

important role in the reinforcement of many dominant ideas in our 

E;OC i et Yi in such areas as 1 ei sure, :3ex, war, work et c. and one may 

then wish to argue that it is then reinforcing some form of the albeit 

very diffuse belief system. 

Having looked with some care at the identity of art in our own 

society, it is now necessary to look at i_ts identity, role or function 

in ot her cuI t ures. U·;ually these are of a simpler st ruct ure t h,3;-, our 

own, and I will be using anthroFological source:::, as il:u:3trations. 
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The Concept of Primitive 

Earlier in the chapter I said that I would examine the concept 

of Primitive Art, the general label under which Rock art is frequently 

subsumed. We have looked at the term Art, and I think Primitive can be 

dealt with much more easily. It is essentially an elitist term 

stemming from a period when normative and elitist views were held much 

more strongly in the West. Primitive contains meanings of inadequate, 

unsophisticated, and only first stage development. Most of these 

charateristics we now realise cannot be applied to the culture or 

artifacts of these other societies. Aborigines and for example the 

Turkano of the Amazon both have extremely sophisticated cosmologies 

for their worlds <Roheim 1945, Munn 1973, Reichel-Dalmatoff 1971), 

Much technology may be simpler, but it is perfectly attuned to their 

needs and the environment, unless of course the culture becomes 

defiled. Thus I feel that the term Simpler society would be more 

appropriate, and this used mainly with some reserve to describe the 

social structure. 
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When we come to look at art or visual images in sim~!er 

societies, whether from today or prehi:;torYi it is I fe,~~ more useful 

to return to the earlier semantic meaning used in our culture and 

given by Williams (1958), art as a skill or eX2ertise, The later or-
" . 

present meaning, as we have seen indicates activities in c,,";",ich the 

aesthetic function comes to dominate, although other functions may be 

present. In simpler societies we will find that it i~; the pragmatic or 

even ut i 1 it arian funct i on and many ot her'::;, which gain import ance. 

First let us look at some of the evidence which points to the 

presence or absence of an aesthetic involvement in simpler societies, 

bearing in mind the difficulties of methodology in obtaining empirical 

evidence of such an ethereal experience. 

Williams (1974) talks of style which for him i",; the general 

characteristics of art symbols within a society, but these may vary 

somewhat in different situations resulting in a local variation. 

Outside :)f this he sees the variable of the aesthetic, which is to 

some extent fortuiti)us. and mayor may not be present. If this is so 

then it presents great problems for methodology when trying to 

investigate the phenomena in anthropology and even more so in 

archaeology. However a number of researchers have not accepted such a 

pessimistic view, and due to the complexity of the phenomen~, usually 
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tend to search for evidence of declared qualitative feeling about the 

works in question from the producer or user. 

Horton (1965) on the Kalabari of South Nl'gprl'a Id + f" t . . - wou a, lrs 

seem to indicate the lack of aesthetic involvement, 

" Perhaps the most striking thing one notices is the general 

apathy about sculpture as a visual object --- sculptures ~end to evoke 

not merely apathy but actual revulsion" <1965,12), 

Nevertheless it may be that aesthetic involvement has no need 

to be pleasant or comfortable, and we do find that the Kalabari 

demand that a carved spirit should 'resemble' the decayed object that 

it represents, A carving can be rejected as inappropriate; it is then 

not only useless but a danger to the carver. 

Biebuyck'~; (1973) work on the Lega of the East Congo Rain 

forest, shows t hat carvings when lost :::;t 01 en or broke,l can be repl aced 

by st i cks et c. for cererf\.,::mi es; yet there :;t ill are siJec i f ic word; s;uch 

as 'busoga' meaning good ;3nd beautiful, which are used towards 

carVings. The problem i:; whether these are addressed to the specific 

carvings, or to the ide~ or origin of them, as is stated by Layton in 

his work. 

"The:;:;e exampl e:;:, suggest the aest het i c val ue';: are not 

universally e~pressed in exotic carvings cr other ferms of visual 
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expression, but are rather specific to certain aspects Qf other 

cultures \I 0981,10). 

It is here that we should beware of another subjective trap. In 

Western 20th century culture we tend to view an object of art as 

static and in i::::olation; the museum as:;i:::;b:; this. Whereas frequently 

the mask, sculpture, cloak fabric etc. in other cultures is only part 

of a total ceremony, a happening, involving dance movement, music and 

sound. 

Therefore questions about the role of art, aesthetic content or 

meaning might be more easily a:;ked of the whole happeningi 

unfortunately in Archaeology and certainly with engravings such as the 

Cup and Rings we have no way of knowing the whole. In the last chapter 

of this thesis when I attempt an analysi:::- of the Cup and Rings, it is 

partly due to this problem that I take a structuralist and sys~emic 

approach. I will be assuming that all parts of the social and cultural 

system will tend to contain the same structural principles, Bnd thus a 

part may ill ust rat e the whol e. In my ca:;e by f oc u-3:;ing mainly on the 

spatial relation::; of the Cup and Rings, one is given an insight into 

the basic principles of the society, but only at the structural level. 

Denise Paulme C973) points to what was seen previously a'::, a 

denial of aesthetic values in the nomadic life of the Pigmy. With the 

first sound recordings in the field it was realise~ that not only did 

they possess highly developed ~usic, but their ~eeling for ritual 

developed a return from the hunt into musical drama. With their story 
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telling they mime scenes of familiar plots, and play the p8rts of 

vari ou:;:· act Drs, engaging the a:_ldi ence in what, F'au.L' '''P r- -. al' ms' 1 ..I ",~ '_1. .' 1:3 a reaey 

theatre. This leads us to what may be seen as other e~hemeral a3~ects 
..!. J 

of art and aesthetic involvement. ~ Mauss (1947) points to the all 

important earth works, drawings in earth , wall paintings and 

structures of branch and leaf. It is important to keep these points in 

mind when examining Rock Art from the past, We may be only seeing a 

part of the total 'artistic' or ritualistic happening. 

A more obvious aesthetic function, closer to the role of art in 

our society, can be ,:;,een in Paulme's (1973,13) work on body adornment 

in Africa. The ceremony of 'grewal' bringing together the ,=:cattered 

tribes of Bororo Fulbe, is virtually a beauty contest for the young 

men. Although in the case of these tribe:; the function of cohesion is 

also important, one could well :;:;uggest t.hat. the case of I fa:=:;hion' 

rather than' fine art' is a closer p.':lrallel in our society. 

We will also be looking more closely later in the thesis at 

Faris (1972) on a similar subject. 

Thus it is again necessary to look beyond our subjective 

expectations. R.Firth (1973) looking at Tikopia societ.y describes a 

relatively barren society in the field of plastic art, although the 

ritual and ceremony was highly developed. Nevertheless in a corner of 

the culture a high ~esign richness could be f:und, that is among the 

male headrests; a great variety of style and design existed, sometimes 

produce(1 by more profes·;iona.l c;:u-ver:3 or at other time'; by the owners. 
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There 1,733 evidence of much choice and preference which I-!ent far bevond 
" 

the effectiveness and utilitarian funct~on. Firth is convinced that 

these can be acceptec as art. 

Thus it would seem that although the aesthetic element is quite 

blatant and obvious in some tribes such as the Burroro Fulbe, ~n a 

society such as the 'Tikopia the aesthetic or what we might term the 

'pure art' content is well subsumed within the other more practical 

functions. A 'pure art' or more manifest demonstration does not seem 

to be essential for the Tikopia since there appears to be little other 

plastic art except for the headrests. 

Finally two simple but direct examples of objects having 

primarily an aesthetic function in other cultures. Blackwood (1961) 

mentions women pot~ers in a New Guinea society who make little clay 

figurines out of spare clay purely for pleasure, and these are kept to 

look at. Whilst Muensterberger C971,7) claims, that on the island of 

Nias, if the daughter leaves the parental home a atatuette is made and 

placed in the house; this has no religious significance but is simply 

a momento. This of course does have an affinity with our own family 

phot ograph3, 

However it could be a mistake to follow the concept of pure 

aesthetic function too ardently. Goldwater makes the poin~ strongly 

th3t it is entirely misleading when examining simpler societies, to 

attempt a dichotomy between an aesthetic function and the more 

utilitarL:tn or pragmatic, the two are inevitably an integrated whole. 
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",.lh -I- ',-,' +" f ,t . d' w ae 10 1n e. ee. recogn1se IS that beauty and naturalism are 

not generali:=;ed concepts which can be overlaid or omitted at will i'rom 

previously imagined functional objects, changing their aesthetic 

aspect but not their function. The presence or absence of these 

qualities, in part determined by role, but also affecting that role by 

the impact they have, is an essential and primary aspect of these 

objects, as basic as their material substance or their iconographical 

charact er II (1973, 8). 

Thus when later' I come to examine examples of the Cup and Ring 

engravings, especially some of the bigger and more cOffi2lex 

configurations; it would seem that we may hypothesise that an 

aesthetic involvement could have been present in the carving and the 

arrangement, which fully reinforced the other unknown functions or 

function, giving greater power, force, and conviction to creators, 

recipient:=;, and all involved. 

It occurs to me that the example of the decorated and 

illustrated maps of the early cartographers demonstrates the above 

point in an obvious way. 
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The Question of Function 

Before proceeding with references t,o othpr functl'r~- rol~- or - ,~, Ll :", , '= :=> , 

way"'" in which art ar.t I' "it l' P_.:-: I' t t 't h It 't ' '::> - v _ n ,egra e WI,. cu ure:::;, I IS u;eful to 

indicate my aWarene:::;s of the problems which may be associa~ed with the 

functionalist approach, since of course it has received much 

cri tic ism. 

First a methodological proble~ mainly of concern to the 

Anthropologist or Sociologist. To what extent is the data gathered due 

to the definition of the actor:;, or is it imp03ed by the observer? 

Secondly there i:=:, t;:;eldom a nice neat linear relation between practice 

and function, as Anderson states, 

"A particular phenomenon in a particular society may fulfil 

numerous p:;ychological, social, or cultural need::;. Moreover, the same 

practice may serve quite different purposes in another society" 

<1979,27>. 

The third point IS that although frequently the function of art 

may appear obviolJ::::, in other situations it may a1;0 have an underlying 

function, this we may term covert or latent, and it may be far from 

obvious to the observer or actor. 
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This point will be clearer when we come to the varlou:; eX'3mples 

I offer as illustrations a little farthpr . th - on, suen as e use of art 

in the Kilenge tribe. There it would seem to function as increasing 

prestige for great men, but on closer analysis one far ~e;s manifest 

function which appear:; is the safe diffusion of aggre:;:;ion in certain 

si t uat ions. 

Finally a functionalist approach does tend to assume a stable 

society, and takes little account of structural change. In many 

societies institutions are disfunctional, and conflict may be far more 

than a fringe activity, indeec~ it may be the fulcrum for change. This 

may then argue for a conflict or perhap:; marxL:;t orientated approach. 

To expand this point a little. I see the essential difference 

between a functionalist theory and the conflict as being related to 

the question of social Change. :n one sense it can be argued that a 

conflict theory, by exploring the disharmonies and conf:icts between 

parts of the social system, does explain the dynamics and movement for 

st ruct ural soc i al change. That is t he change in cont rol over maj or 

areas of power by different social strata, or the change in control 

over the major economic resources. Nevertheless consi~erable social 

change may take place of a technical or cultural nature without 

changing the fundamental structure. Thus the definition of the degree 

d t f 'I h beccme c l'''''''-ortant At the same time the an na ure 0 :::;OC1a C ange )~, "]1-' ,. 

relative speed of change is important. In many societie:; although what 

some may term peripheral social change in the form of technology or 

cultural activity may occur, the fund3(fle!1tal structure of the society 
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in the terms I have J~ntioned above, may continue over a long period. 

It is this maintaining of an equilibrium and the deB:ing with 

dis~armony, that the Conflict theory has some difficulty in 

explaining. Both theories have developed additions to give wider 

explanatory power. The subject has of course formed a never ending 

debate, but as I state at the beginning of my chapter on Structural 

Analysis, I feel it is impossible to define one theory as right or 

wrong, they are tools with varying degrees of explanatory power in 

differing situations. In this chapter I will continue to use an 

underlying functionalist approach, but with concepts SGch as 

disfunction, and latent function, as important parts of it. 

As Anderson mentioned in the quote above, one finds t~at art is 

usually multi-functional in society. If we attempt to examine art 

activities which aFp2,3.f to be u:::;ed as :::;ocial control, we re;31ise that 

this may subsume other functions, such as the maintenance of power, 

supporting elites, creating cohesion, justice, or even education in 

the E,en:=,e of socialisation. At times it can also be :32en as 

disfunctional as I stated above. 

Harley (1950), ob:::;',=,fving the ~':S:-IO and Gino, relates how the 

mask was used to replace the highly respected powerfu: dead elder, in 

order that he could still intercede in the affairs of the tribe. Or 

the final sentencing by a judge might be carried out. with him wearing 

a mask and costume and speaking fa:setto, hence he remained incognito 

and protected, In another instance the dec~sions of the elders would 



be confirmed or denied by the throwing of cowrie shells in front of a 

ma-:::k, thus ostensibly it was the mask that decided, 

Layton (1981,72) in his discussion of Benin art relates that it 

was the Oba who h,:"c: control over the ivory, and wore carved objects 

made from it; whereas with the Lege (Biebuyck 1973) it was members of 

the highe::::t grade in the Bwami as:;ociation who had the prl'vp' _.cege, 

Again in Benin it was the Oba who also had complete monopoly over the 

very prolific brass casting industry. One could of course also point 

out the involvement of art here in the economic structure, 

In the cases mentioned above the art forms are essentially used 

to gi ve power and :::;oc i al cont rol tot he pos:;e:::'sor, and cert ainly in 

the case of the Benin are totally involved in the economic syste~ 

When we turn to Rappaport's work there is a con:;iderable change in the 

use of certain art forms, 

Anderson (1979,34) refers to Rappaport's work, which looks at 

the economic function. Tribes in New Guinea need stone axes and salt 

to survive and thus trade is essential; but the tribes that posess one 

or other of the:;e commodities are separated by at least two other 

groups, and demand and supply will vary. The production of art in the 

form of bright feathers, shells and discs takes place, and these 

objects are then traded throughout for axes or salt by all, virtually 

a currency. Trade is eased since demand and supply is maintained. 
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Although some Dresti 7 e and status may r,_-me fr~_ml t_~_·~ . - a - _ _ poses:;:;,o:-i 

of the feathers shells or discs, since they are virtually a money 

form. At the same time it is a money for:n that has its own intrinsic 

attraction and would possibly subsume an aesthetic content. However 

social control does not appear to be a noticable function. The 

essential use is to facilitate trade between tribes for very important 

commodi ties. Thus confl ict can be avoided ani: survi val ensure.::. 

This work is important since it can open up an interesting 

discussi on. Here we are deal ing wi t h mobile wor~:.s of art, wherea:; the 

Cup and Rings are virtually static. Thus we may wish to argue that 

Rappaport's work is irrelevant, but I wish to suggest the opposite. 

First the work does demonstrate an exceedingly interesting example of 

the complex function a work of art can perform. However the important 

question mu:;t be rai:::;ed a:::. to what extent the :::;ocial functions of a 

static work is limited. It is difficult to see how engravings such as 

the Cup and Rings could have performed an economic function of trade, 

unless in the form of initial paid skilled labour. Any prestige, 

status, or power would come from rituals enacted at the site, as would 

social cohesion. It is also quite possible for sex roles to be 

reinforced from activities at a site, or even forms of social conflict 

to be defused from rituals using petroglyphs. The posseSSion, or 

control, over an impre:;:::,ive site might well have figured in any 

demonstration of power. The ownership or acqui:;iticn of a rockface 

.:::arrying immovable symbols of :::,ignificance to the whole society might 

have ~ee~ a powerful stabi:is~ng force. The ability to produce symbols 

on demand or necessity ~ight a:;o have been 3n ac~ivity not open to 
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a~~, and thus the C,io::::e,; artist would ha"v'''? eztra pre:.=tige. There a:-e a 

number of variables here which we cannot seperate in t~e pres~~~ state 

of knowledge, but anthropological analogy does give us illustrations 

of t he many possi hi 1 i tie:;, 

If we turn to look a~ mobile art, such as sculpture, 2dsks, or 

costume, frequently they may be used stationary, such a:: much 

sculpture, or with local movement restricted to the vicinity of the 

shrine or village centre; they are objects in a ritual. The rock 

carving may also have been an object in a ritual, certainly it could 

not be used as an object of personal adornment, but this still may not 

enlarge the differences of fundamental function between mobile and 

static art, as much as at first seems likely. 

Art used to reinforce social structure and control by creating 

and reinforcing status is seen in Dark's (1973) work on the Kilenge, 

which I mentioned a little earlier. 

" The motivation for artistic activity in Kilenge lies with the 

desire of big men to outstrip their fellows in the social regard of 

their peer:::" to enhance their prestige by outdoing their rivals" 

<1973,67) . 

Ceremoni.:::: take the form of 'sing sing';' which are total 

ha::,,>=nings with mask co::::tume mu::::ic and dance. These will be called up 

and sponsored by 'big men' from the various 'pigeons' or groups within 

the si)ciety. Although it will 2,2 th2 artis~ that carve:; the mask or 
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makes the object, he is only -::he mean;_. l't 1·,.... t"'~ r'"' t 
,~ l,,=, g ca, m.~jT, or sponsor 

who receives the admiratioD and praise rCT the pr'J.:1jc~. Th:.:3 althol'~:" 

t he act i vit i es act to inc rea=e the =,t at ]J'::, of '::ig men', t hey also have 

other functions; they celebrate the circumcision of ~oys, and the 

puberty of girl::::;, On occasion;; when the women in all their "'-inery 

d."'.nl.p_- t,n:.l?,-,r,.l,; __ . the ma"p mU'-'l'''''l'a~~ an rl '.' - , - ,. • 1. _ '~'_ LL -~ , " ' ... ace then warded ,')f: by armed 

guards, art and ceremony is providing an outlet for aggression, 

The great importance and total social integration of art is 

described by d'Azevedo (1973) in his wo~k on the Gola Vai and De 

chiefdoms of Liberia. Masks dominate many ceremonies b~~ also music 

and performance ritual Flay a big part. Social structure is entirely 

dependant upon the male association, the Poro, and t~e female 

association the Sande; these take turns to rule for perio~s of three 

and four years, The masks use~ are seen as utterly sacred; and the 

woodcarver therefore produces them in utter secrecy. He is tempted to 

work for the women by having all his needs and desires :::ati'3fied: 

food, drink and sex. The carver becomes to a large extent an outsider 

in soc i et y, but wi t h consi derabi e pO'..Jer and pc e:;t ige, since he al :;,J 

has an insight into secret ritual. After completion the carving is 

still his, and hE continues to be entitled to favours frcI the women 

who hired him, e\7en sexual. Thus not only do the masks support • 1 socla ... 

structure, control and cohesion, but we can see how fringe social' 

relations are establishe~ and maintained 

It seem:; to me that this work by d' Azeve:o illu:3trstes well 

many differenc~~ be~ween art in our ;c.:iety and its function in many 
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simpler ones. In our society art is as previously stated so 0~ten ~~e 

fringe activity of the privileged group, functioning to give prestige 

and status, but mainly s:een as being for ae::=:thetic enjoyment. Whereas 

with the Gala Vai and De chiefdo~; it plays a fun~amental role in 

supporting and maintaining the;ocial :;tr:xture which r-e::'ie:; ;:m a 

continuing delicate power balance between the sexes. The art products 

are seen as sacred and are not involved after production in any 

material or economic proces::=,) yet they are involved in power and 

control. As we have seen there is also a latent economic function for 

the producer, and a latent function of the development of extra 

peripheral social relations. What may also be seen as interesting is 

that the producer of the ma:;ks is seen as an outsider-, but with power 

and prestige, one might well argue that altholJgh the function of art 

products is extremely different to that in 20 cent. Western society, 

it is interesting that the role of the producer or artist may not 

differ greatly in this case. 

With this final reference in particular, but also the preceding 

ones, I hope I have managed to enlarge the definitions of art in 

various se,ciet ie::=:, beyond our own cuI t '_'.ral vi:=ion. Hopefully Munn's 

work which folloh~'; and which I find relevant will ac.] to this process. 

An Al t ernat i ve Theoret i cal ApproE\ch 

Finally I wish to look at the '.F~,rk of Munn (1966,19730, 1973b, ) 

on the Walbiri of Central Australia Previous work has tended to refer 
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to mobile three-dimensional objects. Since the cbjects of my study are 

most 1 y st at i c and imrno'1abl e t wo- dimensi anal sym:~;:::" ~;. it is :::-erhaps 

appr l_)~Jr_~ate to look at mor c_-.·. + d' . I ' .' ~ <,wo 1 men::=. 1 ana worK. It is a1::;o 

interesting that the dominant forms in Walbiri art are enclosures and 

frequently circles and concentric circles. 

Munn's work giver::; an example o·_~ o+-'.-pr t' t' I ' ""- ["leore lca appro'3cne:; a.; 

opposed to functionalism. She attempts to e~plore t~e symbolic 

iconography of the people, especially the spatial orientation found in 

the drawing, paint ing and const ruct ien:;, I find that this work has 

more general implication and relevance to my own thinking, which makes 

it worthy of later consideration in this study, as Munn states, 

"Indeed it would appear at time:::; that in some cultures one can 

abstract underlying simple visual shapes and arrangements such as 

circles CrO!3SeS or concentric structures etc. which are reiterated 

throughout a range of media and behavioural contexts, and in which ace 

bound cultural notions about order in the world as a whole" (1973a, 

193 ). 

The essential point that Munn makes is that an aspect of a 

cuI t ural whole such as perhap'3 vi sual art, dr::'e'; not exi st in a vacuum, 

it has strong connections and is thus integrated with the total 

culture. Within all parts of the culture there will be e~hibited 

characteristic'= of basic ;=rinciples which reinforce and underpin the 

outlook and conceptions that the ?80?:e hold about their world. 
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Her work may be seen as a simpler form of intrinsic analysis 

stemming from the linguistic work of Sassure and often drawing upon 

aspects of Semiology. This is a line of though': that suggects th8t 

visual forms as well as written or spoken language, can carry ideas 

and be assembled appropriatel~ in culturally derived normative 

structures in order to carry messages. In this type of analysis an 

at tempt may be made to generat e a grammar of symbol i c f ('rm. However 

although Munn's work does not develop an over complexity in this 

direction, it does point to some in depth connections between spatial 

art concepts and the cosmology of the people. Thus again it is an 

important example of art's integration into total social life. This 1S 

furt her :;::upport ed by Berndt (1971, 101) who st at es t hat Aborigine 

people have no word for artist, all can be involved, although some may 

be better than others Dr have rights through age or status. Therefore 

art i:3 really subsumed under activitie:::: which we term sex, magic, 

religious, economics or even :3cience. I find :3ympathy with Berndt when 

he cl ai ms t hat art is t he cult ural ingredi ent whi ch colours and gi ves 

meaning to the social dimension. 

Some points appear in Munn's work which can be developed here. 

We see that forms or symbols within Walbiri iconography have a number 

of different meanings, there is not a one to one situation. For 

example the centre of a number of concentric circles may refer to 6 

waterhole, a hole from which dreamings emerge or return to, the locus 

of the ancestral past within a coun':ry, a child, semen, or a vagina. 

