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Castell Henllys earthworks and this book stand as two
Jforms of recognition of all their efforts.
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Part 1
Setting the Scene



Chapter 1
Enclosure and Monumentality: Hillforts
in British and European Late Prehistory

Abstract The later prehistoric hillfort is found across Europe, and it is seen as a vital component in
settlement patterns. Whilst a military purpose is often assumed, the investment in their scale of earth-
works is seen as socially significant. Two concepts are particularly relevant in analysing these large
settlements. The first is that of enclosure, by which the area is defined and contained; enclosure is a
frequent prehistoric phenomenon, but rarely on this scale. The second is monumentality in the visu-
ally impressive nature of the earthworks; this may be visible in other features such as burial mounds
and other ritual structures, but here its role within the hillfort tradition is considered.

Two important concepts in archaeology are those of monumentality and enclosure. Monumentality
does not only refer to settlements, but to many forms of structures such as tombs, boundary markers,
and even transport routes. Enclosure is more frequently considered in relation to habitation but can
also encompass ditches around barrows or agricultural systems. Both concepts are often combined in
archaeological discussions regarding hillforts, those archetypical structures of later prehistoric Europe,
though similar structures occur elsewhere across the globe, in regions as diverse as Japan (Ozawa et
al. 1995), the Pacific Northwest (Moss and Erlandson 1992), Polynesia (Anderson and Kennett 2012),
and the Arabian Gulf (de Cardi and Doe 1971), with those of New Zealand being most often cited
as parallels in Britain (Armit 2007; Bellwood 1971; Davidson 1987; Fox 1976; Hayward 1983).
Both enclosure and monumentality form part of the debates regarding hillforts in Britain and Europe,
though the brief outline of recent archaeological research interests given below reveals that these are
often seen as relevant supporting evidence for other issues such as state formation and the origins of
urbanism, rather than being research themes in their own right. Whilst hillforts are relevant to these
issues in some parts of Europe at certain periods, it is clear that these do not provide overarching
explanations of the construction and use of hillforts in the vast majority of cases in Iron Age Britain.

This short introductory chapter is designed to outline the important features of monumentality and
enclosure in general and to consider how these concepts assist in our understanding of the past with
reference to hillforts. Both terms are widely used, though the level of detailed consideration of their
application and meaning is surprisingly limited, though two papers linked primarily with data from
southern England do provide inspiration for some of the discussions below (Hamilton and Manley
2001; Lock 2007). At times the two concepts are combined or conflated, and in many discussions of
hillforts it can be difficult to identify whether it is the phenomenon of enclosure that is the major point
of discussion, or that of monumentality. Each is significant in its own right, but the combination cre-
ates a particular, monumental, form of enclosure. Both terms are generally regarded as unproblematic
and can be applied without any qualms, but on further consideration it is clear that they both carry
implications or associations that require some further discussion.

H. Mytum, Monumentality in Later Prehistory: Building and Rebuilding Castell Henllys Hillfort, 3
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-8027-3_1, © Springer Science+Business Media New York 2013
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This book is the detailed examination of an extensively excavated late prehistoric settlement belonging
to the British Iron Age that is enclosed in a monumental way. As such it has a particular relevance at local,
regional, and national scales. Through the extent of the excavation and the length of time taken to reveal
and ponder on the remains, however, it provides a window into the complexities of the archaeological
record and how this richness can throw light on the major themes of monumentality and enclosure,
amongst others. This brief review provides a context for the detailed site evidence to follow, with a broad,
albeit brief, theoretical and hillfort historiography that provides the setting for the study.

The book demonstrates how the particular details of site’s structural evidence, set in its complex
stratigraphic relationships, allow us to build up models or interpretations that may compete with each
other but nevertheless allow us to gain fresh insights into enclosure and monumentality both at a gen-
eral level and at that of personal, lived experience in the past.

1.1 Hillforts in Britain and Europe

The hillfort is one of the most iconic features of late prehistoric archaeology (Ralston 2006), most
being constructed during the Iron Age, but in some regions such sites were built from the late Bronze
Age and indeed in some from much earlier still. Here, however, the late Bronze Age and Iron Age
sites will form the focus of attention, though some were refurbished or at least reoccupied in the early
historic period. Ralston considers that there may be up to 30,000 such sites in Europe; only c. 7 % of
these are found in Britain, but it is here that the most attention has been paid to these sites, both in
terms of detailed survey and of excavation. In most of Europe it is the largest sites, often known as
oppida, that have attracted most investigation. These are frequently linked with monumental barrow
burials that are also considered within a package of practices and material culture usage that links
long-distance trade, state formation, and conspicuous consumption with both the forts and the burials
(Collis 1984; Hirke 1982; Moscati et al. 1991; Wells 1980, 1984, 2001). A relatively small number of
major excavations of these large sites are repeatedly referenced (Moscati et al. 1991), and hillforts
such as the Heuneburg set and create agendas that perpetuate themselves (Arnold 2010; Kimmig
1991). The sites that contribute to these debates dominate the literature, though some parts of France
and the Iberian Peninsula, with different narratives, have recently received considerable attention
(Alvarez-Sanchis 2005; Collis 2010; Moret 1996; Ralston 2006).

