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Lirela Clavke and Nelh Carlns, excavation directors
stk Arclaeolog

Al Ulossseltarcy Serwices L, vaport
el e prossitle Rrowae Age fviad snd selilement

comppdeze ore the romde of the M3,

Localion of Siw

A prehistocic site an Acdsallagh, Coo Meadh,
Dlesignaned as Ardsallagh 23 was locared @n a small
#ise, 51 moabove sea-level, in pently undulacing
counreryside overlooling the River Boyoe: The Hill
al Taras bies 4.5 km 1o the seuth-cast and a recently
discovered rng-diteh SArdsallagh 1) was lncated onoa
raoce pronicent cse (55 m lughl, appeosinstely

713 m s che norch-west of Arvdsallagh 2,

Backeround Lo Discovery

Ardsallagh 2 was avigioally detected nospriog

2004, by archacolesise Steve Linnane, during
archaeclogical eesnng along the ronse. Tese trenches
were dopg throogh the topaml and hese vevealad o
seatter of isolsted pies, a3 well as the remams of a
penannular fearre (e shaped Ske an ineomplen:
ringl, pessibly o g ditch, wlecl would lave been
wsed for ceremonial, funereal andfor rinal purposcs,
he rest phase of work pot anderway i speing 2006
and encaiied the excavation of Geese Teatures uod

the surrounding arez, This resuleed in the pesinyve
identfication of a large, civenlar ring-dirch and the
discovery ol teo cireular stroctures aand Ssolated pics,
somne of which contained cremation bursals (Fag. 11
Centuries of agrenlmezl activiey have removed rhe
uppeimwsl levels of this site and dhes ool the deepest

lavers have suevived,

Excavalion Findings

The ving-ditcl was alnoest circular o shape, witk an
excernal diamerer of 21 m, and was bl oo top of
the natural rise that forms the highesr point inthe
feld. The ertranceway was ientifivel to the west in
chie form of a cavseway of undug carth berween the
eads of the enclosing dirch (P 23 Pae phases ot
activily swere whentified withie che diceh G Ty wayld
appear that the ditch had heen backfilled deliberazely
goenm &Frer its constrocrion as pare af the associnted
Lucialrivoal activies, Ava Tater stage, the infilled divch
weas parcally re-dug o form a sepmented sncloanme



composed of three separare curvilinear gullies. s

wias madde paasihle hecanse che ociginal ring-ditch

weoraled Lavve brevar visilble wn o ringed depression
causcd b che compacnon of the diceh fill over fome.
I'her el tinds frcm the fill of the oviginal dicch
weere andmia] teeth and o fow pleces of flint debitge,
Acsmall ieen rod and a flake from a hroken,
podished stone axelead were recovered Lomm the Gl
al the re coe section. Cloe soal! concentracoen of
cremared bone found above the earliear levels may
represeat o detinite bucial deposit, Tioy pleces ol
crenmated oo were alse seattered chrovghour this
carly laver. The damaged semaing of pao pies were
tommed in the ring-ditch interiorn, s produced oo

T,

The twro circular strucrures Cacructures 1 and 20
wern [ncated immediately cotside the ring-ditch on
vhie vresl ul @ simall mise Strocture | owas to the woest
an 1tz entrance was locaced dizectly opposice that
af the ring-dirzh. 1# wonld have been almns: ceealar
an sl wich o dismerer of 1008 m, and defimed by
a shallows penanmular slor-reench. lwe shallow pies
ar thes ends of the french may represent the remains
ul peest pite, The remoanes of tmber planks wers
discovercd sarhen this crench v the west and south.
[here was 2 gingle inrermal fearure—a cremation
Lutal pit Erwtouw Gnds were recovered from che
strucrure, Srrncrure 2 was locared nocth-wear of
Srenerare | and was nfsimilar shape and size. A
sipigle crvination pitwas also located wichin chis
seroerure, bur theee were no assecated finds.

In toeral, eight cremarion pits were identified
Hreonegbiou this site. These Teatures were not locared
in closs proximicy to one anather o to the ring-
dicch. with the exception ot the ten boriaks thit
were discovered wichin Structures Damd 2, Tweo of
the pir-cromations consisted of bt bone contained
within pocs, idenrified by prehistaric potiery expert
Dy Eein Grogan as o Cordened Urn—a Brones Age
pot with apolicd cordons or rased ribs decoranng
rhe crer tace—and a Vase Urn—a Brones Age Pt
comgsting ul saall, handaoade, well-decoraned
vases, Both of these were deposired 1inan inverred
moasicn and rmiv those pares ol the pots that were
loveermst e the wround survived. A sherd from s
Poed Vessel ta heavily decorated, Breomical or lowl-
thaped Bronze Age pat) was associared with the
Wase Ui Tloese barials were located approximately
13 mosouth and 30 m nevth-wesr of the rme-direh,
Anorber pir contained the rensains of o Collared
Llee—a Browrer Age pot with a flar base, condeal
bedy and heavy overhanging rim o collar—thar had

b invorted over o crensation,

Chiher featares included a number of solated pis
scattered theongheur the sire. Unbarnt animal bone
and tiny tragments ot cremated bhone were recovered
Trven wserst oof these pics, one of which contained a
single sherd of Raclw/Middle Bronee Age porrery.