-145-



It n~~'d'- >- r, c-,,_ not ' >-h t . t 
_'=':;, " '-' ,-'i::: ec·, a 1 seems to be zener-ally agree,: in 

the literature t~at this variance in meani~g for symbols continues 

with many tribes and cultures It must remain an empir~cal 

question,but identical meaning for a form is extremely rare 3C~OSS 

cultures, although of course identical or like symjo:s may be used by 

many differing peoples, 

However it must be clear that in the above paragraph I am 

talking of the actor's day to day meaning for symbols, and this should 

be clearly distinguished from the principles I will be searching for 

in the chapter on structural analysis, In my later :;earch for 

structural principles within the Cup and Ring symbols, I shall be 

looking for underlying principle:; which aTe generalisable to one 

culture and possibly to others. These principles will tend to underlie 

mo",;t a:::;pect:;:; or manifestations of a culture; whether they are 

recognisable by the actors in the situation or not is again an 

empirical question, and it is possible that they could be in the case 

of some art i st s or cra ftsmeD. However they mu·;t be seen as di st iDet 

from '~lay to day meaning of forms, 

In the case of Munn's (1973a,1973b) sLldi e:::, there may 

sometimes appear to be a connection between meanings and some 

pictorial connotations of the symbol. but this is by no means always 

the c,:;.s,:::-, Meaning can :J.e read into a symbol which m;s.y have little or 

no apparent visual connection to it, and differeDt tr~bes may have 

different meaniDSs for the :same symbol ::r ~,oti'"e, Boas states, 



'I --- that the sameness of form and the differences of meaning 

are not due to a geometrisation of reaUstic forms, but ~=5 re3cins 

in of significance into old c~~ventional patterns. --- T~e essential 

conclusion drawn from our observcl+:'ons is that the :same form may be 

given different meanings, that the form is constant, the 

interpretation variable, not only tribally but indivi:::ually. It can be 

shown tria t t hi s tendency i E; not by any meaw; conf ined to art, but that 

it is pre:;ent also in mythology and in ceremonialism, that in these 

also t he out er· form remains whi 1 e t he accompanying int erpret at:. on:; are 

widely di ffering" (1955) 128. 

Figurative and Abstract. 

Before coming to the end of this chapter there is a point which 

is appropriate here and it can be seen to stem from what has been said 

about the Walbiri symboL, .. As we have :;een the Wal~iri;)'m~ols -:;0 

appear at times to have some visual connections, circle for a hole 

etc; wherea:::; Boa'= was referring to the completely' geometri:si:=ec'. 

Thus we can see forms in art, contemporary, historic or prehistoric, 

which vary fre'm figurative to the non-figurative or abstr3ct. It is 

however true that the completely' reali:::tic' Cil fig'_;-ative (a:::3uming 

such a concept is feasible) seems to appear very seldom in simpler 

societ ies. 

If one e~amines the vi;ual works of art in Western society, 

that is ar: ifac~:; mainly in gal~erie';, on2 finds an extremely varied 
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mixture of styles forms and content; I attempted an exp:anation for 

this earlier. One can usually make a very broad distinction between 

the figurative and abstract. It is often claimed that the figurative 
u 

work is easier to understand and appreciate; since certainly for the 

layman, an illustrative content is usually assumed for the figurative 

which is then generalised to real ~ i fe si t lJat ions, and understani:ing 

is seen to follo~ Actually this does not always fol:o~ probably 

seldom; for example religious iconography in much Renais~ance art, or 

more recently the example of hidden meaning in many Surrealist or 

D d 't k It' th' " -" +' 't' .1.' a alS war s. ,IS IS mlsleaulng as:;ump.,lon wlns,-\, ::.n our own 

society, which can so easily be transfered to the observation of art 

in other cultures, 

In many ca::;;e:::; of Rock art in the world it is .3;::;;umed that we 

gain more insight into the figurative works than the non-figurative. I 

suggest that this can be a false assumption. 

't tt' d'd t"·' t' There are two levels of In erpre a lon an l~en 1rlca,lon, 

First we must identify the mark on the rock, categorise it in some 

d 1 thpn ran we thinl< of l'nterpretation. Nordbla,ih (1981) :..n way, an _ on y _ _ _ ' _ A 

his work on the Swedish carvings demonstrates well the initial 

problems of identificatio~ It is a great challenge with many shapes 

f:o decide whether it is anthromorphic or zoomorp:-1ic, for example, is a 

I ' d f· d' t r+ d human :-_-,P_P_. pp_trn_.glyphs particular image a 1zar, rog,:r IS ,0 " e , 

from Colombia (Jack~;on 19.')2), I; the figure ithyphalLc or has it a 

sword on it:; l:.'elt (fig L5)? Categ,)rie:; which go beyond a fisufative 

reference may be seen as even more problematic, 



pre~istoric, the more I feel one must ac~ept the distinctior be:ween 

figurative and non-figurative as a continuum rather than two distinct 

ca t egori es, The more i rr'Fort ant quest i on become~;, to what ezt ent are 

t l- .ro m '11 ',...·t ..t.. t 1 ..,. r-ole L r s 1 -'-'_'::0 ra:,lve or symDoilc; or or cGur;e as with many 

Christian images, symbolic and illustrative, 

These question; must all be returned to later, when looking at 

style, methodol06y, and classification; but at thi:; point it is 

important to say that even if we feel that we can identify an 

illustrative scene, a precise animal, warriors at Valcamonica <fig. L5) 

) or Longhorn sheep in the Coso range, California. We must still be 

wary of an illustrative interpretation as opposed to a symbolic, For 

example if we put ourselves into a position of some thousands of years 

removed from the Chris;tian era, and then we attempt to analy:;e the 

visual image:; that remain, the problem is illustrated. It can be3een 

in the work by Child and Colles (1971), 

First there is the great variety of forms that are used for the 

Christian cr:<=.;s all having approximately the sa:ne meaning. However 

there are also a number of ot:'!er di ffereat images which also have a 

similar or closely as:::.ociated meaning; :;uch a:: the fi:3h in the earlier 

church, or t he winged OZ, 1 i on or eagle for the apo·;t 1 e:=:· whi ch have 

very definite symbolic meaning; and in addition the frequently 

misleading symbolic gestures of Chrid figure. 
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In her recent work on the e:{tremely rich and pl,=n-'-iful 

petroglyphs of Easter Is, Georgia Lee point:; out that three d.')minant 

forms, the fish tail, the birdman motive, and boats, tend not to mix; 

they cluster together in autonomous groups and in different ~:aces; 

but boatbuilding and fishing did not take place in special places ~~~ 

all round the coastline, thus Georgia Lee suggests, 

" __ - the::;;e motives seemingly reFre'::;ented ::oncepts rathe,- than 

functional activitie:; II <192.6,78), 

In Rock art the problem is well illustrated by comparing the 

work of Leroi-Gourhan with the work of Breuil. Breuil taking usually 

an illustrative interpretation, but Leroi-Gourhan the symbolic for the 

same material. 

Some of the earliest approache:; to Palaeolithic Cave art were 

extremely subjecti\"e, the caves were :;een 03.5 Art galleries of the 

Stone age (Ucko 1967 21) illustrating the world of the day; pieces of 

stone or bone with superimpose~ images became 'sketch books' and 

palettes were also found. Later following these ideas Brevil 

(1952,21-24) developed his hunting magic theory, but both of these 

relied on an illustrative interpret,stion of the image~;; wounded bison, 

arrows an~ traps, and sorcerers. This of course is not to ~e:ittle the 

comprehensi vene:;:; of Breui I' s ideas and immense . . , 
emplrlC l3..L work. 

After the ~econd World War Leroi-Gourhan's (1968) theories took 

a leap away from an illu~trative interpretation to a symbolic. There 
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3re of course many criticisms that can be raise~ against his theories, 

for example the difficulty of identifying par~s of the very varied 

cave layout'; so that t\-ley at ipa ....... --arl-ially - ~ t h' " , 
',' , . .L -' ,=' i, 1-' " .J.. ,_ 0 n ,or ~ 0 1 S :;. c. e a ~ 

type; or perhaps the very :cose way he is finally pre;3red to acce?t 

criteria for pairing, ';gnorl·ng to a lar~'~ "" tr<. tIl ' 
.L c.,f:::: ",:·:',,,,n, sea e, co clJr ane 

style differences between the figurative images. These are 

only two of the maJ'or criticisms aimec' at t'ne hi_":=:i:=: ('_,f,' hI'S c-·tat.;~tl·c~l 
--<~-~ ~'.L-=', 0..1 

conclusions. However this is the healthy dialectic of ~nowledge, and 

as Parkington a careful crit~c of Leroi-Gourhan states, 

" --- the usefulness and stimulation of Professor ~eroi-

Gourhan's ideas are in no way lessened by the critical attention they 

are bound to recei ve" <1969, 3). 

Therefore Leroi-Gourhan's work illustrates fully the pOint : 

wish to make, that figurative images need esually as much care and 

open minded approach as the non-figurative symbols. =n~eed in 

Palaeolitic art the two exist side by side, but due to the subjective 

pitfalls that I have tried to illustrate, it is the figurative work 

that has always gained the greatest 'press-coverage', and to a large 

extent i3.cademic inter-e;~. Gourhan is left with his two :;ystems 

existing side by side, one fi6urative the other abstract, both he 

claim~:: :-13ve fimilar symbolic meanings a,~::· male and female, 

S+ emming from Leroi -Gourhan' s work is one final item (), grea~ 

relev,:mce to this :;tudy. ;-:e illustrate:::, how the t,'::,e ., symbols in a 

't e'"l· ..... + 0_,ver ?_ r_n_nsl'd~_~able s~an of time ~.Gssibly ,:u~ Ul-e m,5Y .'. '=" _ -, - " 
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accompanied by the same ideological belie:,=;, even when social 

structure,=; and the technology change,=, When the fir;t cave sanctu;3ries 

in Western Europe made their &_'pf._)eA_r~ncp_' th~_'~' t' 
• - y -' • ~ rlgura Ive system and its 

underl ying i deol ogy had exi d Be for sever-al ill' 11 ' ~l.- " 
i!.:...:.. J.. enla, 1 de orlglns can 

be seen on the rock slab at La Ferrassie (Peyrony 1934), Abri Cellie~ 

and Abri Ca,=;t anet, from the Aurignac i an I and IV; these were the 

symbols of animals, vulvas, and short strokes; and for Gourhan 

illustrating the beginning of the system of pairing, symbolic 

representation, and the mixing of the figurative and the abstract 

symbol, which comes to its final richne':::::. in the Ma.gdelanian 

period. Later in this thesis it will be suggested that the symbo!s of 

the Cup and Rings could have been in use for over 2000 years. 

Related to this question of the figurative and abstract, is the 

danger of easily identifying non-figurative symbols as originating 

from the figurative, and then assuming understanding. This can be seen 

in Breuil' s hunting magic theory, where certain symbols sud, as the 

chequer board grid at Lascaux are identified as traps. Or much ~ore 

related to the focus of this study, Crawford's (1957) work on the Eye 

Goddess. He traces the imagery of the 'Eye Goddess' from the Middle 

East to Malta, and as it slowly becomes the 'occuli' of Iberia, and 

eventually the Cup and Ring marks of the British Is:esFrom what I 

have said earlier and will discuss in more detail later in this study, 

I feel that there can be weaknesses in this process, of attempting to 

t th t f . i1 f cro-- cl 11tur--- unle'_::'~ t .. here is race e movem2n 0 Slm ar orms a ~b ~ ~b, -

considerable other supportive evidence. Suffice to say that Crawford 
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does not claim absolute conv'.1.'rtion for hl·~.- k 1 - . - - (dC'r., c, n yin i t i a 1 

hy --Lhe~l'~:n~ and' t . t h' h . ;~'-' .:> '='- U In,er8~3" W,lC It ha:3. 

Summary 

To summarise this chapter in relation to the total focus of 

this study, the Cup and Ring carvings of the Br~tish Isles and 

Galicia, althc1ugh I may seem to have wandered a little rar, I feel 

that it has been necessary to deal in some detail with certain vital 

issues. In all science and social science we are attempting to reach a 

high degree of objectivity, the pitfalls are always waiting and thi2 

is especially true in the area of Rock art; it is probable that we can 

never completely avoid them. 

I have attempted to emphasi:=;e what I feel is the great 

difficulty of using value laden concepts such as 'art' in an analysis, 

and I have tried to illustrate with some care the cross cultural 

difference:=; in function, form, and social integration, which the 

activities we name art have. This is an essential starting point. It 

may be claimed by some researchers that these pitfalls only arise at 

the point of interpretation, indeed this is why many who are involved 

in the field argue for not going beyond data collection. This I feel 

1::; f al S8, since even in t he area of d.3. t a call set:. on, perc;::?t ion, 

identification, and decision making is vital as I mentioned earlier. 

It is for this reason that I have drawn attention to the question of 

figurative and non-fisurative at ~- early stage, although it will 



certainly be relevant again later when c:ealing with ;~1je!;ti;:'ns ~" 

methodology, data, style, and classification. 

As I have shown, the '0/c,rk of Munn <1966, 1973a, 1973'::') is ,:'r 

interest regarding method and theory, as well as her empirical 

findings, The number of symbols used by the Walbiri is relatively 

small. Morris (1977) gives only about ten common '3ymbol:3 for the Cup 

and Ring marks of Argyll; this may be a little conservative, but 

Beckensall (1983) is more generous and gives about forty variations 

for the engravings of Northumberland. It depends on how far one breaks 

down the images into basic unit:=; or forms; rather than enter the 

discus::::ion at this point I will wait until I look ,3"':· the question of a 

grammar in my chapter on structure, but suffice it to say that the Cup 

and Rings have qui tea simpl e voca,bulary. Thu:; .3, 'grammat i cal' or 

'iconographic' approach can be considered; certainly I hope to show 

that an examination of spacing and grouping can be of interest. 

However unlike the material of Munn's work and many of the 

Anthropological works I have referred to, in this study we are moving 

into the area of Prehistory and Archaeology, and our actors have been 

dead for thousand:; of year:;; t heref ore the probl em oecome:; eve:1 more 

difficult. 
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Recording and Methodology. 

A great deal of discussion within the academic disciplines of 

science and social science is concerned with the validity of the 

theoretical structures that are built upon the given or discovered 

data. However, much questioning and debate should and does take place 

before this, regarding the nature and the obtaining of the data 

itself. This chapter will be concerned with this first stage of the 

process of knowledge, in relation to petroglyphs. See especially 

Nordbladh's work (1981) also Dubelaar (1986). 

It is doubtful if the ideal concept of objectivity is 

attainable in the acquisition of data, that is in the sense of 

eradicating all subjective influences and elements. Nevertheless it 

is the goal that unites a community of study, and I will be 

concerned with examining the various methods of striving towards 

this goal in the recording of petroglyphs on natural rocks, most of 

which have the advantage of immobility. My particular focus will be 

on the topic of the thesis, the Cup and Ring engravings but I will 

be looking at a number of questions more generally. I will deal with 

this question of data collection in three stages; the second and 

third can be seen as developments from the first flash of 

perception. 
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1. First the petroglyph itself and how we assume it was made. 

2. How we reproduce the initial material image in order to transport 

it from the natural situation, or on occasions from museums, in 

order to work with it. 

3. How we perceive the image as a concept in relation to other 

images; that is how it is identified, classified, or typified. 

This identification of stages, especially the last two, is 

really for convenience in discussion, rather than being seen as 

definite practical processes, since a degree of identification and 

conceptualisation will normally take place before an object is 

considered worthy of recording. 

The Petroglyph 

I doubt whether anyone who has been concerned with rock 

engravings in the field, has not at some time or the other felt the 

adrenalin rise on spotting what appeared to be a petroglyph on a 

rock some distance away, only to find on closer examination that it 

is only a group of naturally eroded marks. Nevertheless to state 

precisely how one knows this is not so easy, and of course we can 

all be wrong on occasions. Identification certainly comes with 

experience after looking at many rocks; a storing away in the mind 
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of the characteristics of weathered marks, as compared to those made 

by man's intentional pecking or scratching. 

The observer becomes aware of the marks from general 

weathering, but he is also quickly aware of the natural'patterns' 

and marks on the rocks in a specific environment. For example the 

common glacial striations found on the rocks in North Italy and 

Switzerland, or the water worn cupules found on many limestone 

rocks. Rocks in the rapids of the Amazonas where I have recorded 

engravings, can have many fascinating images caused by water 

pressure wearing away the softer molecules and leaving others. In 

spite of these distractions man-made images normally disrupt and 

fragment the strata of the rock in a very different way. 

Nevertheless the problem can be complex, since at times humans have 

used natural rock forms, whether cracks, marks, or reliefs, to 

incorporate into their own images. For example one can see the 

interesting natural form next to cup marks at Fowberry Moor, this 

mayor may not be intentional (fig.F6). 

Depending on the rocks at his disposal, I have often been 

struck by the way the engraver seems to have chosen a rock with a 

smooth working surface, as a modern artist might choose a tempting 

piece of paper (fig.H6). The rock itself may also have a striking 

characteristic of siting, size or shape (fig.A2,B4). E.Anati (1976, 

39 fig 29 30 39) l'llustrates how man may have chosen rocks shaped , . , , , 

as torsos for his carving. At times features of the rocks may be 

included in the image giving a relief effect. On the raised Cup and 
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Rings in Spain <fig. I8,J6) the engraver seems to have intentionally 

used the relief of the rock, it seems to have affinities to the way 

in which much earlier painters used the ceiling of Altamira to give 

relief to the bison. This use of natural relief or marks in the 

British Isles is not common but examples can be found on rocks such 

as Roughting Lin, Old Bewick, and Lordenshaws, all in the 

Northumberland area (fig.D4,6,E1,5,6,), and again on the well known 

Galloway rock of High Banks (C1,2,). 

Thin lined scratched images appear very seldom in the British 

Isles, such as those which were at Traprain Law in Scotland, but 

they are common in the Paris Basin (Morris 1981,156 and Gilles Tasse 

1982). The majority of the petroglyphs considered in this study seem 

to have been made by the technique of pecking with stone, probably 

by the use of a hammer stone hitting a quartz or flint point. Stones 

with worn down points have been found beside carvings in Val 

Camonica, Mt. Bego, and elsewhere, in addition to hammer stones 

(Anati 1976,41). 

Cup and Ring images can be found at various stages of 

development, from the faint hesitant pecked line, to the much more 

densely pecked image. It is generally assumed that often the pecked 

grooves were then abrased or rubbed to deepen the grooves and smooth 

them. At times this continues until a relief is almost achieved 

(fig.D6,F9, ). 
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To what extent in each case this deepening is due to grinding 

by the engraver or to erosion over time by the elements is difficult 

to say. Certainly on occasions when new petroglyphs are uncovered, 

such as Ormaig (Morris 1977,112) also (fig.M), the peck marks are 

clear in quite deep grooves, suggesting that erosion may smooth them 

over time. 

Few of the English or Scottish Cup and Rings are carved on 

granite, but in Ireland at Coomasaharn (fig.G1,H4,5) granite is 

carved, and in Galicia (fig. 15,6,7,9). It is difficult to decide 

which was preferred by the carver, since it is seldom that one finds 

two adjacent rocks one hard one soft, both with suitable surfaces. It 

is possible that availability and suitability of a flattish surface 

plus position, were stronger determining factors, and indeed this 

variability in selection of material suggests that position, not 

hardness or difficulty, was the major factor in rock art location. 

It is interesting to compare the use of various rocks in the 

carving of the Stone balls (Marshall 1976), the earliest of which 

are found in the late Neolithic of Skara Brae. All types of stone 

are used but overall there seems to be a definite preference for the 

harder rocks such as granite and greenstone, with even an example in 

quartz, but far fewer examples of sandstone. Obviously since harder 

rock is far more difficult to work there must have been a specific 

reason for choosing it, either symboliC, aesthetic, prestigious or a 

combination of them. 
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As an experiment in Galicia I spent 20 minutes pecking and 

abrasing an engraving of a deer in granite (fig.J3)j after this 

short time although the lines were not very deep, a distinct clear 

image could be seen. Even with granite I was assured by Alvarez 

Nunez (pers. comm.) that erosion was great. The process of washing 

away the softer elements in the rock over time causes a widening and 

enlarging of the groove by the collapse and undercutting of the 

sides (f1g.J3). However the process and the result will vary 

according to the rock form and strata, and its actual inclination 

and placing in relation to the elements. As Beckensall claims, 

"When the rock has been exposed to the northern weather the 

grooves can either deepen or become worn away; there is evidence of 

both" <1983,31). 

Therefore man made marks and those of natural erosion are not 

normally difficult to distinguish with familiarity and experience; 

nevertheless confusion and debate continues at times, such as with 

the cup marks on the Scottish and Irish coasts that were used for 

bashing limpets (Prof. J.M.Coles, pers. comm.). This debate will 

frequently take the form of questioning whether a particular part of 

a line or image is natural or man made. An example of greater 

confusion can be seen with the stones of the Sherbrooke region of 

Quebec <Dubois 1985,63). These had been defined as examples of a 

Lybian language, indicating the possible presence of Phoenicians and 

others in America. That was in 1975, but later with greater team 
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work from other Geo-Physical disciplines it was agreed that the 

marks are natural. 

Such confusion is not common with the Cup and Ring 

engravings, although extreme erosion and faintness can lead to 

indecision as to whether an image actually exists. Confusion can 

also arise as to whether individual solitary cup marks are natural 

or man made, especially in the case of water worn limestone. 

Recording and Reproducing 

Having taken the decision that an image is man made the next 

process is that of recording or reproducing it. All processes will 

contain their own distortions and will invariably involve varying 

degrees of subjective decision making. I will look at free drawing, 

rubbings, tracing, photography, and casting or moulding. 

Anati (1977,3) claims that the first tracings on rocks were 

made by Peder Alfsson in Sweden 1627. This is correct except as 

Nordbladh (1981,G57, fig. 2) shows they were free hand drawings. The 

variation in result from free hand drawing can be seen by comparing 

the images produced by the researchers of the Cup and Ring rocks in 

the last century. In Beckensall (1983,85-87) one can compare the 

drawings of George Tate (1865), J.Collingwood Bruce (1868), and the 

author. Tate's drawings give us a rather tidied up version of the 

carvings, whilst still suggesting a textured surface; whereas Bruce 

-162-



appears to attempt a 'realistic' approach which includes varying 

texture, cracks, erosion, and imperfections within the engravings. 

Beckensall abandons all attempts to give an interpretation of 

texture or the 'feeling' of the images and resorts to a broad 

simplified diagrammatic style, which since it is based on tracings 

still contains a high degree of spacial and proportional accuracy. 

Here we begin to touch upon aspects of a complex discussion. 

What are we really trying to reproduce and transport away, what is 

to be taken as the' find' in theoretical debate? This is the basis 

of Nordbladh's (1981) discussion. Is it the meaningful image on the 

rock as the creator saw it from a variety of angles and 

perspectives, as near as possible to his perception? The photograph 

or precise drawings may come closest to this. Alternatively is it 

statistical dimensions of size and shape taken from an assumed 

common viewpoint, which attempts to eradicate variables in order to 

give objective comparisons? In this case various diagrammatic 

approaches may be more appropriate such as those mentioned in 

Beckensall's work or Nordbladh and Rosvall (1975). 

This simplified diagrammatic style has become common in much 

literature, and if based on tracings and then backed up by 

photographs gives a considerable amount of information, but if 

produced in a hurried or haphazard way can be extremely misleading. 

The difficulty stems from not making one's methods explicit. Are we 

to take a writer's drawing or diagram as highly accurate or as a 

quick sketch and impression? I have personally been confronted by 
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this problem on several occasions, for example the diagrams in Brian 

Lacey's paper (1983,100) which vary considerably from my photographs 

to the extent of excluding a whole Cup and Ring above the parallel 

lines in (C)' 

The interesting debate over the loose rock No lOb at 

Derrynablaha (fig. Hi) between Shee and Kelly (1971-2,1976-7) and 

Coles (1965) which I have referred to earlier, is based very much on 

the interpretation and description of the stone and its image. My 

photograph illustrates well the difficulty of obtaining a precise 

and accurate diagram or drawing of such a stone. 

Morris (1979,102-3) comes upon the problem when he is 

searching for stones using the older drawings and information from 

F. R.Coles (1894). The problem then becomes, are the stones that 

Morris finds different to those in Coles drawings, and therefore 

other stones were or are present, or are the drawings just 

inaccurate renderings of those that Morris has found? At times 

Morris finds the need to update the earlier drawings of previous 

researchers by what he considers are his own more accurate drawing I 

"The sketches of Bruce's time, referred to above are not very 

accurate, and the diagram now produced has been completely redrawn 

from tracings on the site" <1981,103). 