The sites that have received most attention were clearly important in the past and have helped
throw light on major socio-economic changes in Europe, but there is a risk that the alternative hillfort
histories, functions, connections, and meanings are not revealed if only these sites are considered.
Even within the relatively small English region of Wessex, for example, the two distinctive and diverse
biographies of Danebury (Cunliffe 1984, 1995; Cunliffe and Poole 1991) and Maiden Castle (Sharples
1991a; Wheeler 1943) can both be contrasted not only with each other but also with those of other
hillforts in the same region (Cunliffe 2005; Sharples 2010). Within a British context, it is clear that
most hillforts were never intended to be on the same scale of occupation as Maiden Castle or Danebury,
and did not necessarily serve the same socio-economic, symbolic, or landscape functions either.
Brown (2009) reveals the problems of definition and interpretation of such a broad category as hill-
forts, even within England and Wales, as the description and typological classification of monument
form and assumptions of simple culture-historical invasion hypothesis explanations (Forde-Johnston
1976; Hogg 1975) are no longer seen as sufficient.

As more regionally based studies using rich locally derived contextual data become available, the
diverse trajectories and roles of hillforts will become clearer even if the “grand narrative” of the settle-
ment type dissolves. The monuments archaeologists group together as hillforts have superficial simi-
larities in form and location, yet the accumulating evidence indicates that past social groups could
decide to construct and use such monuments at many different points in time and for many different
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combinations of reasons. Moreover, they could choose to continue to use, abandon, reuse, adapt, or
ignore these sites thereafter. Latent with potential, such locations could continue to hold significance
if not function, and at any time their physical and topographical qualities could attract new periods of
use, meaning, and manipulation.

1.1.1 Form and Classification

Hillforts come in a range of morphological categories, based on their size, location within the landscape,
and nature and complexity of the earthworks. Whilst the interiors may vary greatly in character, this is
only sometimes possible to ascertain without excavation, so the topography and defining boundary fea-
tures have tended to be used in most studies (Brown 2009; Ralston 2006). A great deal of effort during
the twentieth century was devoted to detailed surface survey of hillforts, with spectacular individual
results and an overall corpus of data that is of high quality, often through surveys conducted by the Royal
Commissions in England, Wales, and Scotland (Forde-Johnston 1976; Hogg 1973, 1975, 1979). In some
cases this has now been augmented by extensive geophysical surveys (Payne et al. 2006).

The size of hillforts varies very greatly, and at the lowest levels merges into sites of similar size that
are generally considered as enclosed farmsteads. The lower limit is often seen as around 0.25 ha (half
acre), but most sites enclose several hectares (Hogg 1979). Castell Henllys lies towards the lower end
of the range with an interior of c.0.5 ha, increasing to c.1 ha when including the annexe area. The
largest forts may be hundreds of hectares in area, but these—often termed oppida—are a distinctive
category that only seems to appear in the late pre-Roman Iron Age across Europe, with sites of 30 ha
and above (Collis 1984).

The lines of enclosure vary in number and may not be consistent round all parts of the circumfer-
ence. Forts with a single wall or bank and ditch are termed univallate, those with two bivallate, and
two or more are termed multivallate (Forde-Johnston 1976). Recent excavations at a number of sites,
and careful assessment of field evidence at others, have demonstrated that in many cases hillforts have
complex sequences of earthwork construction, and some sites that appear multivallate were only ever
univallate in any one phase, with some lines of enclosure replacing rather being merely additions to
existing features. Both survey and excavation have indicated that entrances may shift or be blocked,
may become more complex over time, or be left to decay.

