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Please note, the research for this document was undertaken during 2020-
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While every attempt was made for accuracy throughout the statement,
errors or omissions may remain. Please direct comments or suggestions to
CRTenquiries@hes.scot

. SUMMARY

1.1 Introduction

East Aguhorthies Stone Circle'is an Early Bronze Age (c.2300 BC)
monument. It is situated one mile west of Inverurie on a gentle east-facing
slope about 330m north-west of the farmhouse from which its name has
been drawn. Various different names? have been recorded for the site over
time; the current version East Aguhorthies is used in this document as it is
the name under which the site came into State Guardianship in 1963 and
which is used in HES signage and interpretation.

It is one of a distinctive class of circular monuments found in North-East
Scotland and known as recumbent stone circles. As well as the upright
stones (orthostats) forming the circle, there is a large horizontal
‘recumbent’ stone between two flankers located in the southern quadrant
of the monument.

The monument measures 20m from east-south-east to west-north-west by
18.5m transversely and retains its full complement of twelve stones. It is
situated in farmland and has an extensive outlook from the north-east
through to the south, but this is more restricted on the west where the
horizon is foreshortened by the gently rising ground. The ring is closely
confined within a 19th century stone-revetted roundel, which is bounded
by a fenced enclosure denoting the area protected as a scheduled
monument.3

1 See Canmore ID 18981. Accessible at: https://canmore.org.uk/site/18981/east-
aquhorthies

2 Variations on the site name include: Easter Aquhorthies; Aquhorthies, Manar;
Auchforthies, Fetternear; Auchquhorthies; Augorthies; Auquhorties; Auquorthies;
East Aquhorties; and Manar of Aquhorthies. Milne notes that the name Aquhorthies
means ‘field of the small circle’ (1912b, p18).

3 SM90126. Full details accessible at:
https://portal.historicenvironment.scot/designation/SM90126
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Figure 1: The ring from the south-west © Crown Copyright: HES.
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Figure 2: RCAHMS Plan 1998 (Welfare 2011) © Crown Copyright: HES.
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East Aquhorthies was first scheduled in 1925 and taken into State
Guardianship in 1963. It is open to the public at all times of the year as an
unstaffed property in the care of Historic Environment Scotland. A visitor
car park is situated 275m to the north and signposts direct the visitor to
the monument via two farm tracks.* There is an information board at the
car park and another at the site itself, both providing limited historical
information.

1.2 Statement of Significance

Until recently, stone circles like East Aguhorthies were generally
interpreted as open arenas, perhaps for enacting ceremonies. However,
recent research has demonstrated that this was not the case and that these
monuments were constructed in episodic stages beginning with an area
used for cremation; this area was subsequently covered by a cairn, and
later the cairn enclosed within a stone circle. While East Aquhorthies has
not been subject to modern archaeological excavation, its development is
understood to have followed this pattern. It is believed that the cairn at
East Aquhorthies has been largely cleared away at some time, and all that
now remains within the ring is a low grass-covered swelling.

East Aquhorthies is therefore understood to be a commemorative
monument primarily built to honour the dead cremated at the site. There is
a strongly symbolic component to its architecture, which while not quite as
rich as can be found elsewhere, remains consistent with our understanding
of the metaphorical meaning of this monument. Additionally, the design
seems to draw elements from the funerary architecture of the Neolithic
(around 1000 years before East Aquhorthies was constructed) and it is
clear that the people who built recumbent stone circles were consciously
and quite deliberately referencing this ancient past.

The following bullet points set out some of the key features of the site’s
significance, and subsequent sections of this document give further detail
and analysis.

e East Aquhorthies is a well-preserved and representative example of a
recumbent stone circle - a regionally distinctive class of megalithic
monument.

e Unusually, it retains its full complement of stones, which moreover
still stand erect. Their summits are neatly graded in height from the
flankers on the south-south-west of the ring to the lowest orthostat

4 Prior to visiting, please check access information:
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/east-aquhorthies-
stone-circle/getting-here/
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on the north-east; and the ring encloses the remains of a robbed
cairn.