The subjectivity and frequent inaccuracies of free drawings 

may not be surprising, yet it was the only means at the disposal of 
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earlier researchers, and I think that we can admire considerably the 

thorough precise skill that went in to many of the drawings, 

especially those of J.Collingwood Bruce, mentioned above. In spite 

of the inadequacies they still manage to convey often a particular 

view of the nature and character of Cup and Ring carvings, which 

other forms of copying may miss. 

If we now move to photography as a more contemporary and 

obvious form of reproduction, which probably eradicates much 

subjectivity, we still find many inadequacies, and a continuing need 

for subjective decision making. 

First there is the choice between black and white or colour. 

Although it might appear that colour can translate more accurately 

the nature of the rock surface, unfortunately it may do so at the 

expense of the all important tonal contrast and texture of the 

image. Although this will vary with the particular film, rock, and 

engraving, however given excellent conditions, expert photography 

and appropriate film, colour can I am sure give as much if not more 

information than black and white film. Unfortunately conditions for 

photographing rocks are seldom ideal, and the images on rocks 

frequently indistinct. 

Considerable technical experimentation has taken place with 

the photography of Rock art, especially with colour. Artificial 

light has been used. Raking light photography, and flash at night 

have been used to good effect in order to increase the tonal 
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contrast of petroglyphs. Nevertheless considerable distortion 

results, especially if one thinks of the original image as made and 

seen by the creator. 

Wainright (1985,32) also praises the results that have been 

achieved by stereophotograrnmetric recording. It gives more dimension 

stability, and a reduction of image distortion, and above all 

correctly processed plates are ideal for long term preservation. 

Anati advises the use of micro-lenses which can allow 

enlargements of details up to 100 times, 

"A group of harnmerings of five millimetres can be thus 

studied when enlarged to half a metre" (1977,28) 

From these techniques plus accurate tracings of peck marks 

which I will describe later, and practical experimentation, Anati 

claims to be able to tell the type of tool used, the process of 

manufacturing the carving, superimposition order, and even whether 

the artist used his/her left or right hand. 

At the moment, taking in to account practicality in the 

field, I suggest that the black and white film can give the more 

distinct powerful image for a petroglyph (not necessarily for a 

pictograph/rock painting), and it is more easily boosted and 

intensified to give a required result, although here the subjective 

process comes in. This preference for black and white seems to be 
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shared by many writers on the subject, but economic factors may well 

be involved. Finally and all important, at the moment the black and 

white film has a far greater degree of permanence than colour. 

Many carvings are faint and in order to create a clear 

photographic image an intensification of the tonal contrast is 

necessary (F2,3,H5). This can be achieved when the sun is at its 

greatest oblique angle, that is early morning or evening, or by 

wetting the carvings. Frequently both are used, see Morris (1977,40-

41) and (fig.AIO,C7, 9,10,). In a number of my photographs I have used 

wetting as can be seen, this is usually to strengthen the images on 

rather dull days. 

Cruder systems of attempting to clarify images can be used, 

such as chalking in the grooves and cupules, or as seems to be used 

often in Galicia <A. Garcia Alen 1979, photos 72,93,94) blacking in 

the grooves. Possibly this method does equate more with the natural 

shadow, and does not create such an extreme artificial contrast as 

white chalk. The main disadvantage with both these methods is the 

subjective decision necessary in deciding precisely which area to 

chalk in; one may create an image! It must also be stated that in 

some countries any such additions to carvings however temporary and 

apparently harmless are illegal. 

There are occasions when chalking is useful, if any form of 

photograph is to be achieved, but it needs to be used sparingly and 

as a last result, not on almost any image regardless, for example 
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see the A.Garcia Alen (1979) above. Fernando Javier Costas Goberna 

(1984,240-41) demonstrates clearly the difference between the 

blacked in petroglyph and the same one photographed naturally. 

By these various methods clear images may result, but one is 

selecting and intensifying certain aspects of the visual data. 

More important perhaps than the above, the general 

limitations of most photography need to be realised. One may have an 

accurate record of the number of rings, number of cup marks, and the 

flow of connecting lines, but for any image or collection of images 

covering a large area one immediately has the great distortion of 

perspective, scale, and proportional spacing. The smaller the image 

the easier it is to counteract this distortion. Ideally one would 

wish to photograph at right angles to the centre of the image, or to 

photograph at right angles over sections of a large image and piece 

the sections together as a simple mosaic. The former is seldom 

practical without much scaffolding, the latter more feasible. 

However many petroglyphs are found in very inaccessible places, the 

rapids of rivers (fig. L10) or the rock walls of lakes in Canada. 

In spite of these limitations photography does form an 

important 'back up' source of recording for petroglyphs. Nordbladh 

states, 

"It is the type of documentation which according to our 

conventions most resembles our way of seeing" <Nordbladh 1981,G11). 
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In my previous references to colour photography I was mainly 

concerned with colour prints; slides need a seperate mention. Colour 

slides although having some of the inadequacies of colour prints, 

are important for projection to groups, and are still used in most 

resource libraries. Unfortunately they do have a limited life even 

when well stored, and this is causing some concern, especially since 

rock art is being destroyed by natural causes, development projects, 

and vandalism world wide. Discussion is taking place on the possible 

use of the coloured computer disc, which is capable of storing vast 

numbers of images. Nevertheless the importance of developing the use 

of permanent computerised data banks for rock art is fully realised 

by the International Council on Monuments and Sites (BCSP 22 

1985,24,31,138). 

A less used medium of recording is the rubbing, either with 

thin paper and black greased crayon or on cloth, although other 

variations are possible. It is a method that was used with a high 

degree of excellence by Beth and Ray Hill (1974) with their work on 

the west coast petroglyphs of Canada. By using a reverse printed 

photograph of the rubbings they achieved fine dark clear images. For 

this process the state of the rock surface, definition, and the 

texture of the engraving is all important. Most of the West coast 

images are on smooth rock, and are smooth edged engravings. However 

although strong clear images are achieved one still tends to loose 

other aspects such as the three dimensional feel of the rock, its 

contour and relief; it is a single density image and thus some 

distortion is again involved. 
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Although some Cup and Ring marks do lend themselves to this 

form of recording, many are far too fragmented with a rough broken 

undulating surface, which denies the possibility of recording a 

large area in this way. Rubbings do give accurate proportions, scale 

and relationships if covering a large enough area, but they may 

exagerate the width of the engraved lines, this will depend on the 

actual profile of the groove. On some rocks if an excess of rubbing 

took place it could be claimed that damage might occur. 

I have been dealing with processes of recording what is 

virtually a three dimensional surface by two dimensional means, but 

it is feasible to take three dimensional copies in the form of 

reliefs. Some of the first examples that I know of were made at the 

end of the last century of the fine Cup and Ring engravings at High 

Banks, Kirkcudbright, by Hamilton; these are now in the 

Kirkcudbright Museum (fig. K4). 

Today with various latex and synthetic moulding materials 

casting is easier. Nevertheless it can still be fraught with hazards 

for the rock. To my shame I once tried to take a latex cast of a 

bear's paw petroglyph in California (fig.L8); the rock was very soft 

and undercut, and in removing the cast one or two small pieces of 

carving came away. Therefore the process of casting must be used 

with extreme caution, and although it may give accurate 

reproduction, its use is inevitably limited by questions of storage 

and transaction for publication. In special cases at times it has 

had a very valuable use; these are occasions when carvings are to be 
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destroyed for what is seen as essential development schemes; 

building, quarrying, dams, reservoirs. Carvings at Traprain Law, 

Scotland, which were destroyed by quarrying, were either first 

removed in fragments or taken as casts, and then moved to the 

Edinburgh National Museum of Antiquities (Morris 1981,156). In 

British Columbia, Canada, at the Cranbrook petroglyph site, severe 

exfoliation and vandalism induced the authorities to bury the site, 

but, before this, thorough recording took place, contour maps, 

drawings, photographs, and latex mouldings (Wainwright 1985,28). 

Finally comes the recording method which has tended to gain 

precedence throughout the world of petroglyph study, that is the 

tracing of rocks on to thin transparent plastic sheeting. It was 

probably first developed to a high level of sophistication at the 

Centro Camuno di Studi Preistorici a decade or two past, and has now 

spread. It is a method especially adaptable to the rocks of the 

Camonica valley in N. Italy, and can have some limitations in other 

areas, depending on the type of rock surface and the weather 

conditions. 

A rock is first cleared of all soil and debris. it is then 

washed with a non ionic detergent, after which a coat of casein 

white is applied allover, especially into the markings. A charcoal 

black is then rubbed lightly over the flat surface area. Thus all 

the markings are induced to stand out clearly. The colour wash also 

has the effect of inhibiting the growth of lichen and algae by 

impeding photosynthesis, and hence helping to preserve the rock for 
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a few years after. Anati (1977,22) claims that in Val Camonica 

colouration fades in two or three years if in the open, but the 

process can be repeated. Although this process is claimed to help 

preserve the rock by the centre where it was initiated it should be 

pointed out that it is prohibited in some countries and on certain 

rocks; thus opinions differ. 

After the above procedure the rock is then covered by a thin 

transparent polythene sheet, and if large it can be squared off. 

Using thin black fibre or felt tipped pens the peckings and gougings 

are copied as accurately as possible, in theory every peck mark. 

Natural markings or, as in Val Camonica, very different fine 

filoform markings. can be rendered in an alternative colouration. At 

times it seems that these filoform scratches may have been sketches 

for the other larger engravings (Anati 1977,29). 

The finished plastic is then transported to the workshop or 

studio where it is traced with permanent black inki again the aim is 

for each mark to be reproduced. The tracing can then be permanently 

stored and photographed to required scales. 

This is probably the most accurate way of reproducing 

engravings, especially from large complex rocks. However a 

subjective element does creep in. The person making the original 

tracing is faced with decisions; it is humanly impossible to 

reproduce all marks with situations of very dense peckings, thus 

choices are made. With many petroglyphs the edge of the groove is 
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rounded, and a decision must then be made regarding the pOint at 

which the edge of the groove begins, this then affects the width of 

the groove, and inevitably the distance or space between it and the 

next image. Returning to my discussion at the beginning of this 

chapter, the person tracing will often have to decide whether a peck 

mark or scratch is man made or natural. 

This method can also have practical problems with the weather 

and humidity. Nothing is more pleasant and controlled than sitting 

on a rock in the dry atmosphere of Italian sun and making a tracing. 

The situation is far more difficult and often frustrating in the 

humid climate of Ireland, where even in summer wind and rain are 

common. Even when not raining if the rocks are damp or contain 

moisture, the underside of the plastic sheet steams up and makes 

tracing impossible. 

Although tracing on rocks with a high relief (fig.D4,El,6, )is 

possible, it becomes far less accurate, and decisions regarding 

edges and boundaries far more problematic. 

This form of tracing can give a very accurate rendering of 

scale, proportion and space, plus some feeling for the texture of 

the engraving itself, but it gives no idea of the rock texture or of 

the three dimensional and relief characteristics. Kalle Sogness 

(1986,133) is concerned with this problem and suggests the use of 

tTt figures to indicate orientation and the angle of inclination at 

various points on the map when tracing an extremely irregular 
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surface. By using stereograms it is then possible to compare relief 

and orientation characteristics of rocks and sites. 

I have now discussed some practical methods of achieving the 

first stage of reproducing the image. Most methods have strengths 

and weaknesses and therefore for adequate recording more than one 

method is necessary. Two recent recorders of the Cup and Ring 

engravings of the British Isles. Morris (1977.1979,1981) and 

Beckensall (1983). use schematic tracings backed up by black and 

white photographs. plus of course considerable written description. 

It is highly desirable that for all new rocks a systemic 

method of documentation should take place; Anati (1977,5) suggests 

four phases and seventeen steps. 

A. TREATMENT. 

1. Cleaning the rock. 

2. Study of the causes and degree of deterioration. 

3. Study of incrustations. 

4. Preparation for tracing. 

B. DOCUMENTATION. 

5. Tracing. 

6. Photographing. 

7. Casting. 

8. Numbering. 

9. Cataloguing the figures 
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10. Study of the techniques of execution. 

li.Study of the relative chronology according to 

superimpositions, differences in patina and the degree 

of preservation. 

12.Differentiation of groups, scenes and styles. 

13.File of the rock. 

C. ANALYSIS. 

14. Analysis of elements. 

15. Discussion. 

16 .. The rock in its setting. 

D. SYNTHESIS. 

17. Interpretation and synthesis. 

It must be admitted that in spite of the work of Morris and 

Beckensall, who have been frequently referred to in this thesis, and 

the more recent publications on Yorkshire by Hedges, and Volume VI 

of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 

Scotland. Mid-Argyll. The degree of detailed recording recommended 

by Anati has not been carried out on the British Isles rocks, or 

those of Ireland, with very few exceptions. 

Anati also states, "In each project the methods used must be 

modified to ensure that the basic data required for analYSis can be 

obtained; that is, analysiS is planned in accordance with the 
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questions to which projects intend to provide the answers"(Anati 

1977,3). 

There could be a problem here, since a particular theoretical 

approach to a situation will demand specific forms of data and 

perhaps bypass other aspects, and the question can then be raised 

over the objectivity of data and to what extent it is theoretically 

determined. If one is surveying a rock for all time and to store in a 

data bank, then the data taken must be as expansive as possible in 

order to meet any possible forseeable enquiries in the future. Of 

course one can never anticipate fully all technological and 

theoretical developments that may occur. 

So here we begin to find the link between data and theory. 

Data are selected and refined in many ways, and are never absolute 

as we see from Nordbladh, 

" The reproductions modelling of reality is not given. Many 

possibilities exist, which note and stress different qualities in 

the models and express these in different ways" <Nordbladh 1981,G9). 

After this primary recording the images undergo further 

redesigning in the process of publication. ]his stage is well 

documented by Nordbladh. The many forms of printing for publication 

will effect the image, as will changes in scale, proportions of 

pages, composed pages and associations. It is this twice removed 
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object from the real world which becomes transacted and may form the 

basis of research and knowledge. 

I mentioned earlier the rather common convention of the thick 

black diagrammatic line which has evolved in much documentation to 

illustrate engravings, it is a considerable abstraction from the 

actual rock face and its often crudely pecked outlines. I use this 

form of drawing myself at the end of the thesis for individual 

drawings of the various Cup and Ring forms, where I am mainly 

concerned with emphasising differences of shape. This technique may 

pass on useful information, especially when backed up by 

photographs, at the same time it can become an entity in its own 

right and influence analysis. Far superior to this thick black 

diagrammatic line is the form of drawing published recently in the 

work of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments 

of Scotland 1988. Presumably drawn fron tracings, nonetheless 

accuracy and a feel for the rock character appears to have been 

achieved; of course considerably more work must be involved than 

with the simple diagram drawing. 

The problem is that it is the reproduced image which tends to 

become the 'object' displaying the various distortions and emphasis 

that occur in the process of reproduction. This situation is of 

course not only limited to Rock Art, it could be said to exist for 

most artifacts that are reproduced in various ways. 
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Norblah himself seems to take a rather pessimistic view about 

the relation between the object and its documentation, at least in 

the case of petroglyphs, saying it lies more in convention than in 

real reproduced illusion. Although I appreciate this view and well 

realise how easy it is to omit valuable aspects of the data by the 

use of inadequate recording methods; or to accept in discourse one 

limited form of image. I do feel that with the use of a number of 

different methods each having their own advantage and disadvantage, 

plus the written word, a total assemblage of data close to the 

object can be achieved, even if this is not possible in one 

reproduced image. 

Much work on petroglyph analysis has tended to be focussed on 

individual images, similarities or differences between them, 

technique and location. Far less emphasis has been placed on the 

image context, their association. The nature of the surrounding 

images may well be essential for meaning, likewise the arrangement 

and spacial relations. Some of the last points I hope to give more 

attention to in this thesis. Important to this chapter is the point 

that any change of focus in research tends to have implications for 

the documentation itself. 
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Identification and Classification 

As I stated at the beginning of this chapter on Recording and 

Methodology; I am treating the process in three stages, although 

they are actually closely related and tend to interact and influence 

each other. 

I have looked at methods of recording images or duplicating 

them, and we have seen those aspects of the processes which are most 

vulnerable to subjective decision making or distortion by the media 

itself. 

In order that this primary data may be utilised for analysis 

and lead towards explanatory theories or hypothesis, the process of 

grouping images or at least forming visual concepts, becomes 

necessary. Even in the extremely individualistic art of the 20th 

cent. Western society, schools of painting, sculpture and other art 

can be and are identified with some confidence. it is a procedure of 

identifying common characteristics and then grouping and subgrouping 

the related images. 

In the first instant the question of what' common criteria' 

is an open one, but it may well be influenced by a researcher's 

prelimary hypothesis, or his or her interests. It could also stem 

from the initial identification of the images themselves, and this 
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would involve the almost unavoidable influence of one's own 

social/cultural perceptual background. 

In spite of these strong influences the aim must be towards 

identifying groupings or common charateristics which are relevant or 

related to the original culture. Conkey argues that style emerges 

only at a certain stage in Homo Sapiens evolutionary progress, it 

relates to the development of conceptual abilities, and from this 

comes the rise of symbolic information systems. 

"Style and its variation is the cultural code within the 

symbolism" (Conkey 1978,67). 

Following Gombrich, Conkey sees the artistic process as one 

of "--- finding making matching. --- images are derived from 

conceptions or coded schematic conventions ___ II (1978,64). 

Thus Conkey claims, 

"If art is seen as a conceptual process it follows that a 

given style reflects similarities in at least the finding processes 

of its producers. Thus we can characterise style as reflecting 

common encoding and decoding strategies" (1978,64). 

Style can then be seen as partly 'vocabulary' or 'grammar' of 

a symbolic language. 
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The question of style must be examined in this context of 

grouping or classification, but the procedure has given rise to many 

problems and debates. 

I will take the work of Pessis <1986,129) as a starting point 

for discussion. She suggests three systems of analysis for the 

concept of style,the technical, the representational, and the 

interpretational. 

The first, the technical construction of the image as a 

common factor of style, this may appear to be the least 

controversial or problematic. Sackett states it as being, 

"--- highly specific and characteristic manner of doing 

something" <1977, 370). 

Or a particular effect produced on an artifact which is 

peculiar to a specific time and place. Thus tools used, technique, 

and medium are relevant. With rock engravings it could mean the 

method of pecking, scratching, grinding, abrasing etc. but Pessis 

takes it farther and includes the technique of pictorial space and 

perspective. The problem is that this then takes us out of her first 

system into the next, the representational - how the actual form of 

the image is presented or formulated. What criteria for the 

representational would make it distinct from the technical? 
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The representational would place emphasis on common aspects 

of decoration shape and form, leading on to the engraver's way of 

depicting anthromorphic or zoomorphic images, tools, or weapons. 

This then comes closer to Gombrich's concept of the schema (1960). 

It could be suggested that schematisation would be a more useful 

term for this stage. Forge (1977,29) interestingly defines 

schematisation as abstraction constrained by representation. 

Rosenfeld takes us farther, she claims that the degree of 

schematisation refers to, first, the extent to which traits are 

emphasised, and, second, the extent to which other traits are either 

reduced or omitted, but she states, 

" __ - figures which share both manner and degree of 

schematisation may still differ in execution or style. For instance 

the engravings from La Roche Lalinde are shown in continuous outline 

and hence differ in style from say Hohlenstein or Fontales 

engravings in which torso and buttock lines are discontinuous" 

(1977,95). 

When she refers to execution or style, it would appear that 

Rosenfeld is leaning more heavily on a technical definition of 

style, limiting it to system one of Pressis, but one can see a 

problem. Is the omission of buttock lines a technical variation or 

an intentional variation on the formal presentation? 
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Once one begins to move to the activity of identifying 

animals, humans, weapons and other objects, one is entering Pressis 

third system, interpretation. The debate over the classification of 

images, as to whether they are anthromorphic or zoomorphic is 

immensely difficult to resolve! The confusion between the lizard, 

human, or frog, can be misleading or almost indecipherable (Jackson 

1982), and of course with what appear to be non-figurative images 

the problem is immense 

The above problem is well perceived in the work of Guidon and 

Pessis, 

"All recognition is suggested by the indices contained in 

material representations. The label 'anthromorphic' attributed to a 

drawing is already an interpretation" <1981,51). 

If we return to the paper of Rosenfeld (1977,100) the problem 

is well illustrated. She refers to the difficulty of deciphering 

images at Peche Merle; for some they are bison for others female 

figures, and as Rosenfeld states for A.Leroi-Gourhan they can be 

both; but it is also possible that they could be imaginary animals 

for which there is other evidence in the cave. 

From this one wonders sometimes at the confidence diplayed by some 

researchers in the identification of forms. 

This confidence is well questioned by Mackintosh <1977,191>. 

He re-entered caves which he had visited and analysed in Australia 

-183-



two decades before, but this time with an Australian Aborigine 

artist and guide. he found his earlier interpretation at all levels 

very inaccurate, that is. 

1. The actual forms and what they represent. 

2. The connexions and relations between forms in the same 

context. 

3. Of the cosmology and belief system behind them. 

Mackintosh's conclusion is pessimistic. Any accurate 

interpretation of the artists intention is almost impossible to 

obtain from viewing the images as an outsider from the cultural 

context. 

This extreme view based on empirical observation, must be 

seen to be of importance. It is certainly taken that way by Ucko 

(1977) in his introduction. We do not know in detail Mackintosh's 

experience and knowledge of cave art on his first visit, but he 

claims to have researched thoroughly all available comparative 

material, and to be fully versed in the anatomical details of the 

relevant animals. Yet I feel that in his paper there is a confusion 

or blurring between different levels of identification and symbolic 

meaning, When an animal is painted it may have certain 

characteristics which denote that it is a certain species, but all 

important to the creator may be its symbolic meaning and this 1s 

what is being depicted. Thus the species of the animal may be easy 

to identify or not, according to the information given by the artist 
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and its accuracy. It is of course quite possible for the artist to 

be ignorant of zoological aspects J or to change them to suit other 

demands. Beyond this the symbolic meaning must raise far more 

difficulties for the observer, and it follows that the relationships 

between the forms at the symbolic level will inevitably be equally 

difficult to understand. One way open to the observer if no subject 

from the culture is available to help, is to search for a possible 

insight from comparative material, the use of analogy. I dealt with 

this question earlier in the thesis. However Mackintosh in this case 

claims that the insights he used from comparative material on his 

first visit turned out to be misleading. 

Respecting the difficulties of identification and meaning 

which are stated by Mackintosh, it still does not seem to me to lead 

to the dead end of pessimistic inaction. Perfectly valid activities 

of recording the many repititions of association between forms, 

which even if not 'identified' can be described. The noting of scale 

relationships between forms and the characteristic use of space and 

colour if applicable, can begin to develop knowledge, and the growth 

of 'grammatical relations between forms. Superimposition can be 

noted and questions of chronology approached. As Ucko (!977, 17) 

states
J 

paintings can be subjected to 'normal archaeological' 

analysis and cultural insights gained from these approaches to 

chronology and distribution. 

As Pessis herself says and seems to be supported by 

Mackintosh, the third system, that of interpretation, becomes 
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extremely difficult if not impossible for some to tackle in 

Prehistory where the artist or engraver and his view of reality has 

disappeared for ever. I will return to this pOint in my chapter on 

Structural Analysis. 

Shapiro (1953) and Wollheim (1979) avoid the problem of 

interpretation in their analysis of Style. Shapiro states, 

"By style is meant the constant form and sometimes constant 

elements qualities and expressions in the art of an individual or 

group" <1953,287). 

Wollheim (1979) extends this. He sees style as relating to 

different groups, the large cross cultural group involving the 

'classic style or the gothic', the smaller grouping of the school of 

sculpture, music, or painting, and finally the style of the 

individual. However Wollheim finds some difficulty in defining the 

essential difference of style between the individual and the school. 