1.1.2 Chronology

The chronology of hillforts across Europe is in general well established, though in many regions this
is based on a very small proportion that has been excavated. Moreover, most investigations have con-
centrated on the earthworks and their sequence and may not have identified phases not easily recogn-
ised in narrow trenches or of phases of activity within the sites that did not entail any reworking of the
boundaries. The sequences are therefore provisional in that more phases of activity may yet be
identified, and it certainly appears that in different parts of Europe the construction and use of hillforts
was intermittent across the later prehistoric and early historic periods. There is no overall pattern and,
whilst in Britain there is now considerable evidence for some hillforts being first constructed in the
late Bronze Age, others were not constructed until many centuries later. Cunliffe (2005) has devel-
oped a model for Wessex hillforts that sees the early establishment of sites followed by an abandon-
ment in the middle Iron Age of many as a select group of “developed hillforts” remained, with a
further shift in favour of lowland oppida in the pre-Roman period. This model, however, is not that
followed in other regions of Britain.
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1.2 Enclosure

The concept of enclosure is one that for many decades was applied in archaeology with little consid-
eration of its significance except as a classificatory tool, though recently there has been more attention
paid to this phenomenon (Neustupny 2006; Thomas 1997; Venclova 2006). One of the major
typological distinctions in settlement studies is the identification of enclosed and open settlements as
one of the fundamental, binary, divides from which further classification and interpretation may flow
(Edis et al. 1989; Hingley 1990; Thomas 1997). This is in large part because the physical features of
enclosure are seen in the landscape, either as upstanding earthworks or as crop or soil marks.

Archaeological visibility, and so amenability to classification, investigation, and interpretation, has
meant that in many regions enclosed settlement is better known and understood than unenclosed set-
tlement. This is particularly the case where settlements have low artefact densities, as is the case with
many regions in the British Iron Age, and so other effective methods for site location are restricted.
Intensive aerial photography and geophysics have identified a significant number of areas where open
settlements are frequent in southern and eastern Britain (Cunliffe 2005), but even here only certain
types of unenclosed settlement—Ilarger villages and those with subsurface structures such as souter-
rains that are visible on crop marks—may be reliably identified. Discoveries made along archaeologi-
cally arbitrary if not random lines such as pipelines or roads reveal other, sometimes quite isolated and
small, settlements; some only survive where post-depositional conditions have unusually preserved
the ephemeral remains that in most circumstances would be lost in the taphonomic processes operat-
ing in Britain. Such finds may demonstrate that these sites existed, but are not yet sufficient to indicate
their frequency, significance within the settlement pattern, or how this affects understanding of social
structures, population densities, and indeed the role of enclosed settlement within this more extensive
and complex landscape.

Settlements may be enclosed or unenclosed, as can other features such as ritual sites or burial areas,
fields, and route ways. Some Iron Age landscapes, such as much of Wessex and the river valleys of south-
ern England, can be heavily enclosed (Collis 1996; Hingley 1990), but there can be open settlements with
enclosed fields, as in parts of eastern England, and enclosed settlements with no enclosed fields, as in
West Wales (Murphy and Mytum 2012). What may or may not require enclosure (or at least enclosure in
an archaeologically visible manner after several millennia) varied greatly, as did the scale and nature of
these boundaries. In a few regions of Britain, such as the upland Cheviot range in Northumberland, settle-
ment and agricultural activity over millennia are unusually well preserved and visible as surface evi-
dence. In the most recent phase of a long tradition of intensive field research, evidence for shifts in
prehistoric settlement and land use, investment in settlement and ritual structures, route ways, and territo-
rial markers have been identified in a block of 66 km? (Topping 2008). It is only in these circumstances
that the role of palisaded and completely unenclosed settlements can be evaluated alongside a variety of
enclosed forms. This is unfortunately not possible in the region of Castell Henllys.

Whatever the context of the decisions to enclose, archaeologists certainly have many enclosed
settlements to study where this process can be investigated at least in terms of that site and others of
similar morphology. Enclosure is a conscious act, involving the expenditure of resources that could
have been employed elsewhere. Neustupny (2006) considers the practical, social, and symbolic
significance of enclosure and that prehistoric peoples would not have necessarily been able to distin-
guish these as discrete. Archaeologists give these three types of significance varying degrees of
importance in their interpretations, depending on their theoretical preferences, some denying the rel-
evance of some, others attempting to articulate a complex interdependence. There is also some dis-
pute as to what should be considered functional or social, such as defence. As warfare and conflict and
the rules that govern them are socially constructed, is defence social or functional? These are particu-
larly relevant issues regarding hillfort enclosure and are discussed further below and in Chap. 15.

Enclosure has the practical effect of limiting access and at the same time creating defined points
of entry and egress. Unenclosed settlements may have such routes, but they are not controlled by
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physical barriers. However, it should be remembered that archaeologists tend to prioritise continuous
physical barriers, such as ditches or ramparts, above boundaries marked less visibly but which held
significance to those in the past. Hingley (1990, 2006) has indicated the importance of liminal depo-
sitions, though our definition of liminal depends on archaeological identification of boundaries; such
divisions could have been far more common and not marked by subsurface features. It is the presence
of the physical features, however, that allows archaeologist some degree of certainty that patterns of
movement can be inferred. Even whole enclosed settlements might themselves have been liminal.
One of the arguments for some isolated locations for hillforts is that they were in neutral, boundary
locations where communication between strangers could take place and particular types of social
interactions, perhaps linked to ritual and economic activities, could be performed. The model for
Danebury proposed by its long-term excavator has it as a central place in the socio-economic and
physical landscape (Cunliffe 1995, 2005); for others, Danebury was a specialist, peripheral, locale
(Hill 1995b; 1996).