¢ The monument presents some uncommon features:

o A recumbent stone chosen for its spectacular size and shape,
but also for its distinctive geological characteristics - especially
the flamboyant sheets of white quartz and the slickenslides
(shear and tension gashes) that ornament its external face;

o flankers turned to trace the arc of the circle;
cup-marks situated near the foot of the west flanker;

o a subtly flattened ‘facade’ made up of the recumbent setting
and the immediately adjacent orthostats;

o a distinctive colour palette (including an orthostat rich in rose
quartz);

o two large slabs set on end at right angles to the rear of the
recumbent - a feature only otherwise found in this form at
Ardlair;

o the remnants of a cairn that appears to lack an external kerb;

o a location on a north-facing slope; and
an unexpected view of the summit of Bennachie, situated
5.5km (3.4 miles) to the west.

e Its architecture, including its orientation to the south-south-west,
reflects the complex symbolism that was built into such structures.
This references the past by repurposing certain key tropes that are
to be found in ancient chambered tombs, connected with earlier
rituals associated with death. However, there is also a regenerative
solar component that is very much of its time, contrasting cold and
darkness with warmth and sunlight, which references the cycle of life.
All who encountered the monument during the Early Bronze Age
would have easily read this, but there can be little doubt that the
monument still has much to tell about contemporary ritual and
funerary practices.

e Like other recumbent stone circles, East Aquhorthies is a
commemorative monument that was constructed with the visitor in
mind. It still performs that same role today by marking, enclosing and
reserving a place where a person or persons have been translated
into another dimension through fire and the rite of cremation.

e Although East Aquhorthies appears an isolated monument,
recumbent stone circles are known to have attracted later
cremations and inhumations, as well as buildings on occasion. Burials

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
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2.

were either introduced to the monument itself or inserted into small
pits or cists nearby, while buildings either occupied the centre of the
rings or stood in their immediate vicinity. In addition, deposits and
structures belonging to later ages associated with cremation and
inhumation were also attracted to their curtilage. Both during and
after the Late Bronze Age, when their original function may have
become confused or largely forgotten, recumbent stone circles
became on occasion the arenas for quite different and sometimes
more destructive activities. While these may not be well understood
at present, they included behaviours that embraced other rituals and
even magical practices.

Despite not having been excavated, East Aquhorthies has made a
substantial contribution to our knowledge of this class of stone circle,
as scholars have either used it as an exemplar, or have referred to its
particular characteristics to contrast and compare with others.

It retains substantial potential to contribute to our further
understanding of these monuments, as our knowledge of the class
remains narrowly based and the stages of construction poorly dated.

Notwithstanding its unusual qualities, East Aquhorthies, like all
recumbent stone circles, shares many features with other types of
ring distributed throughout the British Isles and may thereby make a
solid contribution to our overall understanding of stone circles in
general.

ASSESSMENT OF VALUES

Note: There is an extensive literature about recumbent stone circles, but
there are two recent syntheses that are currently essential to their
understanding - The Moon and The Bonfire: An Investigation of Three Stone
Circles in North-East Scotland (2006) by Richard Bradley and Great
Crowns of Stone: The Recumbent Stone Circles of Scotland (2011) by Adam
Welfare.

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
Principal Office: Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh EH9 1SH
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Figure 3: East Aquhorthies Scheduled area and Property in Care boundary. For illustrative purposes
only.

2.1 Background

The recumbent stone circle of East Aquhorthies belongs to a class of Early
Bronze Age monument restricted to North-East Scotland, of which
seventy-four are presently known. There is a great deal of variation
amongst them, but they all share one characteristic - the presence of a
recumbent stone located in the southern quadrant of the monument. They
have been studied since at least the early 16th century, when Hector Boece
chose to introduce them as ancient temples to his narrative history of
Scotland.® Since then they have continued to play an important role on the
local, regional and national stage in the development of ideas about the
origin and function of stone circles.