This I feel could lead to even greater confusion in any 

archaeological reading; but an important point is made by Wollheim, 

" --- a prefered strategy should be to see whether the 

original style description had not been written on an insufficiently 

abstract level" (1979,143). 
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Here I think he is pointing to the danger of easy literal 

interpretation of forms, problems I have discussed above, and is 

pointing to the need for a considerable structural definition of 

style, which I feel gives us a valuable guideline for the 

establishment of style with examples of prehistoric engravings. 

At this point it is enough to say that I feel it is necessary 

to take in to account the first and second systems of style 

suggested by Pessis. The emphasis placed on the technical or the 

formal will depend to some extent on the work analysed, but great 

care and reservation needs to be taken in the identification of 

images, although again this will depend on the specific data; often 

a description by shape and line will be safer in the first stage of 

analysis until further evidence comes to light. It is all important 

to make one's criteria of style perfectly explicit and to maintain 

them. For example Franklin (1986) tends to shift ground by moving 

from the technical to what I have called the formal definition, 

based on distinctions of shape and decoration. The two sets of 

criteria could be combined, but this needs to be explicit. 

Within the debate on style various hypothesis have arisen to 

explain the distribution and movement of styles of artifacts and the 

relation to social structure. The literature and debate is lengthy 

and large, I will only touch here on a few important examples. 

The spread of style is seen as indicative of social 

interaction by Whallon (1968), and style has also been seen as 
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indicative of social boundaries. Conkey (1978) has seen style as a 

conscious statement of group solidarity or identity, expressed in 

items of material culture. Later in the thesis I will look at 

Hodder's ethno-archaeological work, which sheds some further light 

on the matter. 

Since these ideas have received considerable criticism, 

Franklin (1986) suggests we take a stochastic view of style as 

opposed to an emblemic. She claims that, 

"--- <stochastic> styles have their own pattern of variation 

which do not necessarily coincide with a particular social group" 

<1986,122). 

Thus they mayor may not coincide, the question can be left 

open. Yet Franklin herself does seem to still believe in a relation 

between style and social life, since her final conclusions are that 

the change in Aboriginal Paramite style to that of the Simple and 

Complex figurative, indicates a form of social change possibly in 

the form of interaction. 

D.L.Clarke (1978), took a similar rather open view of the 

relationship between levels of material culture and those of 

linguistics, social organisation, and genetics, since they have 

'arbitrary horizons of unspecified dimensions'. Although he denies 

anyone to one relation or correllation this did not mean that there 

was none, only the greater complexity. 
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Unfortunately when Franklin uses terms such as random change, 

or directionless, assuming no causality, it tends to mask the 

complexity and leave her open to criticism. I do however have 

sympathy with her arguement for assuming an open definition of the 

relationship between style and social/cultural activity, which the 

stochastic concept gives, in my own conclusions later I will show 

some affinity to her suggestions. 

It is Vastokas who takes us beyond grouping and isolated 

images. 

" --- avoids these arbitrary classifications, recognises that 

the study of rock art is not limited to the identification and 

charting of isolated pictorial designs, elements or so called 

morphs, but necessarily takes account of the positioning of those 

images on a particular site, explores the physical and even 

psychological character of the site itself, examines the 

geographical relation of the site to the wider geographical setting, 

and investigates as far as possible the significance of the site and 

its images in the context of its archaeological and ethnographically 

known culture the investigator brings to bear whatever 

interpretative forces he can muster upon his elusive data" (1978,22-

23) . 

With my later spacial analysis of the Cup and Ring marks, and 

reference to various disciplines of study, I think I tend to echo 

some of Vastokas ideas. , 
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The Chronology and Dating of the Natural Rock Engravings of the 
British Isles and Galicia. 

In this chapter I wish to assess some of the ideas and 

evidence that have been put forward for the chronology and dating of 

the Natural Rock Carvings -Cup and Rings, in N.England, Scotland, 

Ireland, and Galicia. To further this aim some reference to the 

Megalithic Art of these areas and France will be helpful. The 

conclusions will be, first, that the origins of these carvings may 

be Neolithic and hence earlier than has often been assumed; and 

secondly a more analytical approach and detailed comparison between 

sites might be more profitable than much previous generalising. 

General Methods for Dating Petroglyphs. 

Before looking specifically at the dating of the Cup and Ring 

engravings in the British Isles and Galicia, I will briefly survey 

the various methods that have been used to try and date prehistoric 

rock engravings in general. I see it as one of the most problematic 

areas of rock art study, and the area which might be said to limit 

much progress in the field. There are very few sites in the world 

where a chronology has been established in any detail and with 

conviction. An exception is the area of Val Camonica in Italy where 

the huge wealth of clear images and many superimpositions as well as 
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a large variety of form and style has lead to the establishment of a 

detailed sequential chronology. 

In such a situation as Val Camonica where there is a wealth 

of images and superimposition, styles and images being virtually 

layered, one can claim that it is possible to use similar 

archaeological methods as 'type form analogy' and 'find combination' 

which are well discussed by Bo Graslund (1976), although his feeling 

is that an undue emphasis is given to chronology in archaeology at 

the expense of other perspectives. Nevertheless I feel that one 

should not ignore the importance of dating as a means of relating 

various material remains to a common epoch and possibly a common 

cuI t ure. 

The situation at Val Camonica can be seen to some extent as 

an ideal one for the dating of Rock Art; thus I feel it is useful to 

look at the method, and then see how other situations force the 

observer to deviate and try to find other approaches to dating. The 

Cup and Rings do not appear to have similar characteristics to the 

engravings at Val Camonica, and therefore they are not easily open 

to the method of dating and chronology that is used therej but it is 

just possible that if a reliable typology could be developed for the 

Cup and Rings, and one or two key stones with superimpositions were 

discovered the method might be to some extent applicable. Because 

the chances of these appear to be rather remote at present, I will 

not dwell for long here on the Camonica material and method. 
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When groups of engravings in a distinct and common style are 

superimposed upon another group of clearly different style and 

development, we have reason to conclude that the second style was 

from a later date, although of course the length of time is quite 

open. The more times this situation occurs on various rocks the more 

certain we tend to become. This layering and superimposition may 

involve a number of styles, but if there are enough images and 

examples of various superimpositions a sequence can be formed. If 

within these sequences various figurative items such as weapon, 

tool, cart, etc. can be identified and dated as material objects, 

then the sequence as a whole can be fitted to an actual chronology. 

This was the process at Val Camonica. 

Although not so complex as Val Camonica, the wealth of images 

in the Coso range in California was dated by a similar process, 

(Grant,Baird and Pringle 1968,43-58). The actual dating was achieved 

by the change from the atlatl to the bow and arrow in the images; 

this was a change dated by other means in another area of 

study,Farmer (1955). Nevertheless the assumption that the atlatl and 

bow and arrow did not overlap in time and use as images can of 

course be questioned. 

Any development of a type or style involves a subjective 

decision. Empirical material is capable of many different forms of 

grouping and classification to fit various theories - thus it is 

essential that all the criteria used for the defining of a style is 
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made fully explicit. It is a question I deal with more fully under 

met hodol ogy. 

Two other approaches to the dating of rock engravings are, 

first, petroglyphs found on the undersides of cist covers or stones 

within a cist or grave, where some of the contents can be dated by 

radiocarbon, (see Simpson and Thawley 1972), or second, pet roglyphs 

found buried below undisturbed stratification which contains datable 

material. A good example of this is the Mud Portage site in Ontario, 

(see J.Steinbring, E.Danziger, and R.Callaghan 1987). By this method 

the earlier date for petroglyphs in this region was confirmed as 

approximately 3000 BC, a few thousand years earlier than previously 

assumed. Flood (1987,96) gives a good example of this form of dating 

in her paper on the work at the Koolburra region of North 

Queensland. Pits (Cup marks) and other engravings were found 30cm 

below the current ground level on the back wall of the Green Ant 

shelter. Charcoal from the deposits above the engravings gave a date 

of 1570+/-60 BP, but assuming that people do not usually engrave on 

a wall at a height below knee level, a considerably earlier date 

would be likely. Thus the limitation of these two methods is that 

they can only confirm the latest possible date of production. 

Seriation, which can be seen as a variation of 'type analogy' 

and' find combination' methods, uses relative frequency of artifacts 

to indicate change. It has been used in rock art by Thomas R. King 

(1978) on work in Baja California for a prelimary trial study. There 

are however general weaknesses with the approach, since frequency cf 
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types in a dwelling area or site does not allow for variation within 

the site or differentiation within the society. This criticism may 

well apply to the use of the method on a petroglyph or rock painting 

site, in the sense that one would be assuming that the dominant most 

plentiful forms or style were representative of the culture as a 

whole, as opposed to a group or part within it. 

Attempts have been made to date engravings by using lichen, 

desert varnish, and other patinas on rock surfaces, although even if 

successful they would be only applicable in certain areas. Working 

from the assumption that lichen is removed when an engraving is made 

and then reforms, the possibility of dating presents itself. 

G.Folmen (1961) has used lichenometry to date the Easter Island 

statues, and R.E.Beschel (1961) used it on an Eskimo site. However 

there are many problems to obstruct its use in rock art. There are a 

vast number of different lichens, and the rates of growth need to be 

known; the factors determining rates of growth are not widely known 

for species or area, and as R. Weisbrod (1978) notes areas of about 

100sq.m. are necessary to be statistically valid. Weisbrod also 

looks at the possibility of radiocarbon dating such coverings as 

staligmatic growths. Work has also been carried out on dating the 

tufa covering of some engravings, but the results are strongly 

disputed, (L. A. Wilke and P. J. Wilke 1978). Recently considerable 

success has been claimed in dating engravings from the desert 

varnish covering them (Nobbs and Dorn 1988,108). Other work has been 

carried out on various rock patinas <Bednarick 1980) but with no 

great success. 
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Few of these methods are usable with the Cup and Ring 

engravings of the British Isles or Galicia. A feature of these 

engravings is the absense of superimposition except for the very 

occasional possible example such as the carving at Fowberry Moor 

(fig.F8). Som8 examples and sites such as Achnabreck 

(fig.A1,2, 4,5, 7-10) have at least 50 Cup and Rings on the lower 

uncovered area, but this is exceptional, and most sites have far 

fewer forms. In addition as I will look at more closely later in the 

thesis, attempts to define differing styles is quite difficult. Thus 

any attempt at relative dating between forms or styles is likewise 

very difficult. 

As stated previously some Cup and Rings are found in cists 

accompanied by datable contents, this gives a minimum age for them 

and is one of the few definite dating methods available. 

Thus the approach to a chronology or dating for the Cup and 

Rings is far from easy and needs a very careful and wide examination 

of a number of possible clues, especially in all cases of 

association with other more datable items. To do this a further 

delving into the literature both past and present is necessary. 

Earlier Ideas on Dating. 

One of the most comprehensive works on the Scottish 

Prehistoric Rock engravings. written in the last century but 

-195-



equating to much of the work on the subject since, was that of Sir 

James Simpson. We have looked earlier at his work in general; he 

collated a most thorough descriptive corpus of sites which has been 

used by more recent writers on the subject such as D,D, A, Simpson and 

J,E. Thawley (1972). What is perhaps more interesting is that he was 

writing over 100 years ago and well before our modern dating 

techniques, yet his broad approximations of dating and origins seem 

to set the pattern and parameters of discussion which still hold 

sway today, although now supported by some pinpointed radiocarbon 

dates. 

At first in his paper Simpson leans heavily on a current 

dominant theory of his day regarding Phoenician trade routes from 

the Mediterranean via Iberia to the British Isles. These assumed 

connections have played a strong part in a number of discussions 

during the past century, such as Coffey's (1977) favouring of 

Mediterranean influences on the development of Boyne Art, which was 

to be disputed by Breuil (1934) and others in favour of Portuguese 

and Galalician influences. However later in his paper Simpson 

becomes more sceptical of these Phoenician influences, one of his 

pOints being the lack of engravings in Cornwall and west England 

where one might expect them. So he moves to the possibility of more 

local origins, and in doing so approaches the more recent ideas of 

Simpson and Thawley (1972), He follows by making the important point 

that forms which originate for a deep specific cultural purpose or 

religious reason may well continue in use long after the culture or 

religious changes. 
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Looking more closely at actual dating, Simpson works his way 

back by discussion to pre-Iron Age, and to what he terms pre-Celtic, 

until he concludes that it is, 

"---not improbable therefore that the race of Megalithic 

builders whether Celtic or pre-Celtic, who had tools of polished 

flint and stone, first sculpted our rocks and stones with rude and 

archaic cups and rings. But the adoption and even more extended use 

of these forms of ornamental and possibly religious symbols passed 

down in all likelyhood ----- to the inhabitants of the Bronze Age 

with its era of cremation and urn burial, and thence onward to other 

and later times" (1864-5,110). 

I would suggest that even after 100 years this view is more 

useful than the information that appears on many official sites, 

which limits Cup and Ring carvings to the Bronze Age. 

Between Simpson's time and today many papers have been 

written on the British engravings, most as we have seen earlier 

contributing at least useful descriptive work. Many do mention the 

question of dating, but as one might expect only rather broad 

generalisations tend to appear. These are usually based on 

associations, such as hill forts, barrows, or other graves in the 

vicinity which contain some clue to their age; or somewhat more 

precisely when the carvings are on cist covers,or actually inside 

cists or graves then dating is again according to contents. Of course 

it is only more recently that contents have been dated at all 

-197-



accurately by radiocarbon dating, but even then we can only assume 

the latest possible date of the carving providing that it is sealed 

in the grave. 

Baildon writing in 1909 comes close to Simpson in his ideas 

on dating, by a rather intuitive method. Since for him the carvings 

show no evidence of Bronze Age ornament, they must be earlier and 

then adopted by the Bronze Age later!! 

A similar rather weak approach to dating is found in 

E. R.Newbiggin (1932) on the Lordshaw carvings, in spite of the 

useful descriptive work. Since there is a Bronze Age cist only 22 

paces from one carving he claims a 'clear association', and this 

leads to his broad dating. 

Raistrick (1935) writing on the rocks of North Yorkshire 

makes an interesting attempt to classify the stones into three broad 

groups, to which he then gives a rough chronology, again by 

association. He suggests that the rich complex compositions on the 

edge of the moor such as the Panarama rock or the Badger rock 

<fig K6) are all examples of full cultural integration and vitality. 

They are free of associated remains, but he sees them as the 

earliest examples. The group on Burley Moor with a greater mixture 

of forms and a less impressive siting along the ridge is his second 

group. Finally on Baildon Moor Raistrick suggests that one finds the 

decadence of the cult in its later period, with the simple random 

distribution of undeveloped cups with few embellishments and in 
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association with later Bronze Age grouped barrows of the high 

plain. Although his dating does not take us very far he d ~ t , oe~ presen 

a novel approach to the simple Cup marks. He sees them as 

devitalised versions of earlier richer forms, whereas the common 

idea is to see them originating earlier, (Piggott 1954 ).Another 

interesting aspect of this paper is that it is one of the few 

attempts to classify the carvings or sites in any way, by the 

symbols. 

The recently published excellent corpus of the carved rocks 

on Rombalds Moor by the Ilkley Archaeology Group (1986) mentions the 

ideas of some of the authors that I shall refer to but makes no 

attempt to develop new ideas of its own on the subject of dating. 

There are many other earlier works that one might refer to, 

but most whilst admitting the difficulty of the dating task, settle 

for a Bronze Age period. 

It was about the same time as Raistrick's paper that the 

Abbe Breuil (1934) gave his address to the Prehistoric Society of 

East Anglia. This work was described in the earlier chapter but will 

be summarised now since it is so relevant to discussions of 

chronology, and not only expands the discussion by making comparison~ 

between Natural Rock Art and Megalithic Art, but also includes 

references to the Natural Rock Art of Galicia. He makes the 

important move, which is followed by more recent works, of 

distinguishing between various forms and groupings of form~ 
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especially those that are more common to Megalithic art, such as the 

lozenge, chevron, zigzag, spiral, (fig. K2, 10,L6,)j and those on the 

natural unmoved rock surfaces, which are usually based on the 

variations of concentric circles and cup marks, with occasional 
, 

spirals or labyrinths. (fig.Al,5, 7,). The two groups are not 

absolutely autonomous since on occasions mixed groupings are found; 

this is especially true in Galicia, where Megalithic forms are found 

blended with Cup and Ring forms on the natural rock surfaces. Both 

forms can be found mixed on some of the rock slabs of the Boyne 

graves, especially the non-visible slabs at Newgrange. 

Dating by Means of Comparison with other Engravings. 

Breuil claims that there are many common forms in the 

Megalithic Art of Iberia and the Boyne, but also forms that are 

specific to each. For him most round forms are 'occuli', originating 

from the abstracted human face <fig. P2, 3, ), but the more straight 

lined forms such as lozenges or triangles are later, and possibly of 

Scandinavian origin. Breuil supports this by claiming that in places 

at Newgrange they appear to be superimposed on other forms,a point I 

was critical of in the chapter on the Literature. Following from the 

'occuli' theory Breuil has a dominating tendency to read almost any 

form as anthromorphic. Most triangular shapes or wavy lines on 

Iberian orthostats are seen as related to the Almerian bi-triangular 

feminine idol. He also attempted to show parallels between the 

Iberian and the Irish and Scottish Cup and Rings, by claiming 
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similar anthromorphic origins. As Shee Twohig (1981,17,97,120) 

states, his ideas have influenced many scholars, however she herself 

opposes his views, claiming that many of his drawings were 

inaccurate and overstressed the elements which he claimed as 

anthromorphic. Again in this case the critical work of Fleming 

(1969) is relevant. 

stemming from Breuil's 1934 work, as I have stated, is the 

distinction between Megalithic art forms and the Cup and Rings on 

the natural rock. It was really MacWhite's (1946) paper which again 

emphasised the two groups and used them firmly in his discussion. 

As I mentioned in my first appraisal of his work MacWhite 

(1946) saw both groups as originating from Iberian influence; he 

claimed that the Cup and Ring carvings of'Ireland came from similar 

natural rock engravings in Galicia. When looking at the English and 

Scottish art he admits a possible direct influence from Galicia, but 

suggests that an influence of the Irish on the English and Scottish 

is more likely. Since the forms frequently found on the cist slabs 

in England and Scotland are a mixture of Megalithic forms and Cup 

and Ring, he also suggests an influence of the Irish Passage grave 

art on the natural rock carvings of England and Scotland. We can I 

think find little firm dating evidence for this idea, but at the 

same time little to contradict it. 

The misfit for MacWhite is the spiral which is common to the 

Irish Passage grave but quite rare in the Iberian peninsular; it 
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also appears in a number of cases on the natural rock sites among 

the British carvings. Thus as MacWhite (1946,65) states this may 

point to an indirect Mediterranean influence or connections with 

Brittany, where the spiral is common in a passage grave like 

Gavrinnis. This does seem like arguing from the special example, 

since although the spiral is present at Gavrinnis, due to the 

halving of many forms it is often difficult to say whether the forms 

are half spirals or half concentric circles, and the spiral is far 

from common in other Megalithic art in Brittany. The art of Gavrinnis 

is quite exceptional, it stands out from all other Megalithic Art in 

Brittany from all aspects, quantity, craftsmanship, and overall 

conception, and would seem to invite specific study and 

understanding. 

Important for MacWhite, as for Breuil (1934), and Piggott 

(1954), is the influence of Iberian Art Mobilier. MacWhite sees this 

Art Mobilier as falling into two groups of different styles. 

"One group represented by certain ceramic types and cylinder 

idols is almost identical with the normal rock art "(1946,67). 

These forms can also be seen on the decorated bones, (fig. P3) 

"Another group represented best by the schist idols has an 

elaborate geometric art consisting of triangle zigzag herringbone 

and cross hatched designs," MacWhite (1946,67). 
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The second group of designs is the one that MacWhite sees as 

influencing both the designs on Irish Early Bronze Age metalwork, 

and the Passage Grave art such as that at Newgrange. (fig.K10) 

the ceramic and cylinder forms as having an influence on the 

evolution of the Cup and Ring, and the triangular and zigzag shapes 

of the schist idols affecting Megalithic Art especially the Boyne. 

(fig.P2,3). The difficulty of finding such formal affinities and 

then making assumptions is that it is equally difficult to disprove; 

it becomes virtually a tautology, unless other evidence or data is 

available. I dealt previously with this question in the chapter on 

Literature when looking at Breuil's work and the Mother goddess or 

'Occuli' theory. 

The origins for Irish Passage Grave art suggested by MacWhite 

(1946) are said to be found in the tomb and rock paintings of the 

Iberian peninsular, and even more in the Iberian Art Mobilier. 

However he claims that only broad suggestions for dating are 

possible, and gives an Early Bronze Age date for the Passage Graves, 

and from evidence at Loughcrew cairn H he sees the art still 'pure' 

during the Early Iron Age; MacWhite's estimates were made before the 

radiocarbon dating at Newgrange and other sites. Meanwhile, the 

dating of the Cup and Rings MacWhite found more difficult. Evidence 

of double looped palstaves amidst Iberian engravings suggest a Late 

Bronze Age, but Mediterranean analogies and Food vessels in cists in 

Scotland suggest a Copper Age or Early Bronze Age as nearer the 

truth for him. We can see that two problems are appearing here which 

MacWhite does not really face. First is the need to classify the 
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natural rock carvings of Galicia, and secondly to examine critically 

the idea of Galician origins for the British Isles Cup and Rings. 

Piggott (1954) continues Breuil's (1934) and to some extent 

MacWhite's views. He strongly emphasises the parallel between the 

Boyne art forms and those on the Spanish schist idols or the bone 

ornaments of Almiraque, Leisner (1943) (fig.P2,3,). 

Dating the Galician Engravings. 

At this point before continuing with other work which 

critically analyses MacWhite's paper, we should refer to any 

evidence that exists for the dating of the Galician engraVings, 

since as we have seen they are suggested as origins for those in the 

British Isles. We will find that it is necessary to go beyond 

MacWhite's simple classification into two groups, Passage Grave and 

Natural Rock. 

Anati (1968) suggests five categories for the Natural 

Rock engravings of Galicia. The oldest is the Archaic, 6000-3500BC, 

a figurative tradition from the Epi-Paleolithic.This to be followed 

by the stylised figurative, both on the Natural rock and the 

Megaliths, of 3500-2000BC. Third comes the period of Idols and 

Weapons,2000-1500BC, followed by Circles and Lines or Cup and Rings 

of 1500-900BC, that is Mid or Late Bronze Age, and finally the 

geometric forms of the Iron Age, 900-100BC . 
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The first point to notice is that if we accept Anati's 

dating, the Cup and Rings are too late to be influential on the 

development of those in the British Islesj especially when we come 

to consider a little later the earlier dates proposed for the 

British Isles by Simpson and Thawley (1972), Hadingham (1974), and 

Walker (1974). However looking at more recent work by Garcia Alen and 

Pena Santos (1980), one finds a considerable difference to Anati's 

view. The circles or Cup and Rings begin at approximately 2200BC, 

earlier than Anati's datej they are seen as virtually contemporary 

with the Deer forms, whilst Idol forms begin at 2200BC and end at 

1700BC ,see on the left of my fig. 1,7. Weapons are dated from about 

1800 to 1100BC. They can be dated by style and technology as I 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, then from 

superimposition examples they can lead on to sequences. As we saw 

this has been invaluable for dating at Camonica Valley in Italy, and 

to some extent at Mt. Bego in France. The dating of identifiable 

weapons has also been used by Alen and de Pena for their chronology 

of Galicia, (1980). In addition recent analysis of previously known 

rocks, and newer discoveries by Alvarez Nunez (1982) suggests that 

Deer figures and Concentric circles are contemporary, thus casting 

doubts on Anati's sequences. Nevertheless there could be a large 

temporal difference between the various compositions, such as those 

with large complex arrangements of Cup and Rings with no zoomorphic 

forms (11,2,), and those where the two types of forms - zoomorphiC 

and circles are mixed and closely integrated (fig.J5, 7,). Alen and 

de Pena (1980) also offer other evidence for an earlier dating of 

the Cup and Rings in Galicia, that is the finding of smallish rock 
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pieces and larger slabs with concentric ring forms used as building 

materials and foundations under the walls of three castros. 