If a settlement’s access points can be closed, then people and animals can be both contained on the
one hand or be excluded on the other. Containment can be for safety—preventing loss of livestock to
predators or children becoming lost—or can be as a measure of control, varying from the lightest of
temporary constraint to that of permanent incarceration. Archaeological interest in spatial modelling,
access analysis, and the ways that power can be exerted through controlling bodily movement (and
indeed visibility) is most noticeable in historic contexts such as prisons (Casella 2007; Mytum and
Carr 2013) and complex architectural structures such as those of the Middle Ages (Gilchrist 1994;
Mathieu 1999; Richardson 2003) but has been applied to Iron Age sites (Foster 1999). Most study of
Iron Age enclosure has emphasised control of those outside—limiting access by the use of architec-
ture including gates and guard chambers (Bowden 2006; Cunliffe 2005), as these structural features
have been supposed to have clear practical functions. On closer examination, however, some of the
logic behind these assumptions is seen to be drawn from social, military, and cultural forms seen in
more complex societies such as those of the Middle Ages, which may not be appropriate. It is now
recognised that, even where there are classical sources describing hillforts, these can no longer be
simplistically applied across time, space, and cultural context to explain the role of hillfort enclosure,
even if such scholars agree about little else (Armit 2007; Lock 2011).

Enclosure may provide social, symbolic, and even psychological frameworks for living, and this
has been discussed at many scales from the subdivision of communal space into separate rooms up to
the scale of landscape divisions, from periods as diverse as the Roman and historic (Gosden 2005;
Johnson 1995). The majority of Iron Age settlements that are enclosed do not have massive boundary
features, and it may be that the significance of enclosure for many hillforts may not lie in the nature
of the earthworks but their very containing presence. The monumentality created by location and
scale may be a separate feature, discussed below, but as many hillforts started as palisaded settlements
or simple earthworks, the creating of an interior world for living defined in physical form may initially
have been of paramount importance. That many other settlements did not obtain this boundedness
may reflect control over who could erect such features, different concepts of space, and alternative
relationships with the wider environment. It certainly was not due to resources, as some enclosed
settlements would have involved very few person-hours in digging small ditches and mounding up the
spoil. Some of the implications of living within an enclosed, bounded space, and arranging settlement
structures and activity areas within the Castell Henllys settlement, will be discussed in the second
volume. Of direct relevance here is the enclosure first by a palisade and then an earthwork, involving
considerable planning and allocation of human and material resources in a manner that indicates mov-
ing beyond only defining an area within which to live and carry out domestic tasks.

Enclosure can be a form of protection, and the importance of this as a motivation in design and
construction, and in maintenance and enhancement, has been a key theme in hillfort studies
(Avery 1976, 1993a; Ralston 1995). The very term hillfort implies this association, and it could be
argued that the word fort carries with it military associations that inevitably render a certain expecta-
tion regarding function. Whilst the abandonment of hillfort for the use of a more neutral term has its
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attractions, its ubiquity now makes this difficult to carry out, and no alternative has been found which
is also not loaded with inference or inaccurately describes some of the sites that fit within the broad
umbrella covered by the term. Rather than changing the term, it is more important to consider the role
of enclosure as a defensive factor, and here debate has intensified along lines that have periodically
been set out in British archaeology. In brief, there are arguments that emphasise different elements in
past cultural behaviour which affect the role of enclosure in defence.

The first approach places importance on the technology of warfare, with swords, spears, and slings
providing ever greater ranges of interaction, and fire and undermining as the threats to structural
integrity of any enclosing features. Enclosures are designed to withstand assault but also provide
opportunities for return of fire and counter-attack. The location of settlement, effects of topography
on visibility and weapon range, the spacing of different lines of enclosure, and protection of weaker
points of entry or lines of approach are usually of major consideration. In contrast, the other main
approach to defence emphasises the behavioural, with the rules of combat, scale of forces, and pur-
poses and social context of conflict requiring attention. Here, Iron Age military activity is seen largely
as small scale, relatively localised, intermittent, and linked to enhancement of individuals’ prestige
and acquisition of trophies such as cattle or slaves. For some, however, larger forces and more sus-
tained warfare is implied, with guards at gates and along ramparts to provide watch and control, able
to raise the alarm and mobilise larger forces to react to any threat. The role of physical protection
within the Iron Age decision-making that led to the location and layout at Castell Henllys is discussed
in Chap. 15; to what extent this was a prehistoric concern was a key research theme throughout the
project, as were the social and symbolic motivations that may have been at play.