A bilne glass bead of probable eacly medieval dae
[z during wenural site clearapce was the only
athier arceface recoverad,

[ Haenssion and Interpreration

Wehile ring-ditches are o pppical Bromes Auy sione-
e, they have their ongins in che preceding
Feealithic perind. Fvidenee alan indicares thar

ey way have Been constrocoed, wsed and reaosed
mea the carly medieval perod, Wing-duchesz can
range i divmeter trom 3 mote ¥ omy Many weonld
criginally lave bevo encireled T an external bank,
Buile of che upease feom the ditch, and some may
haswe had a Lo internal moned, There was nn
ewidence at Ardsallagh 2 for cicher fuature, bowvers
a sireacien paralleled ar many other fing=ditches,
This towm b monument is likely o bave lulblled

u fanerenl, ceremonial or ritual funegion, Thye

lack of hural ewidence divectly azszociared with

this rinpeditch may suggest thar buman hone was
Being wsed or manipulaned inoa comples manner,
which was unlilely v be exclusively funereal. | he
placing ol coemated bone i this ditch appears

or T been deliberarely selective, Eviclency for
this 1z provided by the lack of charcoal from the
I'i'.'l{‘:_-."lill.'l‘:1 which dicates that ellor! was mads

v separate boowe from the funeral-pyre debris

afer the act of cremation. The small siee of the
Frapments recovered may soggest they were ground
o T Grosan has swnzested the possibility chat
these menuments may have served as memarialg
o the dead, but withoot the oeed o nclude lagge
quantities of human remaing.

The Bural of cremared human remains in
aninverted vessel within g pic was the domnant
Fozerary rice poweerds che ened of the Bazly Brooes
Ape, All Four portery wepes fromm Ardsallagh 2 dare
rov that era and the established duration ol wse Lo
vach tvpe 3 as Pollowes: Food Vessels, 21001200
B Vase Urne, 2050-1730 B0 Collared Lens,
FRA0-1500 KOs and Cordoned Unns, 1750- 1400
B Thus it s likely char the cremarion cemetery
ar Ardeallagh developed aver the conrmse af the
Farly Tweanze Age, that is hetween 2080 and 1700
B Barle Brooee A activity in this region s
demonsteaced v the recuse of the Mound aof the
Mosrages passage tomb (oo che Hill ol Tara) as
a cemusery from 2000 o 1620 BC, and by the
discovery of Beaker pottery at another newly

i overed site, Ardealluglh 4.

we of Barly Brones dgge pottery in pits
i the viciniey of the ring-dicch could supmest rhas

Th prest

it, towy, dares o this pericd and that these cremation
pins were deliberacely locared around 1. I s possibls
that thiz layeur s coincdental, ot the proposed
associarion is strengthened by the Lact tha the ring
ditch avoids eatlier archacalogy, The charactersocs
of the ring-dicch, however—in terms of size,
entrance, Dk, associoned] leacurves wad evicdence Lo
fumereal potivity—are more typieal of che Middle ro
Late Bromwe Aoe thar of the Darly Bronee Ape. Asa
general rule, Barly Broose Age ving dilches cncluse o
cist, o pic burial, and tend ot o contain cremated
bome within the enclosing dirch, It may ke thar it

wirs possilile tocarelully posicien the ringdiceh

seanda The NEaA Avchaenlogy Migosiae

in relarian to the earlicr hurials
Lrecase e local conmunity koew
the kistory of activiey in ther arsa,
It is alen plansihle that the other
crewalion pits vueside the zing
ditch, those sachour arccfacts, mav
represent a continued nae of the
cenwlery into the Middls Bronee
Age ag this form of simple bural s

micwre ovpical b thar peerind.

The ve cutting ul e ting
ditch represents a lawr use of the
mcnnment and the presence ot the
iwen o sugeests that Mhis avtvily
is of lron Age dare, The digging of
thrae lomir sapmrents ot che dirch
ey levew been undercaleen Lo e
define che dicch, butic iz almest
cartain thar this ace ot alterarion
weins alscun atbemnpl o creale a
link betwesn the pasc and the
piresent. IFis quite common o fnd
evitdene Tur e re wse ol Bronee
Age menumentz in the Iron Age,
Many nt the monumenes nn she T
af Tara testile v e activicy in
zouch Mearh ar this nime and alse
tox the deliberare incorporation of

pre exisbing Brooes A sits,

Az menoensd above, another
recently srcavated ving-dirch in
Arclsallaph vownland ey alsos dage
1o the Bronze Age, This caclosure
thrdsallagh 1 has o simidaraesrern
enczance, wlicl gl sugaes
a lecal cradimion of constructme
rinpeditehes in this tashion. Small
iy of cremsted Tone were
also presear within the fills of chia