Unfortunately there seems to be no precise date offered for the 

castros, but from this Alen and de Pena conclude that the carvings 

" were engraved earlier than the summit phase of the 

Castexa culture" (Alen and de Pena 1980,139). 

They attribute them to just before the Bronze Age and 

continuing through all its stages. 

Therefore it might be seen that Anati's chronology relies too 

heavily on the background theory that prehistoric man's formal 

expression usually evolved from figurative 'realism' towards the 

abstract and stylised. This view was shared by Breuil (1934) and 

Hauser (1962) among others, but was well questioned by Leroi Gourhan 

(1965), and more recently by P.J. Ucko (1977). 

Alen and de Pena (1980,139) give us in their diagram a date 

of 2200 bc for the beginning of Cup and Rings, and 2500bc for 

Megalithic art. Unfortunately they are unclear on the basis of their 

dating, whether calibrated or not. Shee Twohig (1981,22,122) claims 

from evidence at the Beira Alta megalithic monuments, that 

Megalithic art was being practised around 3000 BC, although she 

stresses that this is an uncalibrated date. The usage of bc and BC 

is clearly confusing in all these discussions. 
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Connections between the Galician/lberian Engravings and those of 

the British Isles. 

At least three more writers have constructive comments to 

make on the connections between Galician/Iberian rock engravings and 

those of the British Isles. (Simpson and Thawley 1972, Walker 1974, 

and Hadingham 1974), although their sources for dating are similar. 

First at this point it is useful to clarify again that simple 

Cup forms on their own need to be excluded from further discussion, 

since as can be seen in Alen and de Pena's work (1980) they span 

from before 3000bc to Christian times. In England they are known to 

have existed either contemporary with or earlier than, the long 

barrow at Dalladies, (Piggott 1972). It is a point that I dealt with 

more fully in the chapter on the Literature when discussing Romilly 

Allen's work. 

We have seen that Megalithic Art in Iberia is dated earlier 

than the Cup and Ring natural rock carvings, but Simpson and Thawley 

(1972) in their paper cannot easily isolate an obvious 

chronologically earlier group in the British Isles. From their 

examples of cist covers, two have Beaker associations, (Carnwith and 

Catterline), and both these have Passage grave forms on them. 

However a number of other cist covers are also associated with Food 

vessel internment. Simpson and Thawley find more definite dating 

for the earlier dates of the Cup and Rings at the Boyne, where 

examples of the Cup and Ring style are found at Loughcrew, Knowth, 
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and most important at Newgrange (fig. K1,5,8,9,P1, 4,6, 7,). At 

Newgrange they are found hidden on the backs of various kerbstones 

such as K4, 11,13,18. They are also found on corbels of the passage 

roof. Co 3/R 4-5 had the Cup and Ring facing upwards, but it was 

partly covered by roofslab 3 resting on it. Passage roof stone 

X had seven or more concentric ring symbols on the underside, but it 

is difficult to know if they all had central cups, this is also the 

case with some of the other Cup and Ring or concentric circle 

symbols (O'Kelly 1982,154-185). These Cup and Rings may have been 

executed during the construction of the passage or of course 

earlier, giving a date of at least 3200BC. Both O'Kelly (1982,230) 

and Shee Twohig (1981,104) give an uncorrected date of 2475 ~ 45 bc 

as the date for the charcoal from the burnt 'putty' fill in the roof 

of the passage. At Knowth Cup and Rings appear on the orthostat 8 of 

site 14 and kerbstone 6 of site 12. Dating of site 2 at 2208 ~ 126 

bc and of site 16 at 2449 + 67 bc is given by Eogan (1984), whilst 

he gives 2455 ~ 35 bc from charcoal at the base of Knowth 1(1981 

177). Earlier dates were obtained from the dark earth under site 17, 

2925 + 150 bc and 2845 + 185 bc, but there can be no guarantee that 

this material comes from the date that the tomb was built. It is the 

Newgrange dating that becomes all important for Simpson and Thawley 

(1972) Hadingham (1974) and Walker (1974). It does of course also 

support some of the estimates of people like James Simpson (1864-5) 

and Baildon (1909) etc, 'that the Cup and Rings stem from an earlier 

magico-religious cultural tradition than the Early Bronze Age---. ' 
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Simpson and Thawley (1972) are then faced with the problem of 

whether Passage Grave art and the Cup and Rings were part of a 

single cultural heritage from 3200BC or earlier, but were used in 

different situations or functions: or whether the Cup and Rings were 

a separate tradition which for some reason occasionally 

intermingled. It is still also possible that the Natural rock art was 

a later development, using Cup and Ring forms for a different 

function, and in a different context. 

The earlier dating from Newgrange does seem to make 

continental European origins more difficult to support, although in 

addition to Spain, examples of concentric circles can be found in 

Sweden, Norway, France, Germany, Switzerland. Simpson and Thawley 

(1972,89) point to the association of Cup and Rings in Galicia with 

hafted dagger motives and headresses similar to Corsican Menhirs, or 

Shardana in Egyptian paintings; this would make them too late to be 

ancestral to the British. 'In association' can be misleading, 

contemporaneity really needs to be shown. Certainly the dating of 

about 2200BC for the Galician Cup and Rings by Alen and de Pena 

seems to support Simpson and Thawley's scepticism, but we must 

remember the confusion about calibration over this dating. It is 

still necessary though to bear in mind that this is the date for the 

particular examples in the house foundations, earlier dates are 

always possible, so the question can remain open. To most viewers 

the great affinity between the big compositions of the Cup and Ring 

forms in Galicia and the British Isles is too remarkable to deny any 

connection at all; it is not only the affinity of individual forms 

-209-



but an affinity in many of the groupings and use of the forms; 

compare fig. A2,8,9, with 11,2. Following from these pOints Simpson 

and Thawley (1972) suggest seeing the British group as primary, and 

the reflexions in the North and Central Europe stemming from trade, 

but they are still left with the question of the Galician affinity. 

Possibly the table is turned and Britain could be seen as ancestral 

to Galicia, but evidence of trading links etc are not very profuse. 

Hadingham (1974) has sympathy for this last possibility. He 

claims that axes on the Galician rocks show a similarity with 

northern models, and some isolated finds of swords, maceheads, and 

golden ornament suggest a northern influence. The deer which often 

accompany the Cup and Rings in the Galician carvings, Hadingham sees 

as firmly rooted in ancient Iberian traditions of Rock painting 

(fig.J7), and thus it is perhaps surprising that they do not appear 

in the British Isles examples, if they were strongly influenced by 

Portuguese or Spanish settlement. He seems therefore to favour the 

indigenous nature of the British Cup and Ring carvings, owing little 

to outside influence, but possibly influencing others. 

Walker (1974) also takes the Newgrange date as his starting 

point, and suggests that the Cup and Ring could well precede the 

Megalithic Art. 

Regarding Galicia Walker, like the Spanish writers previously 

referred to, rejects the Breuil and Anati view of form evolution 

from figurative to abstract, and with more recent evidence sees the 
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possibility of the Galician Cup and Rings having Neolithic origins, 

as those in the British Isles. Walker does look more closely at 

variation of composition and association, as opposed to just form 

types, and notes that Cup and Rings in Galicia may make major 

compositions as in the British Isles, but at other times be 

contemporaneous with zoomorphic, idoloforms, weapons etc. 

<fig. I7,J4,5,). His suggestion that the 'purer' Cup and Ring sites 

were earlier is useful,and since they tend to be more concentrated 

around the coast a connect ion wi th Brit ain cannot be ruled out. (maPfZlO) 

). It is possible that later cultures diluted the older forms that 

they received with additional symbols; this could then fit with the 

Alen and de Pena chronology. Whether sufficient superimposition has 

been found and examined in Galicia to verify some of the sequential 

events I doubt, as superimposition is not common. The possibility 

should exist starting from the fixed dates of identified weapons, 

but the situation is certainly far more difficult than for example 

the Camonica valley. 

A Closer Analysis of Cup and Ring Engravings and Megalithic Art. 

As we have seen, Simpson and Thawley, Walker, and others use 

the appearance of Cup and Ring symbols in the Irish Passage Graves, 

as evidence for the origins of the carvings on the natural rock. It 

is therefore useful and necessary to discuss this connection in more 

det ai 1. 
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It is probable that the defining of most British rock art as 

'abstract' has led to far more generalising and lack of specific 

analysis than has taken place in countries where 'figurative' forms 

are found. For obvious reasons observers feel that they can identify 

less and explicate less in situations of wholly abstract form. As I 

stated before this reaction is probably quite unfounded since what 

appears as figurative form may be acting in a completely symbolic 

way I am therefore suggesting the need for a much more systematic 

analysis of the British Cup and Rings, especially the major sites 

which include more than two or three forms. 

It is quite true that one can easily identify the major 

components which contribute to the formation of the common forms 

which appear on most rocks; this has been illustrated by Morris 

(1977) and Beckensall (1983) However the rich variety of British 

Isles carvings comes from the way in which the forms are combined, 

the spacing and scale, it is this that gives individual rocks their 

own identity. Here I must disagree with Simpson and Thawley when 

they state 

"-- apparent lack of an organised arrangement in their 

positioning" (1972,99). 

and also with Walker when he states, 

"--All are characterised by -- a disinterest in patterns and 

formal arrangement of motive -- " (1970,30), 
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I would not wish to insist on formal arrangement but a concern over 

arrangement should be an empirical question, applied to various 

rocks, I will return to this important question later in the thesis 

when looking at structure. 

Almost at random I will choose three quite well known rocks 

for comparison, Achnabreck I (fig. A1,2,4,8,9,10), Kilmichael 

Glassary (fig.B5,6, 7,and P5), and Doddington Moor, (fig.Dl,2,5). The 

first two are only approximately 4 miles apart, and the latter much 

farther away in Northumberland. All are labelled Cup and Ring 

carvings since they have the common factor of using cup marks and 

the circle in their compositions. However I would like to state 

quite strongly that they differ visually a great deal as images, and 

hence possibly in meaning, cultural background and dating. The 

comparison I will make is not comprehensive but enough I hope to 

illustrate my point. 

All sites are or were on open moorland, the two former have 

had sea views, and slope in a similar direction, up to 20 degrees, 

whilst Doddington Moor is well inland, almost horizontal, and at a 

higher level. 

The question as to the extent of forestation at the various 

sites during the late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age, tends to be 

unresolved. Simmons and Tooley (1981 200) claim when referring to 

the Neolithic, 
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"The extent of forest cover is of Course one of the key 

elements in an enviromental reconstruction, but when it comes to 

detail both the range and the nature of the evidence fail us." 

Nevertheless certain relevant points come to light. The range 

of the high altitude bogs appear to have been increasing with the 

development of peat. Many clearings were appearing of a long 

duration, but also some forest regeneration around 2600-2700 bc. 

Thus as Simmons and Tooley (1981,207) state, the likely picture of 

the Neolithic landscape is that of a mozaic. We can note however 

that forestation when it did occur in Scotland, was the open form of 

pine and birch, including many clear patches and scrubland. At the 

start of the Bronze Age the national picture was still one of a 

forested land, but with marked regional reduction; and using 

evidence from pollen diagrams it appears that high altitude woodland 

was already being thinned out. From this I think we may conclude 

that with Cup and Ring sites at a higher level and with open views, 

there is every possibility that these views were present when the 

carving took place. Even if there was forest in the vicinity it was 

likely to have been thin with scrubland and well sprinkled with 

clearings. 

Looking first at Achnabreck I (fig.A2,7) the dominant symbol 

is the cup with concentric rings, but often in conjunction with 

separate cups. The scale of the Cup and Rings varies from the 

largest of 38 inches diameter, down to 2-3 inches, and rings may 

number from one to seven. Many have from one to three radial 
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grooves, often becoming runners leading out into space, or even 

joining other forms. Isolated cupules are also tailed at times. 

Spacing or grouping varies in a way that could well denote 

intention. The top of the rock A, Morris (1970,33), has a 

concentrated grouping and includes three unusual symbols, the double 

ended spiral (fig. A5), the clover leaf spiral, and the cup and 

single ring with three parallel tails. (fig.A7). Even within this 

grouping other grouping of cupules and forms have taken place, which 

I feel could well point to intention on the part of the executor. 

This is confirmed to me, since most random form making, such as 

children's scribble, or adults' accidental work, leads to repetition 

but not great variety; variety of scale and spacing comes from 

intention. 

As one moves S. W. down the rock forms become larger and 

spacing greater, with less use of the isolated cup mark. 

Again on the lower parts, sections KLM for Morris (1970), 

forms become very concentrated and less well drawn, but many cups 

and concentric circles are up to 31 inches in diameter. Here the 

many radial grooves become 'long distance' runners and link many of 

the forms. Cup marks are used in complex groupings, at times with, 

and at times apart from the linked systems, and at other times in 

very distinct rows across the rock face. 

Thus there are variations in the use of symbols, and in 

execution within Achnabreck, but the important point to remember 
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when looking at Kilmichael Glassary is that the Cup and Ring forms 

are not common (fig. P5). Although very near to Achnabreck, 

Kilmichael is a very different visual image, (fig.B5,6, 7). Here one 

does not find the cup with more than one concentric ring, and this 

is usually gapped in a keyhole form. The scale of the symbols is far 

smaller than a\ Achnabreck, the largest cup being 9 inches in 

diameter, and 2 inches deep. Variation on the rock comes from the 

variety of cup marks, ie. extended or elongated to form a straight 

comma,or with one or more runners leading down hill,sometimes a 

dumbell effect by joining two cups together, or the key shaped 

single concentric gapped ring. Spacing and grouping has far less 

variety than at Achnabreck especially when comparing Achnabreck's 

higher rock face. At Kilmichael one can say that a more random 

effect is felt. However the variety in scale and form of the 

individual symbols would seem to denote intention, but perhaps 

leading one to identify at this site less emphasis on the allover 

'composition' or placing but more on the making of the individual 

marks. One might well expect superimposition in such a situation, but 

this is not apparent, however cup marks as forms do not really lend 

themselves to superimposition. 

Doddington Moor is a unique rock. (fig.D1,2,5) smaller than 

the previous rocks, approximately 10 by 5 foot at its widest parts. 

Its uniqueness stems from the fact that it has one of the few 

examples of rectangular and near triangular forms. As can be seen in 

the illustration the rock does have one major cup with two 

concentric circles, and two or three small cups with one ring, thus 
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giving it a formal relation to many other rocks including the two 

previously mentioned, but its other three major symbols give it the 

distinct difference. The single rectangle Joined by a runner to the 

adjacent Cup and Ring form encloses ten cup marks, one of which has 

a tail which leaves the rectangle to wander across almost the length 

of the rock. Approximately 18 inches from this rectangle is the 

other, slightly larger and with three concentric sides, the corners 

rounded and enclosing 14 cups. The form is gapped with a tail. To 

one side of this rectangle is the more or less equilateral triangle 

with soft corners, and again enclosing this time 12 cups. The rock 

includes other small cup marks and grooves, plus the corner of 

another broken form, but enough has been said to give the flavour of 

the rock. Regarding grouping and spacing, it is far less easy to 

make a statement since there are fewer symbols than on the other 

rocks, and some damage and destruction has occurred. Nevertheless 

considering the factor of the enclosed cup marks, the joining of the 

Cup and Ring to the first rectangle, and the spacing of the other 

two forms with tails flowing in the same direction, intentional 

placing does seem to be suggested. 

Emerging from this rather short comparison, I feel that with 

a much closer comparative analysis including not only the symbols 

and their associates but scale and space - the distance between 

forms, useful groupings of rocks may appear. More relevant to this 

paper I would claim to show that it is not just common symbols which 

indicate a connection between sites, but the total context is also 

important. 

-217-



I think it is now useful to consider the Passage Grave 

symbols in a similar way to the above. We will find that often a Cup 

and Ring symbol can be found, but usually in a specific context 

which seldom equates closely to the use on the natural rock. As I 

have said before, it is important to remember, that the Cup and Ring 

does appear on the natural rock of many countries, (see E. N. Fell and 

P.Fell 1979 as an example for Norway and Europe). Thus I feel that it 

is only its context that probably gives it a specific identity, and 

indeed perhaps meaning to its creator. 

Looking first at Newgrange, the Cup and Ring is by no means a 

dominant form. It only appears either informally or on the backs of 

Kerbstones (fig. K5,Pl). More important for the question of dating is 

the Stone X from the passage roof, with poorly executed Cup and 

Rings hidden virtually fresh and undisturbed on the underside of the 

stone. (fig. P4). Nevertheless in none of these cases does the Cup and 

Ring appear to be an important form like the spiral, lozenge, zigzag 

etc. It is invariably hesitantly executed in conjunction with the 

above forms, and these other forms are seldom found on natural rock 

in the British Isles. This situation is echoed in most other tombs 

where carving is found. Either the Cup and Ring is an isolated 

example as in the passage at Dowth (fig. K1) or it is found enmeshed 

with other forms, which as I have said are usually foreign to the 

natural rock surface, for example the two rocks at the entrance to 

the passage of Loughcrew Cairn T (fig. K8, 9). On such rocks the Cup 

and Ring is bedded tightly with other differing forms, and not only 

are the accompanying forms very different to those on the natural 
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rock, but the spacing and grouping is far more concentrated and 

dense. 

However, to be a little less sceptical, on occasions one can 

find the Cup and Ring used as a more dominant form, accompanied by 

repeats of itself and without other forms. An example is stone No 5 

in the passage at Dowth (fig. Kl) which only has one adjacent leaf 

form with it, or equally important the stone in the Tara Passage 

Grave (fig. P6). 

An excellent example of the combination of Cup and Ring marks 

with the lozenge and spirals of Passage grave decoration, was found 

in the Pierawall Quarry, Orkney. The stone is presumed by the author 

to have been a lintel over the passage of the cairn (Sharples 1984); 

the author gives the dating 2600bc-2100bc for the cairn and claims 

links with the Boyne and Newgrange. However we are again left with 

great doubt over the stone,since it was not found in situ in the 

cairn, and since in our terms it appears 'broken' and the design 

interrupted, could it therefore have been reused and thus from an 

earlier date? Or of course it is equally possible that association 

with the cairn is incorrect, or occurred at a later date, by the 

stone being placed in or near it .. See (fig. L6) but also (fig. I4) for 

an enigmatic 'cut off l form on a rock in Galicia. 

Finally an interesting comparison of composition or grouping 

is the stone at the inner end of the Loughcrew Cairn T passage 

(fig. P7) compared with the Natural Rock site at High Banks,Galloway 
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(fig.Cl,2,5,). At High Banks the Cup and Ring is completely embedded 

in a tight texture of small but deep cup marks, at Loughcrew it is 

very similar but the central form is actually a spiral. However on 

the opposite rock in the passage one does find a smaller Cup and 

Ring embedded in a similar way. 

I have tried to highlight the importance of context in the 

use of forms. Not only is this necessary regarding the relation 

between the British Isles Natural Rock Art and Irish Megalithic Art, 

but also I think necessary and useful for more closely analysing the 

Natural Rock Art itself. 

In summary we are left with the fact that Cup and Ring 

symbols were used on rocks about 3200BC. They were used among a 

different family of forms to those used on the natural rocks, and 

thus had perhaps a different cultural meaning or function. Whether 

they were adopted from a contemporary sub-culture or an autonomous 

culture, or were the roots out of which the symbolic culture of the 

Natural Rock Art grew, it is not possible to state at the moment. 

Conclusion 

To some extent as I suggested at the beginning one can see 

the wheel turning full circle on the question of dating, from James 

Simpson's beginnings to the ideas in more recent work, with some 

conviction and clarification gained from radiocarbon dating. We now 
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have a picture where there does seem to be a broad distinction in 

the use of form between the carvings on the natural rock in the 

British Isles and those found on the stones of the Passage Graves, 

although at times blending occurs. From association with datable 

tombs the Cup and Rings may well have come into existence at least 

before 2500bc or 3200BC, that is in the Neolithic period, and from 

evidence in souterrains, continued until 100AD or later. Much 

suggests that the British Cup and Rings may not be later than those 

in Galicia, thus the ancestry of these to the British is unlikely. 

Indeed a reversal might well be considered, or at least a parallel 

development with interaction. 

We are left with basic questions. Since we do have some 

insight into the existence of the Megalithic builders and their 

symbols, how do the people who made Rock Engravings on the natural 

rock relate to these Megalithic builders, if, that is, they were 

contemporary? Were they a sub-culture or parallel culture, or did 

the symbols on natural rock have a different function to Passage 

Grave Art but within one culture? 

We do tend to assume that the Cup and Rings continued into 

the Bronze Age, but as stated before this may not be based on strong 

evidence, and in most cases of dating such as cists or souterrains 

finished carvings could have been adopted. If however we do accept 

the more traditional view that most Cup and Ring carvings on the 

natural rock were made after 2000BC, and only had 'tentative' 

origins in the fringe ideas of Megalithic Art, then concepts are 
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easier since the Cup and Rings can then be fitted into a different 

and chronologically separate culture to that of the Megalithic 

builders. Walker and others when positing Neolithic origins may not 

it seems to me give enough attention to these basic questions. 

One is left with symbols of a high degree of similarity which 

were used in all probability by man in the regions of the British 

Isles for approximately 3000 years, that is longer than the 

Christian Cross, but also it is likely by as wide a range of 

cultures or subcultures, and with as broad a range of meaning. 
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Some Steps Towards a Structural Analysis. 

Theoretical Justification. 

As can be seen in the previous chapter regarding past and 

present literature on the subject of the Cup and Ring engravings, 

the works tend to fall into two categories; they either remain at 

the level of pure description, or they describe and then make 

rather large unsubstantiated leaps towards imaginary or 

hypothetical meaning. 

I would not wish to deny the importance of the first 

category, especially when carried out with the rigour and care 

of many writers who have been previously mentioned, but its 

limitations do seem to deny progress in the dynamic process of 

knowledge as I have stated earlier. Whereas the second category of 

wild imaginative guesswork also seems to lead to little progress of 

any substantive nature .. 

In this final chapter I will be drawing upon a number of 

works from a variety of backgrounds and theories in order to 

attempt to look at the material of the Cup and Rings in a new way. 

I cannot claim by any means to reach a final explanation, or to 

offer the one definite approach to the subject. I am able to offer 

some new ways of looking at the subject matter and classifying it, 

I offer some tentative hypotheses, and also put forward some 

avenues for further study. In this way as I stated at the beginning 
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of the thesis, I hope to have made a small contribution to 

knowledge. 

Following from the above, I will be looking first at work 

which suggests a more systemic approach, and helps to justify the 

concept that there are basic cultural principles underlying all 

parts of the social system. I will then refer to examples of other 

work which have generated approaches to symbolic analysis and 

grammatical syntax, with a special attention to the importance of 

space in this work. This will lead me to my own analysis of space, 

in relation to the Cup and Ring engravings. followed by a 

grammatical syntax. Finally I will suggest an approach to a 

typology for the Cup and Rings. 

In my chapter on Art and Social relations, I illustrated and 

examined a functionalist approach to the analysis of art or visual 

images in society. I showed the inevitable complexity of this 

position leading to concepts of 'multi-function' or 'multi

causation', and also the theoretical weaknesses. I mentioned that 

other approaches are possible, such as the work of Munn 

<1966,1973), Faris <1972,1983), or Washburn (1983). 

To me it would seem that once one moves towards the concept 

of a 'multi-functional' situation one is part way to structuralism 

or a systemic theory, since one is assuming a network of 

relationships between the parts of a society or culture. It is this 

direction that I wish to explore in this chapter. 
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I suggest that theories per se are not necessarily right or 

wrong, but can be seen as tools with varying degrees of explanatory 

power in different situations. In the earlier chapter a 

functionalist approach seemed useful for a critical social analysis 

of art. However I was using ethnographic material where the actors' 

meaning and definition of the situation was called upon in addition 

to the observer's evaluation. 