Protection is articulated in terms of interpersonal conflict, rather than combating alternative forces.
Wild animals may be noted as a possible threat and may be claimed as a factor in the construction of
less substantial enclosures, but other forces are not considered. Giles (2008) suggests that Iron Age
weapons may have been required to deal with unseen, supernatural, forces as much as human ones,
and it is possible that enclosure was required to combat these types of threat. It is in this context that
the liminal ritual activity identified by Hingley (1990, 2006) would be also relevant, and forms of
structured deposition (Garrow 2012) associated with gateways and ramparts may also have fulfilled
long-lasting roles rather than merely been symbolic of practices and meanings associated with the
construction process and the foundation of settlement.

Enclosure can also be a social manifestation of separateness, often argued by archaeologists as an
indicator of enhanced status of individuals or groups. Nested spaces can reflect differential degrees of
access, each requiring permission to move to the next level within. This type of approach often links
the social with aspects of the symbolic, as one is claimed to reinforce the power of the other and as
the scale of enclosure may be invoked as an indicator of social control. It is therefore more useful to
include those forms of interpretation with those associated with monumentality.

1.3 Monumentality

Whilst enclosure has generally, albeit incorrectly, been considered a simple descriptive term without
hidden implications, monumentality has always carried with it an association with grandeur and
deliberate investment in display. This may be in support of activities that are seen as largely ritual, or
ones linked to socio-political ambitions, but often these are and were interlinked and interwoven.
A large burial mound may have been during its construction associated with rituals which thereafter
gave the monument a set of meanings. Thereafter, these could be remembered or forgotten, but the
physical monument could also serve a socio-political role in how and where it was built and how it
was seen and used by those involved with its erection but later by any group in the area. The biography
of the monument soon moves beyond the control solely of its builders.
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Monumentality has been applied to many structures in prehistoric and early medieval Europe, from
megalithic monuments (Boado and Vazquez 2000; Sherratt 1990) through henges (Brophy 2005; Kirk
2006; Richards 1996), burial mounds (Barrett 1990; Bourgeois and Arnoldussen, 2006; Carver 2001;
Furholt 2010; Williams 2003) and settlements defined by massive palisades (Harding 2000).
Monumentality indicates that the investment in the material form of the structures creates a visual
impact that is both deliberate and substantial, well above the norm in that cultural context, and where
alternative solutions to whatever function (covering a burial, defining or defending a settlement)
would require. Issues of visibility are crucial in the term monumentality; whilst there may be con-
spicuous consumption of resources in creating the structure, this can also be achieved without monu-
mentality, as with votive depositions of artefacts in bogs or rivers or richly furnished burials without
substantial above-ground features. Similar issues have been considered in the New World, though
again the detailed consideration of monumentality as a phenomenon to be explained in and of itself
has only recently emerged (Burger and Rosenwig 2012).

Monumentality is often framed in architectural terms, implying form of design and application of
style that creates a culturally meaningful signal to those viewing the structure. Such signals may be
effective from the outside—to those approaching the site or seeing it from a distance—or may be
experienced by those within the structure, whether visiting a megalithic tomb (Bradley 1998; Thomas
1991; Turnbull 2002), or within a stone tower settlement such as brochs in Scotland (Rennel 2010) or
nuraghi in Sardinia (Blake 1998). These are potentially two very different audiences, and aspects of
monumentality may have been designed to affect these distinct constituencies. Constructing in a mon-
umental form is seen to be a deliberate strategy, but can also have more subtle, even unconscious
effects on those who continue to use or experience the monument. Once again, the internal aspects
will be considered subsequently as part of the lived experience within the fort; here emphasis is placed
on the external effects.

The presence of a feature such as a hillfort or burial mound can, in subsequent generations, con-
tinue to have an effect on either the same, continuing group using the structure or on others who had
not previously had a link with it. The resilience, if not permanence, of monuments in the landscape is
now recognised as a major factor in the formulation and reformulation of places of special significance
in the landscape (Bradley 1987). Indeed, the presence of already ancient and potentially disused
monuments can lead to the construction of those now required in a new cultural context, with sites
such as Tara, Ireland, having Neolithic, Bronze Age, and Iron Age structures creating a rich palimp-
sest but one where it is not just the latest monument that gives the place power and importance but the
totality with their varied biographies, myths, associations, and powers (Newman 1998; Newman and
Fenwick 1997; Waddell 2011). In the case of hillforts, their longevity as features in the landscape
leads to their periodic reuse and also their acquisition of meanings and mythologies with purposes
quite distinct from those intended by their original builders (Gosden and Lock 1998). That this could
be happening widely within the Iron Age should not be forgotten.