Although excavation has suggested that recumbent stone circles may have
been built piecemeal at intervals over a period of time, it seems likely that
their final form was conceived from the beginning. Our current
understanding of their constructional sequence results largely from the
excavations undertaken by Richard Bradley at the recumbent stone circle

5 Boece 1527

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
Principal Office: Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh EH9 1SH

East Aquhorthies Stone Circle 7



of Tomnaverie,® 7 but if Howard Kilbride-Jones’s observations on the
introduction of the recumbent at Loanhead of Daviot are valid,® this
sequence may not always have been strictly followed.?

Their architecture incorporates attributes of a cairn, a stone circle and a
chambered tomb in a uniguely innovative way and they have often been
compared with the Clava-type Cairns, their near neighbours to the north-
west around Inverness-shire.’© Like the latter, they contain two distinctive
elements: a central cairn and a surrounding circle of stones that are graded
in height with the largest and most remarkable situated in the southern
guadrant. However, while the Clava passage graves attempted to capture
the reality of their Neolithic archetype, recumbent stone circles achieved
this by conveying their message in what might be described as a more
imaginative and ingenious way."

The internal, grass-covered cairn at East Aquhorthies measures 17m from
west-north-west to east-south-east by 16.5m transversely and 0.25m high,
but it has been heavily robbed especially on the north-east where only
patches of the stony matrix are visible in the sward immediately adjacent
to the orthostats. The large, prone, roughly triangular block behind the
recumbent setting and the smaller block disclosed near its centre, provide
an insight into the character of its foundations, but otherwise what is left of
the cairn discloses no distinguishing features. This is unusual and while it is
possible that the presence of an outer kerb has been obscured, the two
large slabs set on edge immediately behind the recumbent stone tell a
different story. This rare feature is otherwise known only from the
recumbent stone circle at Ardlair, but it is plainly intended to mimic the
way in which an internal cairn’s kerb within the stone circle was usually
linked to the surrounding ring at the recumbent setting. The frequency of
this physical connection confirms its importance in conveying the
monument’s overall symbolism. However, where there was no kerb to
reconfigure, this arrangement employing the two slabs offered a practical
solution.

6 Bradley 2005

7 Throughout the text, site names in bold are managed by Historic Environment
Scotland and are publicly accessible. Access information can be found at:
www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/

& Kilbide-Jones 1935

2 Welfare 2011

10 Bradley 2000

"i.e. while the form of Clava-type cairns appear to deliberately meld elements of
earlier tomb types with more contemporary elements, the recumbent stone circles
did something similar but in a more subtle way. The form of the latter do not
immediately resemble the collective components of a Neolithic tomb, until the
various elements are carefully read and properly understood. With both types of
monument, the builders forged a link between themselves and those earlier
inhabitants of Northern Scotland.

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
Principal Office: Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh EH9 1SH
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Figure 4: The recumbent setting with the large slabs to the rear of the recumbent. © Crown
Copyright: HES.

The surrounding ring is not quite circular on plan and measures 20m from
west-north-west to east-south-east by 18.5m transversely. It comprises nine
orthostats, two flankers and a recumbent stone. The orthostats are not only
paired on neatly spaced chords to either side of the circle’s axis of
symmetry, but are also graded in height from the tall flankers situated to
each side of the recumbent stone on the south-south-west side of the ring
to the smallest stone on the north-east. The flankers measure 1.57m and
1.67m in height respectively, while the smallest stone measures 1.Im in
height. Typically, the flankers also of contrasting shape; in this case the
westerly being more slender than its stouter eastern counterpart. Their
footings have been set at an angle to emphasise the arc of the circle.
Although the cluster of cup-marks close to the base of the west flanker
harks back to the Neolithic, these are almost certainly contemporary with
the era in which the monument was constructed. Nevertheless, the
occurrence of these motifs at this and some other recumbent stone circles
indicates that their presence was considered to be often desirable and
appropriate. Between the two flankers is the recumbent stone; a roughly
rectangular slab measuring 3.99m in length, 1.55m in height and 0.75m in
thickness. It has been carefully chosen with an eye to making a spectacular
impression. This is partly achieved through its great bulk, but it is also
reflected in the care with which its summit has been levelled. In addition,
the manner in which it appears to lean backwards is a common trait that
was perhaps intended to make it seem taller, while the incidence of white
quartz and the numerous slickenslides expressed on the fault plane of its

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
Principal Office: Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh EH9 1SH



external face are also classic features of some recumbent stones. This,

together with the flankers, comprises the ‘recumbent setting’, which in this

example is situated in the centre of the ring’s subtly flattened arc that
encompasses the adjacent orthostat to each side - so evoking a shallow
convex facade (see Figure 5).