The actor's definition is all important for Geertz.He 

claims that the analysis of the discourse and its meaning to be the 

main aim for Ethnography; and following from this tends to condemn 

other theoretical approaches, claiming of structuralism and others, 

"---- we are left ---- with an externalised conception of 

the phenomena supposedly under intense inspection, but actually not 

even in our line of sight" (1983,98). 

Although I do not reject Geertz criticism completely, I 

feel his final phrase does go too far; especially since farther 

down the page he presents us positively with a work on the use of 

line in Yoruba sculpture, and the way in which it permeates the 

cult ure, forming what both Munn (1973), and F. Allan Hanson (1983), 

see as underlying principles. 

Geertz is concerned with Ethnography. Although it is a 

helpful discipline for this thesis, the data of my work fall into 

the category of Archaeology, at least from the descriptive and 
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historical and chronological viewpoints, and here the actors' 

definition of the situation can never be known. In addition as we 

have seen there is the added handicap of imprecise chronology. 

Nevertheless it seems essential to try to push back the boundary of 

understanding using any tools that are available, whilst at the 

same time retaining as much rigour and rational logic as possible. 

By no means does this lead one to powerless relativity; to 

return to Geertz again, this time for positive backing; 

"I have never been impressed by the argument that as 

complete objectivity is impossible in these matters ( as of course 

it is) one might as well let one's sentiments run loose. As Robert 

Solow has remarked, that is like saying that as a perfectly aseptic 

enviroment is impossible, one might as well conduct surgery in a 

sewer" <1975,30). 

Geertz appears by no means constant about the supremity of 

the actors view of the situation; he talks of meaning being 

intuitively sensed and not consciously interpreted (1975,28); or at 

times shadow puppets can be enjoyed without the viewer explicitly 

interpreting its meaning. 

This is in turn well supported by F.Allan Hanson, when 

analysing Maori culture he states, 
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" __ - and the aesthetic response to it is a matter of 

feeling or intuition, which a person is hard put to articulate" 

<1983,77). 

Thus there may well be areas of social or cultural meaning, 

or relationships, to be understood, but which occur below the level 

of the every day actor's definition. By exploring these, progress 

can be made, even if we are inevitably denied a final ideal goal. 

Lathrap in a most important statement summarises the 

position for a systemic approach to visual images, 

" __ - units of stylistic similarity can be viewed only as 

the result of networks along which artistic communication is 

intense. Such networks can only be viewed as the result of total 

social adaptation, ongoing repetitive process and notions of 

negative feedback. in other words a systemic model. Art as a 

communication is a subject of such complexity that it must be 

handled in the context of systemic models" (1983,39). 

The goal in an analysis will be to find the 'common 

denominator' of a culture, or the key to the shaping of the system. 

In the case of this thesis it will be to search for the principles 

underlying the culture or cultures associated with the Cup and Ring 

petroglyphs, starting from the engravings themselves. 

In an earlier work Munn wrote, 
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" __ - the designs function as visual models that present 

these principles as it were, directly for inspection" 

<1966, 946), 

Further support for these underlying principles within 

cultures, can be found in F.Allan Hanson's work on the Maori 

culture (1983,87). He places the concept in somewhat different 

terms, that is, that the relationship of any institution to the 

culture is synechdochic, meaning that the part recapitulates the 

whole. Therefore we may assume that if we only possess a fragment 

of a system, such as examples of visual design symbols, we may gain 

some insight into other aspects of the culture. 

These ideas are found again in the work of M.J.Adams (1973), 

and in Bateson <1973,105) especially with his concept of 

I redundancy' , claiming that the same message is reiterated or 

reinforced within a system in many ways and by many different 

media. Vogt <1976,10) extends the idea beyond repetition in the 

various parts of the system to repetition in time, such as repeated 

ri t ual. 

At this point we can assess the ethno-archaeological work of 

Hodder (1982). Looking at the Baringo, Hodder shows that whereas 

many aspects of symbolic expression conform to the culture and thus 

strengthen the boundaries, designs on calabashes, and the designs 

on spears, tend to diverge and thus disrupt boundaries. This is due 

to the internal male/female and young men/old men conflicts in 

society. Therefore it would seem possible to receive, in 
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archaeological material remains, designs which may b d' d e Iscor ant to 

the society from which they emerged, due to such internal 

relations. 

Nevertheless it seems true to say that this would be a 

deviation from the general rule of common fundamental structural 

principles. Even in Hodder's case of the calabashes we are given no 

details of these deviating designs born out of internal conflict. 

If analysed it may well be found that the deviation is at the 

surface level of observed embellishment, and it is possible that 

the structural principles remain constant and could be 

demonstrated. This point can be illustrated by looking at the Cup 

and Rings. 

The structural principles and spatial characteristics of the 

Cup and Ring symbols stem basically from their concentricity around 

a specific point. I will be looking at this in more detail later 

in the section on 'space'. For the moment if we look at other 

artifacts which might be considered contemporary with the Cup and 

Ring marks at certain times, such as the Beakers, when looked at 

from the side any structural similarity to the engravings may not 

appear obvious. If viewed from the base the concentricity becomes 

more apparent; this is especially so with the Beakers that have the 

design continuing under the base <fig. LI,2). Although in some 

cases the design may terminate on the base with a decorated cross, 

echoing the designs on some Irish gold buttons <D.L.Clarke 

1970,2,298), in these cases there is therefore no centrepoint or cup 
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but the concentricity is still very much present (D.L.Clarke 

1970,2,412,414). There are only a few Beaker designs that have 

different structural features and concentricity does not dominate. 

see for example Beakers from Houghton Hunts, or Halstead, Essex 

(D.L.Clarke 1970,2,334). Even where strong geometric shapes are 

dominant the concentricity still exists (Clarke 1970,2,343). 

Looking farther afield the concentricity can be found on many food 

vessels (Abercrombie 1912,XLII, 233, XLIV,237,239). Similar 

structural features are found on some of the Durrington Walls pots 

(G.J. Wainwright and I. H. Longworth 1971), and even an example of the 

actual Cup and Ring symbol, but on others the concentricity does 

not dominate the design, verticals, diagonals, and strong infilling 

break up the space. Food vessel design tends not to be so refined 

as that of many Beakers, yet if we take into account the shoulder 

and other rims the concentricity is frequently strongly present. 

One could even suggest that if the concentric structural features 

are less strong as Food vessels continue over time ( and this 

appears so from Abercromby), it could illustrate a changing 

relation to the Cup and Ring symbols. This might indicate a 

weakening of interest in the petroglyphs and their symbolism. These 

are tentative concepts which stem from the ideas I stated earlier, 

but they would need much more detailed analysis and study, and do 

not figure in this work other than this identification of the 

potential for future study. 

I will now turn to look at other artifacts that may have 

. h as the decorated domed been contemporary with the engraVIngs, suc 
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gold cylinder (fig. L3) in the Saint Germain en Laye museum, which 

has a very strong concentric structural design, or the gold lunulae 

for which Taylor (1968) suggests an early Bronze Age date. The 

initial shape of these does have a partially concentric base, and 

the neck would be the centre. Most decoration does not destroy this 

basic use of space in the design, but the dotted decoration of the 

lunulae found in Cornwall, Scotland, and Wales seem to support it 

more than most examples from Ireland. However an example from 

Ireland where the concentricity is exceptionally strong is the 

lunulae from Glenishen, County Clare (TorbrUgge 1968). 

Finally although there are other types of artifacts and 

structures we could examine in this way, at this point I will only 

refer to the strong concentric structures found on the Bronze Age 

shields such as that from Lough Gur, Co Limerick in the Dublin 

National Museum, or the fine example in the hall of the Society of 

Antiquaries, London. from Beith, Ayrshire; also the dress fastener 

from Clones, Co. Monaghan, and the Gold Gorget, from Co. Clare 

(the last two also in the National Museum, Dublin). 

Thus although questions can be raised regarding the apparent 

distinction between the decoration on the gold artifacts, the 

Beakers, and the rock art (pers. comm. Prof. Eogan), I hope I have 

shown that a structural relationship may be present in many cases. 

Basically the point at which we have arrived is to accept 

that if we have access to one part of a social cultural/system for 
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analysis, that is in this case the Cup and Ring engravings, it 

should be possible with certain reservations previously stated, to 

gain some insight into the structural principles which 'guide' or 

control' the system as a whole. 

The next step must be the attempt to identify the 

principles underlying the society or societies and cultures, which 

must have been associated with the Cup and Ring engravings. 

Some approaches to Symbolic Analysis 

One of the inevitable questions that is frequently asked by 

'the man in the street' when one introduces the subject of rock 

art, especially with images that appear to be non-figurative is, 

what do they mean? Presumably, what did they mean to the creator? 

Many Sociologists and Anthropologists will readily admit how 

difficult it is to ascertain an adequate answer to such a question 

from contemporary human beings. To hope to find answers for images 

made many centuries in the past, begins to sound like an 

impossibilitYi it is a question that I discussed earlier in the 

thesis. This however by no means denies us the possibility of 

searching for explanations about other aspects of the subject. even 

if it is necessary to put the common question about meaning aside. 

As we have seen regarding the Cup and Ring engravings, questions 
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about dating and chronology can be asked, and some progress has 

been made. Questions about the relations between the engravings and 

other symbols and artifacts remain. Above all we have a body of 

data well documented which can be explored internally as well as 

looking at its external relations. Many aspects of the Cup and Ring 

symbols repeat themselves frequently, some things hardly ever 

occur, or only very seldom, such as shapes like triangles, ovals, 

crosses, or figurative images. Circles almost never overlap each 

other. As I have said previously, superimposition is almost 

unknown. Therefore I suggest that what we have to study is a rule-

governed symbolic system; one consisting of limited shapes of 

varying sizes, lines, and equally important, spaces between and 

around the~ 

We are looking at a symbolic language that is governed by 

rules, but as with a spoken language the rules are not absolute, 

but will be broken at times. Similarly those who use speech are not 

always aware of the rules, they are not often in the forefront of 

consciousness. Faris (1972,93) from working with the body adornment 

of the Nuba claims that they could seldom articulate the rules of 

the system of decoration, but could normally agree to the adequacy 

or inadequacy of examples which were presented to them. 

In a symbolic system there will be certain possibilities of 

composition or construction which will be in the artist's mind, out 

of which a particular design is created. There will be an infinite 

number of other possibilities which will not enter his mind, or 
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will be seen as inappropriate. I have indicated some of the design 

aspects that seldom or never appear with the Cup and Rings. One of 

my aims in analysing these petroglyphs is to attempt to define the 

possibilities that were in the creator's mind. 

As I have stated above although any form of language, 

whether symbolic, cursive, or spoken, is rule governed; the rules 

are frequently loose, in the sense that they can be broken at 

times. Other factors may impinge upon these rules, such as extra 

strong emotional or even physical characteristics of the creator. 

Faris (1972) points out that although the system of rules with the 

Nuba permit certain designs, they are not used since they are not 

aesthetically pleasing. thus in a system such as the Cup and Rings, 

an unusual variation may occur that breaks or bends the general 

rules, due perhaps to the aesthetic or emotional needs of the 

artist. It is just possible that this could be the case with the 

rather unique design at Torrs, Galloway (fig. C6), or the near 

triangle at Dod Law, Northumberland (fig.Dl). An example of 

variation from the general rule can be seen in Galicia from the 

deer images. In the majority of cases the deer nuzzle or just touch 

the outer circle of the Cup and Ring symbol, that is unless they 

are completely detached; but a few images can be found where the 

animals do partially or completely enter the concentric circles. 

Thus in the first place it is necessary to define the logic 

of the generation rules, but finally it may well be necessary to 
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accept them as probabilistic, and to allow for such a variable as 

aesthetic taste, either that of the artist or of the group. 

In any visual symbolic system there are the forms that are 

created, but equally important is the space that is enclosed within 

the forms or between them, and the space that is defined by the 

edges of the forms and their surroundings. This latter space may be 

unlimited, or limited by boundariesj in the case of the Cup and 

Rings, this is the edge of the rock. Farris (1972,99) states that 

'element spacing' is one of several semantic dimensions, but he 

pays it no great attention, although within the algorythmic process 

spacing with gaps of equal proportional distances are possible. In 

the next section I will be focussing in detail on the question of 

space in relation to the Cup and Rings, since I see it as being of 

equal importance as the symbols themselves in the formation of the 

system. 

Unlike Farris, but more in keeping with Hodder's (1982) 

analysis of symmetry, Munn does identify basic formal structure 

within the symbolic system, and relates it to Walbiri culture and 

cosmology; and she emphasises the important role of the definition 

of space in the symbolic system and its underlying structure. 

The two fundamental forms of the Walbiri, the concentric 

circle and the line or lines joining them, give the place and path 

between, or male and female. This of course has a very tempting 

naive attraction for one studying the Cup and Ring engravings; the 
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place, camp, or waterhole, is also the link between this world and 

that of the underground dreamings or ancestors, exits and entrances 

are via the waterhole, Without going too deeply into Munn's 

thorough work this leads to the unifying and communicating role of 

the visual images, 'gurnwari' and others; these are components of 

both the inner and individual person, and the outer social world of 

sense experience and social interaction, 

"--- this necessary shift from inner dream to exterior 

reality suggests the importance of binding inner imagination to the 

outer social world, the inner self to the external order" (Munn 

1973,193), 

In addition as I have said, Munn shows an awareness of 

spacial concepts in her analysis. She claims that one task of 

anthropologists concerned with aesthetic phenomena is the 

examination of differing spatial arrays, 

The fundamental concept of 'coming out' and 'going in', 

which extends to inside and outside, is basic to Walbiri culture, 

it is, 

"--- a general principle over the whole of existence to 

explain the structure and maintenance of the spatio-temporal order" 

<1973,197), 
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This principle appears throughout the visual forms and is 

constantly reinforced and communicated. 

Hodder (1982) takes Faris's work as a starting point for his 

generation of a 'design grammar' for the visual work of the Mesakin 

Nuba. He emphasises the Mesakin's concern over symmetry, and he 

does point to the important relations between the symbolism of the 

visual forms and the larger cultural system. Nevertheless although 

the basic principles of symmetry appear axiomatic to the Mesakin, 

Hodder's particular analysis and definition of the concept may need 

redefining with a visual system such as the Cup and Rings. This 

redefining of the concept of symmetry I consider very important to 

examine before moving to the section on space. 

A concept of symmetry as continuous equal repetition may not 

be adequate for the Cup and Rings. The dictionary meaning of 

symmetry includes balance and harmony. This may well be achieved by 

inequality in some variables, giving equality in others. In the 

case of weight, one small heavy object may equate to a number of 

larger lighter ones of varying size. In colour, small powerful 

fields might balance the larger more neutral. Inevitably the use of 

space is relevant. In form two equal sizes will balance:-

0--0 

but also o 
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sense' 

or more complex 

It can then be argued that we are moving from the 'common 

definition of symmetry, to a form of balanced asymmetry. If 

so it is important to realise that we have not necessarily moved 

into a process of random construction. We may still be within a rule 

governed system even if apparently more probabilistic; and one in 

which, as I have mentioned before, the use of space and 

relationships of size are critical. 

Space. 

We may now look at the subject of space with regard to the 

Cup and Ring engravings. There is first the great difficulty of not 

knowing for sure the size of the original complete rock, and the 

number of images in the group when they were first carved. Also 

there is always the possibilty of later additions. Many remains do 

lead us to believe that they are fragments (fig.C8). 

Man has been destroying inconveniently placed boulders or 

making building material from them for a few thousand years. First 

by heat and water, then by dynamite; a good example is the history 

of Avebury <Burl 1979,37-56). 
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When one examines the large groups of Cup and Rings on the 

natural rock which appear to be unchanged, sites such as Achnabreck 

<fig. A2) <Morris 1977,27), or the Concho stone now covered over 

<Morris 1981,126); it then becomes extremely likely that many other 

finds are fragments. This is supported when part of a symbol is 

found on the edge of a rock surface, as is quite frequent. and is 

the case with the rock on Doddington Moor or Dodd Law which I 

discussed under Chronology (fig. D5). The collection of small rocks 

on the side of Newlaw Hill, Galloway <fig. C8) <Morris 1979,154), is 

a good example. However great enigmas can arise, such as the rocks 

at Chain-Gondomar, just south of Vigo (fig. 14). Here it is 

difficult to know whether the carver fitted an incomplete Cup and 

Ring onto the middle rock rather than cross the cracks, since other 

lines appear to continue across, or whether sometime in the past the 

rock has been fragmented in some way and then reassembled. The 

latter is not very likely since the rock is quite massive and 

penetrates the ground deeply. 

The only other explanation for part of a symbol appearing on 

the edge of a rock, might be that only a small sized rock was 

available, and the spacing between symbols was as important as the 

symbols themselves. A reduction in scale of the symbols to fit the 

ground would seem a more logical solution, at least to us! These 

questions need not detract too much from my own feelings about the 

use of space, and intentionality on the part of the Cup and Ring 

makers. 
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With any irregular placing of symbols on a surface, the 

question can arise as to whether there is any intention or 

consciousness involved, indeed 'composition'. My own feelings from 

observing many different ages of art students over a number of 

years, is that contrary perhaps to expectations, when no thought is 

involved more equidistant spacing appearsj I do not of course mean 

to absolute mathematical precision. For example if a child's 

scribbling is continued over a reasonably large area, regularity 

will appear. This is true also of an acclaimed artist such as 

Jackson Pollock during the 1940's in the U. S.A. He claimed the aim 

of trying to abolish conscious thought from his paintings, 

nevertheless a regular rhythm appears. Whereas I have tended to 

notice that more extreme variations in the placing of isolated 

forms, akin perhaps to starry night sky, comes after some 

deliberation and conscious thought. 

In order to attempt a test for the above hypothesis, a number 

of teenaged children were given two simple tasks. First on one piece 

of paper approximately 12"x9", they were asked to draw quickly 

without thinking about it, twelve circles by tracing around lllcoins, 

they were informed that a symmetrical pattern was not required. 

Second they were then asked to repeat the activity on another piece 

f th . b t thI'S tl'me they were asked to think very o paper e same SIze, u 

carefully where they put the circles, but again a symmetrical 

pattern was not needed. 

-240-



By measuring the distance between each circle and its 

neighbour, then subtracting the minimum distance from the maximum 

for each person, a complete total figure for each test was arrived 

atj thought and no thought. 

In one test there was only a 3% increase in variation for 

thinking, but in another over 100%, more than twice as much. It is 

difficult to explain the great difference, except that in much 

social science testing one's verbal 'orders' or 'requests' and 

keeping them constant is critical; and there are always many hidden 

variables. Nevertheless the results are encouraging, and provide 

some guidance in the examination of space within the Cup and Ring 

series. 

Although the material makes precision difficult, for a rough 

comparison I used eleven of the sectioned plans of the Achnabreck 

rock given by Morris (1971,33-37) excluding J as it only has two 

symbols. I assumed these were 'composed' with some thought, and 

compared the measured results with the 'unthinking' or random 

results of the two teenager tests. The results were 76% and 41% more 

variation in spacing than in a test where people were using random 

spacing and trying not to think about the task. If of course Morris 

had divided his site in another way the result may have been 

different, but I accept his overall divisions as the most logical. 

These results seemed encouraging, and related to the 

experimental tests where definite thought had been introduced. 
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It suggests that the contrast between the Achnabreck rock and the 

random non-thinking tests indicate that thought, and hence intention 

was involved in the placing of the symbols, even if the 

uncontrolled variables are considerable. 

I repeated the test at a later date, and with completely 

different children, five more times. The ages of the children varied 

from 12 years to 16 years. the number in the groups varied from 15-

19. They were again asked to draw round 1 inch coins making 12 

circles on a piece of 12 11x 9" paper, without thinking or worrying 

where they placed the circles. Following this they were asked to 

repeat the process taking great care and thinking about where they 

placed each circle, but a symetrical or repeat pattern was not 

required. The aggregate figure of maximum variation for each group 

was again calculated in the same way. The 'non-thought' and the 

'thought' figures were compared. The results were as follows. 

A The Tec;t, 

No. chi 1 dren. 

Test 1 18 

Test 2 15 

non-thought 

average 

156 

133 

-24-2-

8. 7 

8. 8 

thought 

average. 

234- 13.0 +33. 4-~ 

199 13.2 +33. 3~ 



Test 3 18 151 8. 3 186 10.3 +18.9% 

Test 4 19 183 9. 6 179 9. 4 -3% 

Test 5 16 197 12.3 235 14.7 +16.2% 

N. B. The figures were measured in tenths of inches. 

B Individual Details. 

Test 1 18 11 above 3 equal 4 below. 

Test 2 15 9 above 1 equal 5 less. 

Test 3 18 7 above 4- equal 7 less. 

Test 4 19 8 above 11 less. 

Test 5 16 8 above 2 equal 6 less. 

4-3 10 33 

N.B. Above or less refers to the 'thought' test being above or less 

than the 'non-thought' test. 
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As can be seen in section A, only in one test No. 4 was there 

more variation with the non-thinking, and this was a very small 

amount. The other tests showed significantly more variation with the 

thinking test. 

It is interesting to look at the figures in another way as in 

section B. This looks at each child's papers, and counts in how many 

cases the 'thought' paper was above or below the non-thought, or 

when the two were equal. these figures probably appear as a less 

impressive result, however it is still true that in the majority of 

cases the thought has more variability. 

I thought it might be interesting to continue the comparison 

with some other Cup and Ring sites, in the S8me way that I did with 

Achnabreck above. With other sites one only has one set of figures, 

and of course one cannot dictate the number of symbols. Rocks with 

only very few symbols are of little use, and as I have mentioned 

before there are a majority of these. I chose sites where the number 

of Cup and Rings are between 16-25, In the case of the large 

complicated Concho stone, I divided it vertically in half for two 

readings, and only used Cup and Ring symbols with more than one 

ring. I ommit ted cup marks in all cases as with Achnabreck. 

The diagrams used were taken from the works of Morris and 

Beckensall which are scaled, and I believe taken from tracings. As 

can be seen, samples are from Argyll, Galloway, and Northumberland. 

E 1 d t the 12 11 X811 size before measuring. ach diagram was sea e up 0 

-244-



Just before I completed this thesis the Royal Commission on Ancient 

and Historical Monuments of Scotland 1988 volume on Mid-Argyll 

became available with its photographs and precise drawings of the 

Argyll Cup and Ring stones, I have used two of these drawings for 

comparison with the childrens' tests, treating them in the same way 

as those from Morris and Beckensall. 

Since the sites only give one set of figures, I used the 

average figure from the non-thinking papers for comparison, this is 

assuming that the placing on the rock is thought about. The maximum 

variability figures from the sites were as follows. 

Site. 

Cairbaan 1 

Cairbaan 2 

Townhead 1 

Dumtrodden 

Concho stone 

right hand 

left hand 

West Horton 

Variabi 1 it y. 

19 

9 

8 

9 

14-

22 

24-

Reference. 

Morri s 1977, 64-. 

Mo r r i s 1 977, 64-. 

Morri s 1979, 173. 

Morri s 1979, 94-. 

Mo r r i s 1 98 1, 126. 

Beckensall 1983,97. 
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Old Bewick 17 Beckensall 1983,174. 

Poltalloch 15 Royal Commi ssion. 1988, 123. 

Torbhlaran 21 Royal Commi ssi on. 1988, 124-5. 

Looking at the comparisons; 7 of the sites have much greater 

variation than all the non-thinking tests, more than 100% in some 

cases. Out of the other three sites one only comes below all the 

tests, and the other two come below two of them only. Thus the 

comparison indicates that the rock sites may show more affinity to 

the thinking process than the non-thinking. 