Hillforts are so obviously massive, and located in often dramatic natural locations, that their asso-
ciation with monumentality is often assumed. Even in theoretically aware and recent works such as
Sharples (2010), monumentality does not appear in the index, despite the author’s interest in the social
construction of major earthworks and houses. Where the monumental features of the sites are empha-
sised, these are often linked to the scale of the earthworks, which may be widely visible across the
landscape, but are often most explicitly considered in relation to access routes where even today the
scale of the overlooking ramparts creates a powerful visual effect. Other features often presented as
monumental include the timber or stone front revetting of ramparts to create visually stunning archi-
tecture, often involving use of vast resources which could have been avoided if a different, though less
spectacular, architectural solution had been chosen. Monumentality interpretations tend to emphasise
the social, with most concentrating on the motivations of elites controlling material and human
resources and displaying these in an extremely public way through these features. More recently, there
has been greater interest in the social implications of participation, the communality of construction,
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and the binding of communities as they together produce the earthwork (Lock 2011; Sharples 2010),
a trend also seen elsewhere (Pauketat 2000).

Labour required to construct hillforts was clearly substantial. Recent research at Segsbury suggests
that the ditch digging and associated rampart construction would have taken 889 days assuming a rate
of 0.8 m? of material moved per hour. At this speed the earthwork part of the perimeter would have
taken 44 days with 20 people working (Lock et al. 2005: 102—104) but probably required even more
resource to move the material from ditch to rampart, sort it, pack it down, and create the appropriate
profiles for both ditch and rampart. Moreover, at this site a front revetment would have required 1,250
substantial split timbers which would have to have been identified, cut, worked, and transported even
before they could be erected on the site.

Sharples (2010: 117) has noted how several hillforts have later phases where stone not immediately
available was brought in for additions, including Segsbury and Maiden Castle. This Sharples inter-
prets as a product of a form of potlatch, service in labour and building materials that formed a key part
of Iron Age social negotiations where the conspicuous consumption of labour, and at times materials
also, was manifested in monumental structures. The ramparts represented the relationship between
those who did the construction and those for whom it was carried out—the occupiers of such sites
(Sharples 2010: 120). The implication for Wessex which Sharples is considering is that the hillfort
monumentality unites a community or communities across an area through an endeavour that creates
the monument. Lock subscribes to a similar interpretation where the shared activity, the creation, and
maintenance of the hillforts, he terms as the “paraphernalia of identity”. Hamilton and Manley (2001)
had already indicated the defining roles of the ramparts as monumental features above the defensive
enclosing qualities, but here the social practices that could have led to their creation and continued
presence are more clearly proposed.

All these models carry with them assumptions about the Iron Age; the archaeological evidence
does not usually allow clear identification of traits that would distinguish between these alternative
inferences, so they sit as parallel views of the past.

1.4 Conclusions

The role of hillforts within settlement hierarchies and social systems varied across time and space.
Bradley (2007) has suggested that many hillforts often had only temporary occupation and had
structures that were generally less substantial constructions than on other settlements. This, however,
seems to be based on relatively few southern British examples and those elsewhere which are in such
high altitudes or exposed positions that it is unlikely that permanent settlement on any scale would
have been practicable. Certainly many regions have hillforts with internal structures very similar if not
identical with those on farmsteads, and some were clearly occupied on a permanent basis; Castell
Henllys is one of these.

It is undoubtedly the case that the functions of hillforts varied greatly. At one extreme were those
which were never occupied and a significant number that may have been either unfinished or used for
temporary assemblies associated with any combination of trade, ritual, or social activities. Most sites
appear to have had complex histories with phases of more intense activity between periods of limited
use or complete abandonment. At the other extreme are those hillforts that were intensively occupied
by a permanent population for the length of their use.

Castell Henllys had a continuous occupation of several centuries, followed by the removal of all
structures though with some probably non-settlement usage, followed by a brief period of refurbish-
ment, possibly with associated settlement. For its internal area, it had substantial investment in the
definition of its boundaries on all sides. The character of this investment varied round its length, and
only the extensive, long-term investigation could yield these important results. The forthcoming
chapters describe and discuss the evidence in detail, providing a resource not only for this author to
interpret the site, but for others to draw data and inspiration for studies elsewhere.



Chapter 2
Castell Henllys in Its Temporal, Cultural,
and Intellectual Contexts

Abstract Castell Henllys is an inland promontory style of hillfort located in West Wales, on the
western edge of Britain, in a landscape with large numbers of known enclosed later prehistoric settle-
ments. The hillfort settlement was constructed in the middle Iron Age, c. 400 BC, and in the first or
second century BC it was abandoned and a smaller settlement established in its annexe area, before a
brief reoccupation of the promontory in the late Roman or post-Roman (fourth or fifth century Ap) and
then abandonment. Castell Henllys became important again in the late twentieth century as an archae-
ological site, with a long and complex excavation biography, and as a heritage attraction and educa-
tional resource.

