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Enclosing space

From the beginning of the Neolithic period communities built monuments which enclosed space on a scale
never before seen in Scotland. Amongst the earliest and largest are cursus monuments, so-called because
when first identified in the 18th century they were thought to be Roman chariot racing arenas. It was not until
the 20th century that excavation and dating showed them to be of Neolithic date. So what are these strange
named monuments? Well, cursus monuments are long linear enclosures, often measuring up to several
hundred metres in length, which were built of large timber posts or a ditch and bank. Although we group
them all under the one name ‘cursus’ the different materials (timber and stone) represent two distinctly
different, though probably related, forms of monument built at different times during the Neolithic period.
Those built of timber posts were constructed during the earliest centuries of the Neolithic, probably between
3900 and 3600 BC, while earthwork (or ditch and bank) cursus monuments were built slightly later, between
around 3600-3000 BC. Intriguingly wooden cursus monuments, the earliest dated cursus form, have been
found only in Scotland while the others were built throughout the whole the British Isles. So, as far as we
know at present, timber cursus monuments are a uniquely Scottish phenomenon.



Impressive monuments

As a whole cursus monuments are largely to be found in the east and south of Scotland. The upstanding
elements of most have long gone, either decayed and disappeared or been levelled out by repeated
ploughing. We are able to identify these monuments through cropmarks recognised and photographed
through aerial survey, the colours and patterns in crops showing the outline of post-holes or ditches defining
these large enclosures. Examples include a large timber cursus at Inchbare South in Aberdeenshire
(showing on aerial photographs as lines of post-pits; each pit would have held a timber) or the shorter, but
equally spectacular timber cursus at Mill of Fintray. Earthwork cursus monuments are often on a much larger
scale than the earlier timber variety and some, such as the cursus at Drybridge in Ayrshire, are so long that
their full length has not been recorded. The earthwork cursus at Holywood South in Dumfries and Galloway
gives an idea of what the plan of larger examples may have been like. But even this, at 285m in length,
would have been a massive monument. 

In their heyday these would have been very large and impressive monuments. Imagine enclosures defined
by towering timber posts, or large ditches and banks enclosing enormous spaces in the landscape. We
know from excavations at a selection of these sites that communities used cursus monuments for
ceremonial or ritual activities. At some timber cursus monuments, for example, there is evidence for
repeated activity suggesting that people were returning to these monuments at intervals, and in some cases
selecting individual posts of the boundaries to burn or to pull out and replace. The boundaries of both forms
of cursus monuments often seem to be wobbly or irregular suggesting they were built in sections, perhaps
by different groups or communities or over a period of time. Cursus monuments were impressive places
forming important enclosed spaces throughout the Neolithic period. For the communities that built them, this
was a new a way of shaping place and space, of expressing values and beliefs and of making their mark on
the world around them.

Kirsty Millican - Designations Officer
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