There are however inaccuracies and variables in this 

comparison that are difficult to control. First, it is obviously a 

very different process to carve on rock than to draw quickly on a 

piece of paper, and the thought involved has a very different time 

scale. Second, no account was taken in the measurement, of the 

varying diameters of the Cup and Rings, or the number of concentric 

circles around each cup. In this comparison with sites, it might be 

more valid if the groups of children or other persons could be asked 

to actually place a variety of Cup and Rings in space, but this 

would require a much larger expenditure of time by the groups. There 

is also the very important point, that if one is putting down a 

symbol that needs careful construction and thought, such as a Cup 
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and Ring on paper, it may be very difficult to put it down or place 

it without some thought and intention. If this is so it could be 

even more true when carrying out the rather laborious task on stone. 

To summarise: I think that the tests above help to support 

the idea that considerable varied placing can come from careful 

thought, and often careful thought may lead to more variety and 

irregularity in spacing than when the shapes are placed without 

concern or thought. Although I do not think that this necessarily 

proves that the Cup and Rings were placed on the rock in carefully 

thought out positions, it certainly shows that they may have been, 

and that there is considerable likelihood that they were. It follows 

that the spaces between symbols and around symbols were also 

important 

Since I have been looking at the question of the distribution 

of points in space, this seems a relevant time to return to the idea 

of centre and periphery which I first mentioned in the introduction, 

and again with Christison's work. 

St rauss 0972, 134-152) claims t hat basi c princ i pI es can be 

found at various social levels and in different parts of a culture, 

in the spatial distribution of the village layout for example. 

Hillier et al (1976) also support this, a definite relation is seen 

between the village and town growth and distribution, and the social 

structure. From this we may ask whether the spatial distribution of 

people over the land may not reflect their spatial use in other 
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areas. In the case of the cultures that may have been ~ . + d aoSOCla.e 

with the Cup and Rings, we have little evidence of settlement 

patterns, but we may find spatial patterns with similarity between 

the distribution of the Cup and Ring sites and the distribution of 

the symbols on the individual rocks. 

With the concept of centre and periphery one needs to decide 

how one assesses the characteristics of the centre in the case of 

the Cup and Rings, or how one defines importances. In the case of 

other archaeological finds such as perhaps stone axes, this may be 

density of finds, or in other cases it may be the size and density 

of settlements. In two sketch maps based on Morris's work in Argyll, 

I have looked at two characteristics of the Cup and Ring engravings. 

First, sites with numbers of Cup and Ring symbols on the rock face, 

regardless of the number of concentric rings on each symbol. Second, 

sites where the greatest concentric rings on anyone symbol is the 

selective characteristic. It is interesting that there is a 

considerable correspondence between these two. 

If we look at the number of Cup and Ring symbols per site, 

three centres of importance appear in the Kilmartin area. These are 

Achnabreck with over 50 Cup and Rings on one rock and 39 on another, 

Ormaig with 60 Cup and Rings, and Cairnbaan with 17 on one rock and 

25 on another. Closely adjacent to these are sites of some 

i t I half this number of Cup and Rings on significance with approx rna e y 

th on the per iphery are sites with two or the rocks,while far er away 

less Cup and Rings. There is an interesting gap when moving south 
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away from these major centres, until one meets another group of 

smaller sites around Muasdale. Here the largest number of symbols at 

one site is about 11 at Low Clachaig, this is a rock that has been 

split into two halves and since the symbols are extremely faint and 

difficult to detect there could well have been more than 11, thus 

this rock might have been a little more imposing in the past than at 

the moment. This site might be seen as an outlying centre of lesser 

importance than those to the north, and there are a number of 

smaller sites nearbye with only 1 or 2 symbols on each. Always as I 

have said before excluding the Cup marks of which there are often 

quite a number. We could therefore be looking at a ceremonial or 

religious network of sites, with varying degrees of importance, 

including casual symbolic echoes on the periphery. At the structural 

level I think we can follow on from the points I made at the 

beginning of these three paragraphs. The distribution and spacing of 

these sites and their relative importance does seem to repeat on the 

larger scale the spatial relations that are found on the many 

individual rocks between the symbols. 

Following on from the above discussion, it is useful to look 

at the two maps of Lochgilphead and Kirkcudbright, which are also 

concerned with distribution in space. The Lochgilphead map shows the 

type of distribution that I mentioned earlier in the introduction 

under centre and periphery. Other finds such as cairns, cists, and 

standing stones are found close to the Cup and Ring sites that I 

think are important. Achnabreck has two standing stones within a 

kilometres distance to the south, and two more a little over two 
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kilometres to the north. Neolithic flints and a hammer stone were 

found approximately two kilometres to the south at the same place as 

the Badden cist slab. A Neolithic polished stone axe, chips from a 

similar axe, and some flint scrapers were found just under two 

kilometres to the west at Greag Ghlas. Even more impressive is the 

great concentration of all finds and petroglyph sites about 6 km 

north of Achnabreck and 1-2 km south of Kilmartin. 

From the figures for the Lochgilphead map 55, it can be 

noticed that the Cup and Rings seem to be especially close to 

chambered cairns, round cairns, standing stones, and cists. There 

are only 9 chambered cairns in the area, so closeness might not be 

expected so much as in the case of the round cairns where there are 

35; but 35 out of 43 petroglyph sites are less than a distance of 4 

km from the chambered cairns, and 22 less than 2km. Fifteen of the 

engraving sites, that is over one third of the total on the map, are 

less than 1 km from a standing stone, and 31, that is over two 

thirds of the total are less than 2km from a standing stone, while 

only 3 petroglyph sites are more than 4km from a standing stone. 

Petroglyphs are evenly distributed below the distance of 4 km 

in their proximity to cists, and only 5 are more than 4 km from a 

cist. 

There are 35 round cairns on the map, which is far more than 

the other finds, therefore it is more likely that a petroglyph site 

will be near a round cairn than the other finds. Eighteen Cup and 
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Ring sites are found less than lkm from a round cairn, 

sites, well over half the total, are less than 2km from 

and 28 

one. 

If we look at the remaining finds, excluding for the moment 

mining, one can notice that petroglyphs tend to be placed 

considerably closer to the Neolithic and non-metallic Bronze Age 

finds, whilst the Early and Late Bronze Age metalwork tends to be 

placed farther away from the rock art sites, and are nearer in 

distances to the patterns of distribution of the mining sites. One 

form of explanation is, that since the first group of finds are 

frequently found in burial situations, these are as we have seen 

closer to the engravings. However the Bronze Age metal finds may be 

associated more with the sources of ore, or since they are mobile 

items, lost while the owner is in transit or farther afield. 

As we see the mining or sources of ore which have been 

located, are only 5, and well over half the engravings are more than 

4km from these situations, and up to 20km in some cases. Thus to 

return to Morris's theory of prospecting, or the importance of the 

proximity to ore being a possible explanation for a function of the 

Cup and Rings. I have claimed earlier that the closeness between the 

Cup and Rings and mining sites is not a constant correlation for all 

the petroglyphs in the British Isles and Ireland, but we can see 

here that even in an area where ore sites are nearby, they are still 

relatively farther away from the Cup and Rings than other finds such 

as cists, standing stones, and cairns. Thus the theories of 
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explanation could more reasonably relate to one of these, if one is 

basing the explanation on proximity. 

It is Beckensall (1983) that claims the importance of the 

proximity of Cup and Rings to burial sites in Northumberland, and as 

I have indicated above this association could be supported from the 

Lochgilphead area. The majority of the Cup and Ring sites are less 

than 4km from a chambered cairn, round cairn, or cist. 

Turning now to the Kirkcudbright map 83 and figures, a close 

comparison with Lochgilphead may not be easy, as the kinds of 

recorded finds are different. With reference to the idea of centre 

and periphery. I think one would need to look at the area of the map 

in at least three sections, possibly four if one sees the west of 

Kirkudbright Bay as separate. First, the Whithorn peninsular south 

of Wigtowni second, the central coastal area to the west of Fleet 

Bay: and third, the area to the south east of Kirkudbright itself. 

It is not difficult to define sites with more importance from size 

and richness around Whihorn, such as Drumtroddan, or Broughton 

Mains, these could be seen as central. The same is true of the area 

south-east of Kirkudbright, where Townhead, High Banks, or even 

Newlaw Hill, could fulfil the rolei the latter site may well have 

been larger when carved, as it now consists of a number of 

fragments, half of which have interrupted or cut off symbols on 

their edges. The central area to the west of Fleet Bay is more 

problematic, as so many of the sites in the area consist of small 

stones or slabs, and few offer themselves as centres of importance. 
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If however what I suggested about Newlaw Hill was true of some of 

these fragments, there may have originally been a larger more 

complex site. Some of the fragments, now sometimes widely 

distributed or missing, may have belonged together. 

An important difference to the Lochgilphead map is that on 

the Kirkcudbright map there are nearly twice as many engraving 

sites, 84 in total. Fifty two of these Cup and Ring sites are less 

than 4 km from a cairn, a similar proportion to that found in the 

Lochgilphead area. On the Kirkcudbright map cairns are again the 

biggest number of finds except for the engravings, but in this case 

no distinction is made between the chambered and the round cairn, 

although there is every reason to believe that the chambered are 

well in the minority. 

A noticable difference to the Lochgilphead map is the far 

fewer number of standing stones, only 9 as compared to 22. Thus with 

the greater number of sites for Cup and Rings on the Kirkcudbright 

map it is not surprising that the distances between engraving sites 

and standing stones tend to be greater. Nevertheless there are still 

18 petroglyph sites less than 1 km from a standing stone, and 51 

less than 4km. Again with the Kirkcudbright map the tendency is for 

Bronze Age finds to be at a greater distance from the petroglyphs 

than burial sites or standing stones. 

I have produced a table for both Lochgilphead and 

Ki ht h · h . the question of distance and only looks rkcudbrig w lC 19nores 
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at heights. In the Lochgilphead area most find d t s, an pe roglyphs, 

are found between levels of 15-76m. There are a few finds and 

engravings below this level, but some of this land would have been 

covered by the sea in the various rises of sea level during the 

Neolithic and up to 1140 bc (Simmons and Tooley 1981,132), It would 

not have been continually covered, and low islands in sea marshes 

are always possible. 

The situation of the areas covered by the Kirkcudbright map 

is a little different. Although most other finds do tend to be found 

below 100m and quite a proportion below 50m, the petroglyph sites 

differ somewhat. Two thirds are below 100m, but there are still a 

considerable number which appear above 100m, and some above 150m. 

To summarise the figures and findings from these two maps, 

although I find that I am unable to reach any concrete conclusions, 

they do tend to make me more doubtful of any actual causal relation 

between the Cup and Rings and mining sites, or sources of ore. I 

would tend to side more with Walker's (1974) idea that petroglyph 

sites were adjacent to settlement areas, as yet not closely defined 

however, which were dictated by height and environment. It would 

seem to be the land between 15-100m that was most popular in these 

areas. If as Beckensall claims, there is a close spatial proximity 

between engravings and burial sites in Northumberland, I think there 

is some support for that idea from these two maps. This need not 

indicate a direct ritualistic or ceremonial relationship, but merely 

two activities happening as part of a single culture in a common 
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settlement area. It is a major claim of the th"?sis that if the 

activities were within one culture, they would both exhibit similar 

symbolic structural principles, and this is a matter for future 

research. It may be that if the correlation is accepted, the rock 

engravings have useful information to provide about the focus of 

activities that are non-figurative. 

I will now turn from looking at spatial distribution over an 

area, to the use of space on the rock face and the immediate 

surroundings. To do this I will look at the work of Conkey (1982) 

and the questions about space that it raises. This is important 

because there is a tendency in many writers to detail their 

particular attributes and contexts, and assume a general 

applicability to other prehistoric provinces. Such a trend should be 

resisted. For Conkey space in a sign presentation is not arbitrary, 

" it follows that in the construction of a field in which 

the visual image is placed, a field that corresponds to a segment of 

space, we can expect to find models of some aspects of the cognitive 

and cultural matrix of the makers and intended viewers" <1982,119). 

Conkey focuses on Palaeolithic cave paintings and mobile 

carvings, and sees most work falling into her categories of, 

" an unbounded or floating design. Then there can be an 

image that is contained in and isomorphic with the medium ___ " 

<1982, 122). 
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She claims a lack of differentiation of levels and strong 

iconicity (sharing properties between the image and what it 

represents) in most Palaeolithic art, without any frame or boundary. 

However some is seen to fall into her second category, where scale 

and fit of image is controlled by the ground or medium. Some images 

can straddle these categories, such as the Altimira animals painted 

on the rock bosses of the cave ceiling, to give relief, or the P~che 

Merle horse using the shape of the rock for its head; there are many 

other examples. 

It is these charateristics in the use of space, in addition 

to the tight fit between image and media, which lead her to identify 

the systemic or cultural principles of • continuity, permanence, and 

timelessness' . 

It is difficult to identify very closely with this analYSis 

when looking at the Cup and Ring petroglyphs. There is no apparent 

strong iconicity, and thus the concept of undifferentiated levels is 

hardly applicable. Compared to the often vast expanses of cave wall 

we cannot claim that the usual rock surface of most Cup and Ring 

engravings is unbounded or unframed. Quite the contrary, the 

engravings on many of the larger rocks seem to demonstrate an 

awareness of the rock edges, from the continuing spatial proportions 

between the images themselves and the rock edge. Examples are the 

two stones at West Horton North <fig. F4, 7), or at Fowberry Moor 

(fig.F9), and the superb stone at Derrynablaha <fig. H7,8,9), see 

also the tracings in the folder. 
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Looking at the smaller stones with tight fit t ing images such 

as the ' Prince of Wales Feathers' and the other unusual • boat' shape 

carving at Torrs, Galloway (Morris 1979,165-6), (fig.C6,9), one 

again feels that the scale and fit of the image onto the ground is 

all important. As I have said, however, caution is necessary, as 

many small stones are only fragments. 

It is interesting to note that the relief of the surface is 

sometimes used to enhance the solidarity of the image; in Galicia 

there are examples of Cups and Concentric Rings fitting snuggly over 

smooth rounded protuberances, giving almost a three dimensional or 

at least relief image. (See for example, illustration from Parades 

and Fentans, Campo Lameiroj or Pedra da Beillosa, Fragas, the same 

area (fig. 18, J6». In Scotland the best example of using the relief 

of the rock is found at High Banks, Galloway, (Morris 1979,113), 

(fig.Cl,2,5). Although there might be a temptation to see a female 

symbolism in some of the Galician examples. I would not think it 

profitable to pursue the point farther. 

Conkey arrives at concepts of • continuity, timelessness, and 

permanence,' but there are fundamental differences between the 

earlier Palaeolithic images and the Cup and Rings, and therefore I 

feel that we can only use Conkey's work at best as a starting point 

for an analysis of the use of space in the Cup and Ring system. 

I would suggest that with the Cup and Rings there is a 

d but essentially it is not symmetrical. control of space and or er, 
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but takes differing forms; the space within the concentric circles 

may be precise and involve a mathematical type of progression, or 

repeat. The use of space surrounding the symbols although different 

is not necessarily thoughtless and random as I tried to show with 

the childrens' work. It is not limitless or unbounded. It is known 

space of almost infinitely variable divisions, but the variability 

is intentional and controlled. Indeed if one looks at the use of 

space on many larger stones, one can argue that it is the complete 

denial of symmetry, and it is this denial that is an important part 

of the non-verbal 'message' or 'statement'. See illustrations of 

Pedra Lomba da Costa, S. Xurxo de Sacos, Galicia (fig. 11,2); or the 

rock from Derrynablaha, Kerry (fig. H7,8,9, and the tracings). 

However within the images the opposite is true, here one has very 

accurately stated concentricity around a concave focal pOint. 

Frequently a linkage between these structurally precise elements is 

present, in the form of one or sometimes more radial lines; these 

cross the definitely structured space and enter the variability of 

the external space, or of course vice versa (fig.A8, lO,F2,3, 12); 

this can be seen clearly in the tracings of Derrynablaha and Lake 

Coomasaharn in the folder. 

Therefore, unlike Conkey's statements regarding the 

Palaeolithic, with the Cup and Ring we have differentiated areas or 

fields: the closely structured concentric rings, the variable 

external space surrounding them, and finally the external infinite 

limitless world external to the stone. 
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It is these factors which are constants throughout the 

vocabulary of the Cup and Rings, and to this must be added the 

notable fact that superimposition hardly ever appears. 

Superimposition or undifferentiated redundancy reinforces for Conkey 

the concept of timelessness and continuance, it can also illustrate 

ambiguity and uncertainty, or more important paradox. Thus its 

almost complete absence with the Cup and Rings would seem 

meaningful. These carvings are extremely confident statements of 

considerable precision and, unlike much Palaeolithic cave art, are 

not hidden away in 'another world', possibly infrequently visited. 

Cup and Ring carvings are invariably found in very exposed 

situations. I cannot remember ever visiting a Cup and Ring site that 

was hidden in any way by the terrain, although of course some are 

closed in by trees or foliage, but even this is quite rare. As we 

have seen when discussing the two maps of Lochgilphead and 

Kirkudbright, although engravings are not frequently found on the 

very high ground, they are very often on a raised up area which has 

a panoramic view in at least one direction. This is equally true of 

the English sites which tend to be on not necessarily high ground, 

but in positions which command good views. In Galicia one finds a 

similar situation, petroglyphs are seldom hidden away in the valley. 

more often they are found on the higher hills or plateau of about 1-

150m, or on the exposed hill side or shoulder. This is Morris's 

opinion also, 

"The carved outcrops are nearly always situated where they 

can be seen from quite long distances all round, or perhaps one 
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should say, where the sun can reach them for most of the day" 

<Morris 1979,14-). 

This is the third limitless unbounded space in which the 

stone is set, not equating precisely to Conkey's concept of other 

worldiness, the 'elsewhere', or 'not here' of the hidden cave 

paintings. The 'out there' might well illustrate aspects of 

continuation and permanence, but within the known world other 

increasingly more controlled and finite space and time existed for 

the Cup and Ring makers. 

Looking again at the tightly structured space of the cupule 

and concentric circle (see the large rubbing of the engraving at 

Gled Law, Northumberland in the folder as an illustration of this 

point), surrounded by the variable space outside, we are led away 

from the concept of total 'continuance' in Conkey's work, towards 

thoughts of the dualism or bipartisanship found in Leroi-Gourhan's 

analysis (1968), or, as Alan Hanson (1983) claims, one of the 

dominating principles of Maori culture. However my argument for the 

Cup and Rings is that we should include the external space around 

the rock, and this could lead to three levels, or a triadic 

structure. Levi-Strauss (1972,134--5,149-52) illustrates how both the 

diadic and the triadic structures can exist within one culture, 

although the diadic may be seen as the more obvious. This spatial 

model can then be developed to a greater complexity, as an expanding 

continuum, from the tightly controlled and absolutely finite Cup 

mark, surrounded by precisely delineated concentric space, this in 
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turn expanding into the immediate variabill'ty of it d s surroun s, 

which in turn expands into the limitless continuing infinite, 

Here it is helpful to look at the work of Hillier et al 

(1976) on Space Syntax. As with a number of other writers mentioned 

previously they see a structural concurrence or congruence between 

parts of the social system including, all important to them, 

perception and concepts of space. 

"In this perspective a key relationship comes to the fore; 

the relationship between the formal structure of what there is to be 

known (for example, the patterns of space organisation, patterns of 

social networks, and so on), and the formal mental structures by 

which these are known or recognised. It is then an obvious 

hypothesis that the same formal structure could account for both" 

<1976,14-8). 

To a large extent the Cup and Rings can be fitted into a 

morphological language. For Hillier et al a morphological language 

differs from both a natural langudge, the verbal, which represents 

the real world, having a large lexicon and minimal short 

conventional grammar permitting infinite sentence constructions; and 

the mathematical language which has a very small lexicon but a large 

syntax and structure that may be developed, An important point is 

that this mathematical language is useless for representing the real 

world as it appears, being only able to represent its own structure. 
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Morphic language differs but not absolutely from both. 

"From natural languages morphic languages take the property 

of being realised in the experiental world, of being creatively used 

for social purposes (or permitting rule governed creativity) and of 

being constitutive rather than representative of the social" 

<1976,152). 

It is useful to pursue this idea a little in relation to the 

Cup and Rings, that is as a space organisation constitutive of the 

social. It is quite feasible to read the engravings at the level of 

a morphic language, whilst not denying that they may have 

communicated a more wordly or even semi-iconic meaning at a 

different level. 

First we look at Hillier et aI's most simple level of space 

language, 'the minimum set up'. That is the morphic language without 

its syntax, or operating randomly. The syntax being, 

" --- a set of elementary objects, relations and operations, 

capable of being combined to form rule structures to resist the 

randomness of t he mini mum set up" <1976, 150). 

Therefore the minimum set up is a carrier space, and secondly 

an ongoing process of production, which marks segments of the 

surface space and differentiates them from the remainder. but 
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without relation between one marking and the next, hence random. 

Nevertheless as Hillier et al state , 

" __ _ 
we may treat randomness as a special case of pattern" 

<1976,150). 

This description is an alternative way of looking at the use 

of space by the Cup and Ring makers - an intentional variability, 

one might sayan intentional randomness. This may be a contradiction 

to some extent, but in the creation of visual form it is acceptable, 

and seems to be a fundamental concept for the Cup and Ring 

engravings that we cannot totally ignore. 

Previously I suggested that by looking at some of the major 

stones one can conclude from the use of space and scale that there 

was an awareness of the boundaries of the rock, on the part of the 

Cup and Ring engraver, when he placed his forms in space. Although 

difficult to prove, I suggested that the idea is supported by the 

proportions of space between the edge and the nearest forms, and 

that between the forms themselves, that is the total allocation over 

the rock. 

If one looks at other larger engraved rocks this idea does 

not always hold up. For example on Southannan, Ayr, (Morris 

1981, 33), or perhaps Bal uachraig ,Ki lmnart in, (Morri s, 1977, 57). 

the groupings are concentrated, then there is a large 

. t between them and the other groups, or the disproportionate dlS ance 
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edge of the rock. A good example can be seen in one of the tracings 

of the rocks at Lake Coomasaharn in the folder, where the two Cup 

and Ring forms and the pitted and broken forms accompanying them 

make a rough diagonal across the part of the rock that is traced; 

there is a large part of the rock not engraved. Possibly in cases 

where there are different groups they could have been carved at 

different times, or if done at the same time there could still be a 

relationship between the Signs, possibly at a different level of 

meaning, but we need another description of the way the grouping or 

random placing is achieved. Here again Hillier et 81 can be helpful. 

Referring to their minimum'set up', they give a description 

of the way the 'carrier space' can be created without obvious 

boundaries - I think the long quote is justified. 

"The first object is placed at random, and then another an 

arbitrary distance away, in an arbitrary direction, possibly 

following topological or resources constraints. By this time it is 

possible for the third object to treat the zone within which the 

first pair can be thought to lie as the carrier space to which it 

will relate. As the process develops, each object as it is placed 

will either be surrounded at some distance by other objects, in 

which case it will not be near the edge of the carrier space, or it 

1 tl d d by other obJ'ects, ,in which case it will be on y par y surroun e 

will be near the edge or even outside. if this latter case arises, 

then the next object will be placed back in the region of the other 
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objects in order to follow the rule of bel . t th onglng 0 e carrier 

space" <1976, 164). 

Thus a minimum structure is acquired similar to that which is 

given by Rene Thom in his description of the formation of a cloud of 

mosquitoes, referred to by Hillier et al . 

.. If each mosquito while moving randomly with respect to each 

other mosquito sees half of his field of vision free of mosquitoes, 

he moves in the direction of the mosquitoes" <1975,319). 

These processes lead to a minimum syntactic rule for a 

coherent spatial use. With this rule the carrier space can be 

defined even when no boundaries are present or acknowledged. 