The writing of a large excavation report is an experience that combines hard work with confusion,
consternation, elation, frustration, and intellectual gymnastics. Many types of field record—written,
drawn, and photographic—are drawn together, though they have been created by a vast array of dif-
ferent individuals over many seasons. The aims, assumptions, and experiences of those involved in
the project in the field, and subsequent analysis, all affect the development of the archive and the types
of questions asked and answers that are revealed. Memories and old interpretations that fitted the
partial evidence at one stage of the excavations have to be tempered with the more recent discoveries
and the re-evaluation of stratigraphy, spatial patterning, and assumptions about the Iron Age that have
been coloured by changing intellectual environment in this case over a quarter of a century.
Nevertheless, the site itself provides, through its form and content, important constraints as to the
types of evidence available to the researcher. Whilst the patterning of the data are in part due to field
and analytical methodologies, an explicit statement of these can aid the author and others in their
assessment of the results and future reinterpretation of the data.

This chapter provides a series of introductory sections that help to define the site under discussion
and its physical, cultural, and intellectual context. The changing approaches to the fieldwork are
explained, and the constraints on the data caused by natural and cultural factors in the past and present
are outlined. There is at present much discussion and experiment in conduct of archaeological
fieldwork and the production of archaeological reports (Barrett et al. 2000; Hodder 2000; Mytum
2012a), and the ambitions and role of this volume are explicitly discussed in the last part of the
chapter.

The following chapters describe and discuss the physical evidence for the earliest, palisaded settle-
ment and the subsequent earthworks at the site under a series of topic headings. Here the detailed
stratigraphic and spatial data are outlined, and the constraints and possibilities for interpretation set
out. In places interpretation may be limited, in others a variety of possible options can be set out, with
the evidence for and against each alternative. Where one possibility seems much stronger than the
others this is made clear; multivocality (by the same author) is allowed but not encouraged to the point
of avoiding responsibility for interpretation. As the person so long involved in working and thinking
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about the site, it is my duty and my joy to provide some assessment of what seems most likely to me.
An appendix discusses how the narratives for the rampart sequence would have differed if only some
of the evidence were available. This insight into the effects of partial excavation reveals what ele-
ments of the narrative are easily identified and remain robust and which inferences can only be held
with certain partial data. Clearly, not all data has been collected; even the most complete that is pre-
sented here is itself partial, but it does set parameters against which less extensive excavations can be
set. Moreover, the full description of the limited artefactual and ecofactual evidence is not presented
in detail here, and the internal structures will be described and interpreted in a subsequent volume.
Emphasis is here placed on the monumental definition of the site and access to it.

The earthworks that define the Castell Henllys site and which are so typical of the Iron Age hillfort
tradition are reviewed and interpreted in Chap. 6. Here issues of defence, social status, symbolism,
and monumentality are considered, though not the details of possible above-ground reconstruction of
the entrance, which is to be placed alongside other building reconstruction in the second volume that
also incorporates the internal structural evidence. Here the role of the experimental reconstructions
will have a bearing on the entrance architecture as well as that of the houses, and so visualisation in
general is discussed there. The Castell Henllys adventure is not over, but this monograph marks a
significant milestone in the wider understanding of Castell Henllys and will provide a tool for others
to develop their understandings of the site and its context, wide or narrow. This form of publication
does not greatly allow for the presentation of emotions and experiences that such an undertaking
engenders. The monograph already has more than enough duties to discharge, so these and other
aspects of the work will be produced in other forms and archives of the primary data will also be
stored (see Sect. 2.9).

2.1 The Spatial and Cultural Context of Castell Henllys in the Past

The archaeological sequence at Castell Henllys can be summarised to provide a background to the
detailed discussion and analysis of the earthwork sequences reported here. The whole history of the
site up to the present is outlined so that other discussions of land use, changing research designs, and
the social context of the site can be appreciated. Castell Henllys has been set within a changing land-
scape over several millennia, but emphasis will be placed here on its original period of occupation in
the middle Iron Age (c. 500 BC) to early post-Roman period (c. 450 AD) and then its role today, with
limited discussion of the intermediate centuries. Castell Henllys has a long history, and one that con-
tains phases when it was of great local significance, and others when it was of minimal importance.
Despite periods of intermittent activity from the Mesolithic through to the Bronze Age, when lithic
artefacts were reworked or deposited on the inland promontory, it was only in the middle Iron Age that
a permanent settlement was established. Discussion will first focus on the spatial and cultural context
of the site’s establishment and occupation through the middle and into the late Iron Age, with a
reflection on its role in the late/post-Roman phase. The contemporary role of the site will then be
considered, within the local community and those with wider interests including tourists, students,
and archaeologists.