dlirch and the site was re-used in

the forne of Late Iron Agefearls
medicval bunals swathin che oing-
dirch inrerine A [ate Bronee Ape
creanatien: bureial was discovered
an uen (ust cutside the ring-diech,
as wern a mnmher of cremarion pils
chat lacked any asociated

prave-goods,

Thre discovery ab buoene tinber
within the slovirmch of Strucoare
1 is eeflecred in 118 occurrence at 4
mumber ol ring-ditches excavated
throushout the couery, This may
supeest that Srrockure 1 represents
rhe disturbed remaing of o small
ring-diceln, an erpresacion thae
15 sufrporred by the presence of an
vaternal cremation pit, Despute thes,
the narrowness of the slor-orench,
rhe straipht sides and rhe Has base

are vechnore charac tersig of
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the: tevmdations ol o roundlewse, and it seems maore
lileely that the burne timbers vepresent the remains
wf that superstructare. Smilar Frifdings ol staller
sire hove been excivaled elvewhere in Treland, All of
tiese structurey have been dared o the Late Dronre
Agd and s prabable thar the Avdsallugh strociures
alsordare 1o Uus peciod, The alsenge of dnds or a
Leardh and the presence of a northern and eassern
enrance are eommon features, Moty s lures are
Iowcared wery close togetlior, but cach appears o
plusically respecr the other and thos e is most likely
thar thev were inouse ar the same e,

e cocusrence ol o czemativn burial inoa pio
just dnside the entrance o cach atrecrire is nor
unusual, although o does ratse some signilicaut
possibilities, [n the fudimgs Trom the vseavarions
of seilenene sites from this peried there is a very
clear and close link berwesn lite and deacl, Tlers
wrecurrent evidence foo Lhe placing of human bone
i pits and post-heles of houses, and e crematinn
pits and rme-dirches in eloae prosimnily oo domestic
strucrimes,

[ by Been noved previously thar ertranceways
were of particular sipnificance ro people m
the Bronze dge and were ollen emphasised by
paztivular depesis, D Joanna Brick, Schonl
of Archacolooy, Lniversity College Trablin, lias
supgested thar thess cutrance deposits may have
served oo distingnish spanal boundavies. such as
berween the strocrure interior and e ares veside,
aned weondd bae leat sseaning te the agr of moving
Ly vaie spice inwe another She bas proposed rhat
e hfcovels of 3 serflemienr wis connecled Lo the
litecrele of ils occupants and cheir possessions. |
oy then b the case thar the burials within the
STIOCCres ar .-".Trir‘.n||:1{'}|'| |._'|,'||1I,i';j_u I,i:jt‘ |'|_'u|.uf||5 uF A
previous occupant and represent 4 closing deposic
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sigrifving the end ot bisfher lile
angd chwelliog. 1o s also possible
chat chese cromation pits represent
fonnidasion deposics posi Lo
deliberiely within the houses 1o
funuzion in much the same way as

miaclem-day relics,

Fing ditclies bave been found 1n
cluse prosimicy o ather strnctures
excavared in Ireland and Britaio.
Ar Ardsollagl it appears thar the
ring-ditch predaces the arructiress, It
this 1 the case, rhen 10 would seem
rhal the people whe used these
strucoures gained soctal eateam and
a gense of idensity from being, albile
o brold el live fnelose proximice
to an ancestral burial eeouned, The
Fact that the sntrance ol Stouctuce
I foces e the eotrance of the
ring-ditch may mdicare that chese
preeple weere very conscious ol e
preceding Nuoction of this locarion
and of the symbehiam of snch
an act. This conld e viewed as
UL S Te P T Srears 4
contitnous link betwesn she living
commmiry ancd s ancesoors, D
Grrogan Tas ubserved chat the
inteEraten of domessic, Fimerary
and caremonial dives within 2
clearly delined cJuster such 2z this
sugEests a close social shrnenoe,
wlhich contivms the lportance of
Kinegroups ar boch a social and zn
ceonomic level,
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Faleer altogetley, the evidence from the
Arcdsallagh complex suggests thar this continned 1o
be seen as a sweably important place 1o be bueied
teaomn 1900 RO gutil apossible dace of o0 AD 703,
Wehile such a fovarion would have been desrahle
bocause of s physical peagraphe, i is clear thal
roch esteen would also Teeew attached From s
assuciation with the wisible ving-dicch cemerery on
the northern and wesrern sides ot the Hill of Tara.
The vesnlts e thes excavation give us a tentalisng
glimpse into the complexy of the relacanship
berween life and dearh, past and present and sacee]

and profane i prebistoric Ireland.

Postexcavation analysis s snll ar an early stape,
bur wirll greatly enhance ane interpretation of iy
site omee completed, The proposed chronological
seguence uf vvenes will be confirmed by radiecarkon
dating and the identificarion af the species ol the
embmene anineal Booe aed e cremaced bone will
reveal e us the types of acoviry carved ans thers.
Wz look forward with great inrerest to uecavelling
the reat nb Avdsallugh’s fascinating story,

Fig s Rlevaled viee ol sinc-ditch and Stroctuses 1-2.0 $A05