-
-

¢

Figure 5: The flattened facade (Welfare 2011). © Crown Copyright: HES.
[

‘. f

Figure 6: The chords and axis of symmetry (Welfare 20711). © Crown Copyright: HES.
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Typically, the recumbent setting may be slightly askew in relation to the
rest of the ring, but this is not strongly apparent at East Aquhorthies.
However, the setting’s location on the circumference of the ring provides
the monument with its orientation - in this case broadly south-south-west.

The geology of the stones is more complex than is generally
acknowledged, but those forming the recumbent setting have a high
proportion of aplite, while the orthostats that can be readily characterised
include one that is largely comprised of rose quartz, three of tonalite and at
least two of granite. Colour can be subjective, but since the accidental
removal of centuries of botanical growth following the taking of casts from
each stone for the ‘Symbols of Power’ exhibition at Edinburgh in 1985,
some observers agree that the recumbent is dark grey, the flankers light
grey, with pink characterising the orthostats situated on the east, and pink
or grey the darker stones on the west. These differing rock types also
possess contrasting haptic'? qualities, but whether this was a factor in their
selection remains uncertain.’™

Controlled excavation at intervals over the last one hundred and seventy-
five years, in addition to more haphazard delvings in earlier centuries, has
slowly disclosed that recumbent stone circles are commemorative
monuments primarily built to honour the dead cremated at these locations.
There is no reason to suppose that East Aquhorthies differs in this respect.

There is, in addition, a strongly symbolic component to its architecture,
which while not quite as rich as can be found elsewhere, remains consistent
with their general metaphorical content. These tropes would have the
recumbent and the flankers as a closed doorway at the centre of a slightly
flattened facade, with the upright slabs to its rear representing a blocked
passageway leading to the centre of a tomb. They are all elements drawn
from the funerary architecture of the Neolithic and it is clear that the
people who built recumbent stone circles were consciously and quite
deliberately referencing this ancient past.

When all such expressions inherent in the design of East Aquhorthies are
considered, it is easy to understand how, like other members of its class,
this monument embodies a simulacrum of a generic chambered tomb
sealed against the outside world.

2 j.e. how the stones felt to the touch

13 To date, the sources of the different stone types have not been determined. The
bedrock geology of the site belongs to the Aberdeen Formation of Psammite and
Semipelite. Further information available via British Geological Survey onshore
Geolndex, accessible at: https://www.bgs.ac.uk/map-viewers/geocindex-onshore/
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Figure 7: The simulacrum on plan (Welfare 20711). © Crown Copyright: HES.
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Figure 8: The cosmological round: the cycle of life (Welfare 2071). © Crown Copyright: HES.
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The quartz sheets on the face of the recumbent and the various colours of
the stones add detail to the story by referencing the fact that the cremated
body (or bodies) has been translated into another dimension by the power
of the sun expressed in fire. However, there is another component to the
symbolism of recumbent stone circles, and this is partly expressed in the
orientation of the recumbent setting and the position of the smallest stone
in the north-east quadrant of the ring. Although East Aquhorthies is
orientated south-south-west, if the wide spectrum of other known
recumbent stone circle azimuths is evaluated in the light of the other
aspects of their symbolism, this accents a general solstitial emphasis, which
in conjunction with the circularity of the monument, likely encapsulates a
regenerative component referencing the cycle of life.