2.1.1 Iron Age Castell Henllys

Castell Henllys is located in north Pembrokeshire, West Wales, in a region noted for its dense distribu-
tion of relatively small enclosed settlements of various forms and with very few larger hillforts
(Fig. 2.1).
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Fig. 2.1 Location of Castell Henllys in Britain and West Wales

The detailed landscape around Castell Henllys is unknown both for the time of the settlement’s
foundation and during its occupation through the Iron Age. This is a problem not unique to this site but
represents a limited appreciation of later Bronze Age and early Iron Age settlement in West Wales gener-
ally. However, it is clear that the construction of the settlement must have had a major impact on the
immediate environment, with probably significant though selective changes being made further afield,
to acquire specific structural timbers and the large amounts of roofing materials required. Unfortunately,
the lack of knowledge concerning an immediate prior settlement in the region makes the implications of
this impact even more uncertain, but Castell Henllys as a settlement defined by earthworks can be con-
sidered as possibly contemporary with typologically similar sites known in some numbers from the
region. These can be used to provide a potential settlement context for Castell Henllys once in use,
though even here superficial similarities may belie different settlement histories, as with Berry Hill fort
near Newport with its short, significantly earlier sequence (Murphy and Mytum 2012).

The first middle Iron Age settlement was a palisaded enclosure with its outer, northern, extent
marked by a stone chevaux-de-frise, an arrangement of upright stones set in the original ground sur-
face. This was closely followed by an inland promontory fort defined by ramparts (banks) and ditches
defining an inner settlement zone and an outer annexe. By the scale of the defences in relation to the
internal area, and the scale and complexity of the gateway architecture, the site was of considerable
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importance during the first phases of occupation. The use of stone walling, and the provision of guard
chambers, indicates that the inhabitants of Castell Henllys were participating in the current trends in
fort building seen elsewhere, such as in the Welsh Marches (Cunliffe 2005). These structures col-
lapsed and were rebuilt in a different style with only one pair of guard chambers which then collapsed
again, this time not to be replaced. The regional importance of Castell Henllys may have waned,
though it is also possible that elaborate gateways were no longer required or desired. It is unclear
whether occupation of the annexe area began during the main fort occupation, but if it were it would
seem that this was not intensive. The inner enclosed area continued in use until the late pre-Roman
Iron Age, when the numerous timber roundhouse sites were abandoned, and some were replaced by
four-post granaries. It is unclear whether there was human habitation in the outer, annexe area at this
time, but it is unlikely that the site as a whole was ever completely abandoned.

Castell Henllys can be seen as part of a distribution of inland promontory forts that can be identified
in the valleys of northern Pembrokeshire and southern Cardiganshire. There are three main concentra-
tions of such sites. The Nevern valley, and its tributaries, is the one which includes Castell Henllys; to
the west is the Gwaun valley, and to the east is the Piliau, a tributary of the Teifi. Each of these valleys
has been filled with forts that share similarities in siting and form and which imply that the landscape
around these valleys was being fully exploited and controlled, though only the Nevern group immedi-
ately around Castell Henllys is described and discussed here.

The extent to which the extensive plateau areas between the valleys were occupied and exploited
is uncertain. Interpretation is dependent not only on the extent of the lands or territories assumed to
be associated with each of these forts but also on the chronology and therefore contemporaneity or
otherwise of the forms of enclosed settlement known from earthwork, aerial photographic and geo-
physical survey in the plateau areas. Nevertheless, the similarities between the inland promontory
sites form a useful starting point in the discussion of the settlement and landscape, and the social and
ideological worlds within which these operated and in each of these zones other nearby sites are also
discussed.

2.1.1.1 The Nevern Valley (Fig. 2.2)

The river Nevern flows out into Newport Bay, with its beaches that could have been used to land sea-
going vessels and an estuary that produces large quantities of reeds suitable for thatching. It meanders
inland with various tributaries of which the Duad is the most significant here. The valley bottom is a
narrow flood plain beyond which steeper slopes lead up to rolling plateau areas. It is on the upper edge
of these slopes that forts are located, often where a spur has been naturally formed where a tributary
joins the main river, or there is a particularly sharp curve in the valley side. It is this latter topographic
position that provides Castell Henllys with a suitable site.

Castell Henllys is the only fort in the Duad valley, though one sub-circular enclosed farmstead,
Henllys Top Field, is known on the plateau to the north (Mytum and Webster 2001), and a rectangular
enclosure on the opposite side of the valley immediately to the east of Castell Henllys has been
recently identified. However, both are likely to be later than the occupation of the main fort; radiocar-
bon dates for Henllys Top 