Moving now to the objects in the carrier space, or what 

Hillier et al denote as discontinuous space, the first concentric 

model is at their level four syntax, thus having far more complexity 

than the minimum space it is set in. Interestingly it is defined as 

a sequence leading to 'deepest space', and architecturally has 

normally tended to appear in sacred buildings. Concentric models 

with various arrangements of internal units, are given even higher 

and more complicated syntax grading by Hillier et al. The Cup and 

Ring groupings at Ormaig would equate to this (Morris 1977,113), 

(fig. B4,M) As can be seen in the large illustration, the dominant 

and rather unusual form here is the central cup mark surrounded by a 

quite precise and symmetrical ring of other cup marks, which in turn 
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is surrounded by a concentric circle This form th . appears on e rock 

seven times in different sizes, the largest being approximately 30cm 

across; it is accompanied by numerous cup marks and cups with single 

rings. The only other rocks which have forms that are similar is the 

Auchenlarie stone, Kirkcudbrightshire (fig. C3), Anati's stone 

number 10 at Derrynablaha (fig. Hl), which I discussed in the 

chapter on Literature, and a single poor example at two other sites, 

Duncroisk (Morris 1981,57), and Greenland (Morris 1981,102). In 

addition grouped cup marks enclosed within concentric circles are 

quite common in the Vigo area of Galicia (fig.J1, 2, 13, 4) (Goberna 

1984) . 

Thinking in spatial terms again, we can say that the Cup and 

Ring forms are set first in an outside area of limitless space and 

time, whilst the rock space itself is defined by a minimum random 

pattern with a very basic syntax, but in some cases I suggest more 

intentional spacing is probable. However the forms themselves are at 

varying levels of complexity with an intentional and rational use of 

controlled space. 

One final important point I will extract from Hillier et a1 

is the illustration from their simple minimal syntax, that each 

object not only contributes its own discontinuous space, but also 

its own pathway to the next object. A network of routes then forms. 

This may be compared to the connections between forms at Achnabreck 

(Morris 1977,36), <fig. A8), or Townhead (Morris 1979,172-3) 

(fig. e7, 10) or the three fine complex Cup and Rings at Weetwood Moor 
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which are joined to each other by a linear groove, and are then in 

turn joined to more distant Cup and Rings on the other side of the 

rock (fig. D10). Again there are also clear examples of this in the 

tracings of the rocks at Derrynablaha and Lake Coomasaharn in the 

folder. 

It is interesting how common is the presence of the radial 

groove or gap into the concentric rings. Although Morris (1981,167) 

claims that over half the Cup and Rings in his three areas do not 

have radial grooves or gaps, he is counting individual forms, and 

also excluding Cup marks with grooves coming from them. If we look 

again at Morris's three areas, but take note of only site groupings, 

we obtain a different picture. Looking at Argyll, out of 81 sites or 

groups of engravings, 23 do not have a Cup and Ring with a radial 

groove, gap, or Cup mark with an extended line. However out of 

these, 9 groups are made up of non Cup and Ring designs, that is 

lozenge axes etc, and others are all rather broken fragments or have 

only one or two simple single rings. In the Galloway region, out of 

112 sites only 15 do not have a gapped or radial grooved ring; some 

of these are unusual, such as rings and no Cup mark, and again 

others are smallish broken fragments. Lastly for South Scotland, 

Morris gives 120 groupings or sites. I count about 17 that do not 

have a concentric circle with gap or radial groove, or Cup mark with 

a tail, but the same reservations can be applied to these. 
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When we look more closely at the grammar of the Cup and 

Rings, and attempt to summarise some possible conclusions, I will 

return to this question. 

The relation between spatial use and social structure is no 

simple one. At times it may work inversely, see Hillier et al 

<1976,180); or at other times spatial use may appear deceptively 

simple in relation to complex social relations (Levi-Strauss 

1972,132-62)j but I have noted these contradictory possibilities in 

relation to the total system a little earlier. 

We can now refer again to the two polarised typologies of 

Durkheim, which I referred to in my chapter on Art and Social 

Relations. These are Mechanistic solidarity and Organic solidarity, 

the former holds together groups of individuals by a strong common 

belief system with symbolic expression and punitive control, whilst 

the latter consists of differentiated individuals, with the division 

of labour, and unity from functional dependence. 

The Mechanistic type more often relates to the open 

unstructured spatial patternj cohesion and tight unity stems from 

the deeply penetrating symbolic expression, plus punitive 

reinforcement. In this case space may be seen to alleviate the 

strong social tensions of the smaller cell. 

With Organic solidarity lacking the common belief system and 

punitive reinforcement, it would seem that the structured spatial 
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model restrained by external boundaries becomes more prevalent. here 

spatial use serves to support social cohesion in the less structured 

social situation. 

In the first model of Mechanistic solidarity, although the 

'carrier space' or ground may lack limitation and structure, 

cellular units will conform to the tight common belief system, and 

show considerable global unity in form, although dimensions may well 

vary. 

I have looked at the question of space in some detail since I 

see it as a fundamental aspect of the symbolic system, indeed one 

can see the creation of forms as the defining of space. I will now 

proceed to the grammatical syntax, or the rules controlling the 

designs. 

An Exploration of a Grammatical Syntax. 

Moving from the use of space, we can now focus more on the 

construction of the vocabulary of forms. which at first sight and 

even after considerable examination can appear as an almost 

unlimited variation on a very simple theme. Certainly the lexican of 

the grammar is small. 

A major problem of attempting to form operations for the 

grammatical rules, a syntax or what Faris <1972.101) calls his 
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generative algorithm, is that the Cup and Rings have little symmetry 

between forms in scale or size, as we have already discussed; and 

when present radial lines which may connect forms can be guilty of 

infinite meandering, and at times not connecting. However the all 

over identity of the engravings, and their common characteristics do 

indicate a syntax or grammar, although we may find that the rules 

are of a probabalistic nature. 

We can follow two approaches, neither of which seem fully 

adequate alone, but together help us to see aspects of the structure 

underlying the visual vocabulary. First, as stated above, utilising 

the approach of Faris, and Hodder (1982,179), and then that used by 

Munn <1966, 1973). 

of 

First we set a lexicon of basic shapes as below; they could 

course be broken down into smaller sections. 

• 000 )7 S 
A B C D E F 

• 1) Choose Cup mark A. 

a) Connected repeats, horizontal • •• 
I , vertical 

diagonally 

b) Choose spacing, units of quarter Cup marks . 

••• 
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c) Repeat Cup marks, horizontal 

vertical 

diagonal 

••• 
• • • -. • 

2) Choose larger or smaller Cup marks A. 

processes as above. 

3) Choose element BCDE. 

ee 
•• 

•• •• • 

a) To surround Cup mark or marks, at 1~ Cup marks space 

b) Continue with BC or E, to give concentric rings 

outwards. @) 
NB. Choice will depend on the first choice in a) to avoid 

., 

superimposi t ion. 

4) Revert back to any Cup mark. Choose element F. 

a) Extend from the Cup mark, horizontal 

vertical 

diagonal. 

b) Continue horizontal 

vertical 

di agonal. 
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NB. More variation could be introduced into the last 

operation by using a selection of curved shaped lines of 

different lengths, and increasing the concepts of 
", 

horizontal, vertical, diagonal, to smalier bisected angles 

of direction. 

If the aim was to test this development on a computerised 

system, random spacing could be chosen between the constructed 

forms; or a chosen variation of space, built up from very small 

chosen dimensions. 

Beyond this broad grammatical approach I have suggested, one 

would still have to admit to residual quantities, such as the spiral 

or the non-circular enclosing shape; for example the soft cornered. 

triangle or rectangle, also the very few figurative forms. Since 

these categories are so few they could either be designated as 

'foreign aquisitions', or with more complication built in as optiqns 

within the grammar. If we look again at Morris <1981,166), in 

Galloway, Argyll, and South Scotland, the spiral only appears 27 

times out of approximately 1921 other forms. Other motifs such as 

the few figurative have an even smaller proportion. '. 

We looked earlier in this chapter at Munn's work with the 

Walbiri (1966,73). If we now look at the way she approaches a 

grammar, we will find that she arrives at a similar result to Faris 

and the above approach, but by somewhat different metho~s, 
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Munn commences with the identification of core symbols, these 

tend to have non-specific meanings or are discontinuous categories. 

Virtually a simplified shape, which may then relate to a wide range 

of phenomena which have a visual affinity to that shape. 

It is useful to realise that this high degree of generality 

is not only found in Walbiri symbolsj we saw it earlier in Turner's 

work <1967,20-25), and Boas <1955,103-4), when looking at the symbols 

of the Arapho, illustrates that not only do symbols have a variety 

of meanings, but one meaning may have a variety of symbols. 

In the case of the Walbiri the specificity of these core 

symbols can be narrowed down to a more precise meaning by the 

construction of a visual context, that is by the addition of a 

choice from a much wider variety of forms or adjuncts. Thus the 

final complex composite categories are arrived at, and there is 

movement from the discontinuous categories to the continuous. 

If we look at the less complex vocabulary of the Cup and Ring 

engravings, it is possible to apply a simpler model. 

We may denote the Cup mark as the core symbol, then the 

adjunct forms can be seen as:-

Varieties of line:-
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Circles:- o 

Or perhaps elongated ovals, c ) 

and very occasionally soft rectangles or triangles. 

o 
The actual groupings of the Cup and Rings on rocks may then 

be seen as developments in degrees of complexity. To what extent we 

can extend the analogy to hypothesising on degrees of specificity of 

meaning, with regard to the Cup and Ring petroglyphs, I will refer 

to belo~ 

An Approach to a Typology 

I have frequently been using as illustrations in my 

discussions the more complex rocks, but many others contain far 

simpler groups of forms. Whilst still attempting to remember our 

reservations about the completeness of many rocks. if we look again 

at our approach to syntax, especially Munn's model, it may be 

possible to pursue a little farther some of the ideas I mentioned in 

the chapter on literature and elsewhere. That is to make a 

distinction between groups of forms at different sites, and their 
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development to varying degrees of complexity. we may then be in a 

position to move towards a basic tentative typology. 

There are many rocks in the British Isles and Galicia which 

have only Cup marks. In Scotland these far outnumber rocks with the 

more complex designs <Morris 1981,166). Whether some originally 

posessed concentric rings and these have been worn away, is a point 

I mentioned previously. 

1) These forms can be seen as basic core symbols, possible 

with very diffuse meaning. 

2) Other rocks have a slightly more developed Cup mark, with 

adjuncts of short linear extensions, occasionally single concentric 

circles, keyholes or the elongated oval; see Kilmichael Glassary 

(Morris 1977,100), (fig.B5,6,7), or on Ballymeanoch standing stone 

<Morris 1977,55), (fig. B1) or the slab stone from Upper Newton, 

Galloway (fig. C4). 

3) Further groupings are distinct from 2) above. Cup marks 

may have a simple concentric ring or none, but the linear adjuncts 

are very long, and sometimes join each other, but when flowing back 

down the rock give a plant like formation. See Lake Coomasaharan 

Kerry, (f ig. G1, H4), or Lordenshaws, (Beckensall 1983,207). 

(fig.E2,7). 
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4) On some rocks these simple forms may be joined by linear 

adjuncts creating quite complex networks, t or non- ypical forms, see 

Torrs (Morris 1979,165) (fig. fl·g. C6), the . slngle free stone found on 

Baildon Moor, Yorks (Hadingham 197 A , 5 A ), (f' K3 
't- 't- 19.), and in Galicia, 

Gandara Gll, Chain Gondomar (Goberna 1984,68), (fig.13). 

5) A further stage are the rocks with the simplest of Cup and 

Rings, usually only one or two rings, and with simple cup marks 

associated. See Cairnbaarn 1 (Morris 1977,63-4), (fig, B9, 10), or 

the Badger rock at 11kley for a more structured example. 

6) Some larger stones have groups of enclosed Cup marks, as 

opposed to the one cup of most concentric circles; although the 

latter and other forms may be present as well. For example Dodd Law 

Northumberland (Beckensall 1983,77-8), (fig.D1,2,5), also the 

Horseshoe rock at Lordenshaws (Beckensall 1983,203), (fig.E3); these 

forms are also common in the Vigo area of Galicia (Goberna 1984,69) 

(Jl,2), as I mentioned when discussing Ormaig earlier in the 

chapter, and therefore following from that discussion one might 

include the rosette form from Ormaig as a subsidery of this stage. 

7) After the previous stages, one can place the more complex 

designs which are usually on the medium size or larger rocks, They 

can be divided into two types; the first can be noted for its 

variety of different Cup and Ring designs, mainly by scale and 

number of rings, but essentially on this type of rock the space 

between forms is minimal and the feeling over all is of compactness. 
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See 01 d Bewick (Beckensall 1983, 173-4), (Fig. E5, 6), Boho, Fermana.s~. 

(fig.N,O), West Horton (Beckensall 1983,99), (fig.F7), 

or the tightly spaced forms on the different levels at Boheh, Co. 

Mayo (fig. G8, 9, 10). The second is 8). 

8) This will again include the larger and more complex 

designs, but the difference with this type and 7) is mainly in the 

use of space. In this case one has a definite feeling of space 

between the Cup and Ring designs of varying development. I think the 

rock at Derrynablaha (fig.H7,8,9) (see also the four tracings of 

this rock in the folder)is a good example. Although some of the Cup 

marks have a character and shape of their own, and one or two other 

forms are unique, the fine rock at Magheranaul must come into this 

type, unfortunately fig. G2 only gives a detail. The rock at 

Weetwood Moor in Northumberland, site 3 (Beckensall 1983,115), 

(fig.D10) is a good example. In Galicia the presense of other forms 

besides the Cup and Rings causes a complication, but if for the 

moment we ignore them or select rocks where they are not present, a 

rock such as that at Fentans (fig.I5) could be placed in this 

cat egory. 

The number of concentric rings around a cup mark is one 

aspect of grammatical development or complexity. Morris gives us 

some figures for the numbers of concentric rings. 

In Galloway where he lists 111 rocks, having excluded those 

with only Cup marks, he claims, 

-277-



Sites with maximum one ring 

Sites " " two rings 

Sites " " three rings 

Sites " " four or more 

In Argyll Morris lists 81 rock sites 

Sites with maximum one ring 

Sites " 1\ two rings 

Sites " " three or more -

, 

17 

16 

11 

47. 

26 

14 

10. 

Although it is not my purpose to explore these figures in 

detail, it would seem that Argyll has more simpler sites which have 

forms with only one ring, when compared to Galloway and South 

Scotland (Morris 1981,166). Whereas Galloway appears to have more 

sites with the larger number of rings. However at the top end of the 

scale, as Morris points out ,II Of cups-and-nine-rings there are only 

six examples- two each in Argyll, Galloway, and Western Scotland" 

(Morris 1981,165). 

9) Finally one could place in group 9 the really larger 

sites, such as the often mentioned Achnabreck. I think we would 

include Roughting Linn, certainly in its original state before 

quarrying; and in Galicia the larger sites such as Laxe das Rodas, 

Cotobade <fig. 11, 2), or Laxe do Outeiro do Cogoludo, Paredes 

(fig. 19, 10, J5) (Alen and Santos 1980,25 and 51), 
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At Achnabreck there are at least fifty Cup and Rings, some up 

to 80cm in diameter, and some forms with nine, eight, or seven 

concentric ringsj many have multiple radial grooves, at times making 

connections with other forms (Morris 1970-1,103). Portalloch 

(fig. A3,6) a few miles away has more weathered but highly developed 

groups of 23 Cup and Rings with one of the largest in Scotland, 84cm 

diameter. There are many examples of complex large sites in Galicia 

in addition to those mentioned, but many as I have mentioned have 

other forms to complicate any common grammar. 

Therefore although the transition between groups and 

developments of forms can be seen as gradual, different levels of 

development can be perceived, as opposed to merely differences 

between the forms, and these developments can be related to the 

simple grammar or syntax which has been suggested. 

It is perhaps with the comparison between extremes that the 

difference is most clear, as I discussed in the previous chapter on 

Chronology, comparing Kilmichael Glassary with Achnabreck, only a 

mile or two apart. 

From my previous suggestions we are then left with a number 

of possible hypothesis or conclusions. 

First, the varying statements on different rocks, indicated 

by the different levels of syntactic development, could well be an 
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indication of temporal or chronological change. This was a common 

conclusion in past literature. See for example Raistrick (1935). 

Second, they could be an indication of different subcultures, 

with perhaps a fundamental common core belief system, coexisting 

through time and space. 

Third, it might indicate the continuation of a common belief 

system through considerable time and space; with varying statements 

made on different rocks, stemming from the common grammar and 

syntax. Core and periphery concepts might apply more to this theory 

than the others, although subcultural expressions might also express 

in a more complex way the core-periphery concept. 

These three categories need not be completely exclusive. 

As I stated above the Galician carvings normally have an 

obvious variance of the deer form. Some such as Anati (1968) have 

attempted to see this as chronologically detached. Elsewhere under 

Chronology I have discussed this, and favour seeing the Cup and 

Rings and deer forms in Galicia as contemporary, but nevertheless 

post-dating the beginnings of the Cup and Rings in the British 

Isles. The concept of a culture with considerable structural 

affinities and similarities to those in the British Isles is a 

possible way of accounting for the Galician. 

other variations such as the wide flat bottomed cup marks in 

Donegal <fig. G2, 4, 5) (see also the tracing of the Magheranaul rock 
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in the folder) and the rectangle with infilling (fig.G3). might be 

accounted for as sub-cultural variations. I would prefer to see the 

occasional appearance of the spiral (fig.A5) on the natural rock in 

the British Isles as a result of external cultural contacts. 

possibly with links to the megalithic building traditions of 

Ireland. 

Summary. 

It is I feel essential to emphasise again at this final 

stage that many rocks with carvings on them are only fragments, 

which by the breaks across forms lead us to believe that we are only 

receiving portions of the groupings or any non-verbal 'message'. 

Many of the carvings found in or as parts of cists, as I mentioned 

in the chapter on Chronology, were possibly carved at a considerably 

earlier date than the cist, and then trimmed to fit. On the other 

hand some stones as already mentioned, such as Achnabreck and a 

number of large sites in Galicia <fig. J9, 10) and others in the 

British Isles, give us every reason to believe that they are the 

original complete rock. There are many in between examples of course 

that we cannot be certain about. 

In the discussion on spatial use I suggested that we had 

arrived at a three level spatial identity with the Cup and Ring 

carvings. First the external infinite and continuous space outside 

the rocks, the space in which they are set. Although normally not at 

a great height, seven out of eight sites are under 200m or about 660 
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ft. (Morris1981, 169); it appears that the rton h' . ~ es were c osen ln 

positions which frequently had a panoramic view, thus emphasising 

the infinite space. 

The second level of space, is the use of space on the rocks 

in which the forms are set. This as we have seen, although used 

almost intentionally to emphasise random spacing, does frequently 

seem to acknowledge the borders, or the finite nature of the block. 

Thus although not divided and structured in an obvious way, it is 

still not reflecting the continuous infinite that Conkey referred 

to. Therefore it is seen as finite and non-continuous. 

It is the third form of spatial use which exhibits the high 

degree of structure and symmetry, in the concentric evenly spaced 

repeats of the circles, or the simpler enclosed Cup marks. 

Although ostensibly we appear to have a triadic model of 

opposition, if one chooses to ignore the external space as not 'man-

made', one is left with a dual opposition, and a diadic structure on 

the rock itself. Thus there is some ambiguity between the diadic and 

triadic. This ambiguity was noted in the work of Levi-Strauss 

<1972,134-5,149-152) that I mentioned earlier in the chapter. If we 

again refer to his work, we see that the concentric circle does not 

necessarily lead to a symmetrical diadic model of social/cultural 

structure; the tendency, as stated before, is for the central area 

to be unequal to the external, unless divisions are made 

diametrically. Following Levi-Strauss's lead, the concentric space 
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models often subsume triadi~ i 1 - soc a structure within the diadic. 

Therefore it follows that if we are working from some of the more 

developed complex forms of multiple concentric circles. we might 

hypothesise a cultural background with a considerable degree of 

complexity, with reference to social divisions and kinship patterns, 

maintained by a Durkheim type Mechanical solidarity. 

Although any such hypothesis must be extremely tenuous, and 

needing much support of a contextual nature, it may hint at a more 

developed, complex, and even larger social groupings in the second 

and third millennium than has previously been supposed. 

With the Cup and Ring engraVings, a diametric division seldom 

appears, although an example can be seen at Buttony <Beckensall 

1983,93-4), and at some of the larger Galician sites such as Laxe das 

Rodas <fig. 11,2); much more common is the radial line or lines 

from the centre, which may join other radial lines from other forms, 

an interesting example is the Barrow stone, Weetwood Moor, 

Northumberland (fig. F1).This radial line may take a a gapped path 

through the concentric rings, see the top part of fig.D3, or the 

smaller Cup and Rings at Poltalloch (fig.A3)j on other occasions the 

line simply traverses the rings out from the central cup mark 

(fig, AIO), Sometimes more than one line may be present creating a 

wedge shape into the centre, again the Barrow stone mentioned above 

is a good example (fig,F1)j another interesting rock with this wedge 

shape is that at Chain Gondomar, Vi go, Galicia (fig. J2), In a 

may merely run away from an isolated cup mark simpler form this line 
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without any concentric ring being present; the rock at Lordenshaws 

gives a large scale example (fig.E7). If this line is very short, 

one is left with a form resembling a comma or a truncated 

exclamation mark (fig. B5, 6, 7) (Morris 1977,1(1). 

This radial line from the Cup mark, with or without 

concentric circle, seems to make a very definite statement about 

I inside and outside ' , moving from one space to another, one world to 

another; there is invariably a descent into the Cup, or from the 

space outside in to it. This in other societies has indicated the 

internal/external world, male/female; or looking at abstract 

principles, between the strongly defined and structured finite, and 

the less controlled infinite; or between the biological sphere and 

the cosmic. 

In this chapter I have attempted to put forward some ideas on 

a way forward with the Cup and Ring petroglyphs, in order to 

investigate some aspects of their cultural origins or relationsi 

essentially the aim was to identify some structural symbolic 

principles. Some evidence for diadic models of dualism, which may 

well subsume more complex triadic models, emerged from the analysis 

of spatial use and form. The dualism could be wide ranging in the 

cultural context, with a strong emphasis coming through in many 

groupings of an inside/outside movement, and the ever present 

contrasting use of space. This as we have seen could have important 

implications for cultural relations. 
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Further investigation and support for these ideas can be 

sought in other symbolic fields. One major difficulty will always be 

the lack of an accurate or precise chronology. Nevertheless as we 

have seen the Cup and Rings may have spanned a time range from 

3200BC to lOOAD. Certainly most authorities place them in the 1-

2000BC span or a little earlier. Therefore it seems legitimate to 

discuss in the context of the Cup and Rings other symbolic forms 

which appear to have first a chronological affinity and also a 

formal affinity. 

The relation between the Cup and Rings and Megalithic art has 

been discussed at some length in the chapter on Chronology. 

Interesting questions of overlap arise, but the Cup and Ring 

engravings can be seen to continue long after the flowering of 

Megalithic art, well into the Bronze Age. 

I have looked at the question of the apparent distinction 

between decoration on the gold artifacts (fig.L3),or that on the 

Beakers. Any in depth comparative analysis is beyond the scope of 

this research, but I hope my approach may have suggested the need 

for such studies. 

Many Barrow graves not only echo the Cup and Ring structure 

in their design, but in their grouping repeat a similar spatial use 

(Coles and Harding 1979,366-7, photo 14). Whether or not such spatial 

patterning was related to that of the Cup and Rings remains for 

future work, and the gapped enclosures. such as henges, or stone 
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circles might also be suggested as being related in a similar way to 

the rock carvings. These wider concerns are outside the scope of 

this thesis, but much of the work suggests that the Cup and Ring 

images may well represent structured expressions of the organisation 

of prehistoric societies. If so, then the engravings are more than a 

mere indication of artistic tradition, evolving over time. They may 

carry within their seemingly-simple outlines a guide to the make-up 

and ordering of late Neolithic and Bronze Age societies. 
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