2.1.1 Outline chronology

Early Bronze Age

As no chance finds have been recorded from East Aquhorthies and the
monument has not been subject to known excavation, its origin and
development can only be understood by reference to evidence gathered
from other comparable monuments. Radiocarbon dates from a variety of
contexts at Berrybrae, Hillhead, Old Rayne, Strichen House and
Tomnaverie in general suggest that recumbent stone circles were built in
the Early Bronze Age, perhaps from about 2300 BC.'> However, it is not
known for how long they continued to be constructed, or what brought the
rituals they encapsulated to an end. Although a roughly square stone
situated near the centre of the ring is probably that identified by Alexander
Keiller as a cist cover, this is likely to be part of the cairn’s foundations.'®

Late Bronze Age

Although there is nothing to indicate that East Aquhorthies was reused for
burials or cremations after the Early Bronze Age, several comparable sites
have yielded finds and radiocarbon dates, which indicate that recumbent
stone circles were the focus of renewed activities of some intensity during
the Late Bronze Age.

4 Bradley 2016
5 Welfare 2011
16 Keiller 1934
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Later-1st millennium BC to the mid-2nd millennium AD

How East Aguhorthies and recumbent stone circles were viewed across
subsequent centuries is not well understood, but they seem to have
remained respected and largely undisturbed until early mediaeval times,
when some may have been robbed of an orthostat for re-use as a Pictish
symbol stone. Documentary sources indicate that certain rings were so well
known that they became important meeting places, while others were
regarded with indifference or even superstition. Generally, many continued
to be treated with consideration perhaps because, as Hector Boece would
have it, the country people came to view the recumbent as an ‘altar stone’
forming part of a circular arena that could be read as a place of worship.

18th - 20th century

In time, recumbent stone circles came to be admired by the classically
educated gentry as ornaments to their estates, and they promoted their
preservation as a reflection of their culture and learning. Indeed, it was
essentially a combination of a wide range of factors that allowed a large
number to survive. Nevertheless, curiosity also led to speculative delving,
possibly with the intent of finding treasure. They were also extensively and
systematically robbed of their raw materials by the tenantry, especially
during the century of agricultural improvement (c.1780-1880). Several were
even blown-up with gunpowder, as they were sometimes perceived as an
inconvenience to day-to-day efficiency in the newly laid out and enclosed
landscapes. It is possible that it was during this period that the internal
cairn at the centre of East Aquhorthies was robbed, perhaps for re-use as
metalling on the newly introduced trackways.

The earliest known historical source relating to East Aquhorthies is
provided by its depiction on an estate map of 1769, which shows it situated
within a landscape of irregular plots near the south-west corner of a field
named ‘Standing Stone Folds’."” It was probably already an item of
curiosity locally, but it is unclear whether the Rev. William Davidson, the
minister of Inverurie, was referring to this stone circle when he noted the
presence of an ‘ancient Druidical temple in the parish [with] nothing very
remarkable about it’.’® He may equally have had in mind the ring at
Brandsbutt or Ardtannes Cottages.

It is depicted again on estate maps in 1838 and 1847, after the surrounding
landscape had been almost entirely transformed into a series of rectilinear
enclosures and drove ways defined by stone dykes.”® The monument would
have been unlikely to survive these improvements had it been of no

7 Home 1769
8 Davidson 1793
9 Walker & Beattie 1838; Beattie 1847
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interest to the landowner, James Michael Leslie (1784-1849), twenty-fifth
Baron of Balguhain. He must have been responsible for ensuring that it was
suitably protected by insisting upon its inclusion in one of the newly built
drove ways.

Figure 9: The stone circle in the drove way (Beattie 1847). © Courtesy of HES.

This evidently proved insufficiently secure, as the adjacent lengths of dyke
to its north and south were subsequently taken down before the mid-
1860s, in order to introduce the protective roundel that presently encloses
the monument. This was probably accomplished by the authority of
Colonel Charles Leslie (1785-1870), who succeeded to the title upon his
brother’s death. The roundel is depicted on the 1Ist edition of the Ordnance
Survey 25-inch map,2° along with the accompanying legend ‘Stone Circle’,
instead of ‘Druidical Temple’ - a change in nomenclature that followed an
order of 1864 that had been issued by Colonel Henry James, the Survey’s
Director General. This reflected the official repudiation of the priesthood’s
connection with stone circles generally, (although not necessarily the
‘Temple’ hypothesis), which had held sway nationally amongst the well-
read since the late 17th century.? Hence, the concomitant entry in the
Ordnance Survey Name Book still referred to the recumbent as ‘a kind of
altar’ - the central tenet of that popular theory.2?

20 Aberdeenshire 1869, sheet liv.6
21 Gibson 1695
22 Name Book, Aberdeenshire, No. 42

Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925
Principal Office: Longmore House, Salisbury Place, Edinburgh EH9 1SH

East Aquhorthies Stone Circle 15



51 Cixcle
Figure 10: The Ist edition of the OS 25-inch map (surveyed 1866-7). Aberdeenshire LIV.6 (Combined).

Reproduced under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC-BY) licence with the
permission of the National Library of Scotland

2.1.2 Study and interpretations

As antiquarian and archaeological interest in these and other prehistoric
sites grew in the 18th and 19th centuries, so various theories emerged
about their purpose, development and inter-relationships. The ways in
which understanding advanced through theoretical and empirical study is a
fascinating story in itself. All who looked upon the recumbent stone from
the early 16th century to the mid-19th century will have believed that they
were seeing an altar or a rostrum within a circular temple where Druid-like
figures had held forth. Indeed, a fine illustration reprising this theory, with
hooded figures gathered together under the moonlight in a recumbent
stone circle plainly inspired by East Aquhorthies, was set before the
children of Scotland as recently as the late 1990s.2® This image in question
was excised from the next edition of the book following the excavations at
Tomnaverie which revised the view of the circle as open arena and
provided a new interpretation of these monuments.24

Appendix 1 details the evolution of ideas seeking to explain and interpret
East Aquhorthies, which developed over the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries.
A summary of the current understanding of the site and its meaning is also
detailed in sections 2.2 and 2.3 below.

2.1.3 Guardianship

The monument was taken into State Guardianship on 9 September 1963,
after which it was enclosed by a post and wire fence, with a kissing gate on
the east. It seems likely that the roundel was repaired soon afterwards, and
the site generally put into good order to enhance the experience for the
visitor. Since then, a number of information panels have been introduced
from time to time.

23 Barclay 1998
24 Barclay 2005
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2.1.4 Designation

The site was scheduled on 31 August 1925 as ‘Auchquhorthies, Manar’ - the
parish within which the ring then lay; and it was re-scheduled on 14 August
1963 when the monument was placed under Guardianship. Its designated
status was last amended on 26 September 2002 (SM90126). The present
scheduled area is delimited by the Guardianship post and wire fence, which
encloses an area of 630sg m. This includes the recumbent stone circle, the
nineteenth century roundel and a small area outwith the latter.

2.2 Evidential values

The investigation and evaluation of the physical remains of past
communities is one of the principal avenues by which such groups can be
understood and placed in their historical context. When carefully
interpreted, the evidence that can be provided by a monument like East
Aquhorthies can be considered reliable and invested with a degree of
certainty that allows confidence in an analysis.

The primary evidential values of East Aguhorthies are:

e Its physical fabric and setting - the monument is well preserved and
retains significant features pertaining to recumbent stone circles as a
class.

e It is highly likely that further study of the monument and its
immediate curtilage would provide valuable historical information.

e The quality of the information available already is very good, but this
could be improved especially as non-invasive technigues develop

e Research to date has indicated that recumbent stone circles are a
uniquely distinctive kind of Early Bronze Age monument and that
East Aquhorthies possesses some unusual features. However, the
class has a wide range of characteristics that it also shares with other
types of ring; and any insights drawn from this monument in the
years to come are likely to enhance our understanding of stone
circles in general.

2.2.1 Physical fabric

East Aquhorthies is one of the best-preserved examples of a recumbent
stone circle. Indeed, it is the only one where the full complement of ring-
stones has remained apparently upstanding since the monument was
constructed in the Early Bronze Age. Its great archaeological value has
been demonstrated by the non-invasive methods of analytical fieldwork
that have been applied to the remains since the latter part of the 19th
century; and is likely to continue to play a major role in conveying an
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understanding of these Early Bronze Age monuments and their role
through time.

Its excellent preservation allows key aspects of its construction and
symbolism to be appreciated, but it also has great value as a comparator
with other recumbent stone circles on account of the differences it
exhibits. These variations in the physical fabric of recumbent stone circles
illustrates that there was a certain freedom and latitude in their final
physical appearance as long as they correctly expressed the essential
beliefs of the society in an appropriate manner.

2.2.2 Evidence revealed by archaeological investigation

There is no record of any archaeological excavation at East Aguhorthies
and there is nothing observable at the site to indicate that such may have
taken place in the past. However, it would be surprising if future research
did not reveal that the curiosity of the country people or perhaps the more
sagacious antiquary had not got the better of them and resulted in minor
delvings in and around the monument - perhaps when the cairn was
robbed.

The nearest stray finds are a stone axe found about 180m from the site in
1913, which may possibly be that now in Inverurie Museum (NJ72SW 35); a
hammer stone found the same year (NJ72SW 36), which was originally in
the same private collection; and another axe that is now in the collection of
the Marischal Museum, Aberdeen (NJ72SW 192). While the labels indicate
that all were collected on the farm, it is possible that none were found
anywhere near the recumbent stone circle.

2.2.3 Further research potential

Five recumbent stone circles have been fully excavated since the
beginning of the 20th century: The Nine Stanes?®> Old Keig,?® Loanhead of
Daviot;?’ Berrybrae?® and Strichen House,?? while four more have been the
subject of smaller scale investigations in the last twenty years:
Tomnaverie,3° Aikey Brae,3' Cothemuir Wood?3? and Hillhead.3® These, plus
the information that has been gleaned from 19th-century excavations and
even earlier delvings, together with the field observations that have

25 Coles 1905

26 Childe 1933, 1934
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accumulated over the past five centuries, are the sources of our current
knowledge.

Although this material has provided a rich store of information, basic
guestions about recumbent stone circles have yet to be satisfactorily
answered, including those regarding the rituals that led to their inception,
their floruit, their relationship to other kinds of rings, and their
abandonment as a type of monument commemorating the dead.

As the ring-stones at East Aguhorthies are undisturbed and some
proportion of the foundational layers of the internal cairn may well be
intact, it is quite clear that the monument retains the potential to illuminate
these and many other outstanding questions. Particularly welcome would
be: confirmative or negative evidence relating to our current understanding
of their function, the factors influencing their creation, the choice of
location, the activity requiring commemoration, the preparation of the site
prior to construction, the origin and collection of the raw materials, how
they were set-out, technical details relating to their engineering, whether
their constructional sequence varied, the architectural motifs it exhibits and
their contribution to the symbolism expressed in its overall form. In
addition, a new suite of radiocarbon dates from a detailed range of
contexts relating to the deposits beneath the monument highlighting the
chronology of its sequence of construction would prove invaluable, while
the application of a full complement of scientific technigues in
circumstances where such analyses might be appropriate could also be of
inestimable utility.

The site lies at the heart of the known geographical distribution of the
monument class and so it may be anticipated that it will continue to
contribute to the theorising that seeks to illuminate these difficult topics.

Geophysical investigation has only been undertaken at Rothiemay, %4 where
the results proved confusing. However, the investigation of their curtilage
is likely to prove more rewarding, as the excavation of the area around
Loanhead of Daviot and other stone circles have indicated.®> East
Aqguhorthies is unlikely to disappoint and may reveal valuable information
pertaining to the location’s earlier land-use, in addition to its secondary
usage in the millennia following the monument’s floruit. This, in its turn, is
likely to cast much needed light upon how it was perceived through time,
how it influenced cultural developments and perhaps also what contributed
to its remarkable survival.

There also remains a pressing need to understand how East Aquhorthies
and other recumbent stone circles were integrated with the ideas, beliefs
and values of the communities who built them and how they might relate

34 Aspinall 2006
35 Kilbride Jones 1935; Cameron 1999
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to similar, but less elaborate, monuments found throughout North East
Scotland and beyond.

2.3 Historical values

The great value of the recumbent stone circle of East Aquhorthies is that it
can tell us much about Early Bronze Age society - especially its willingness
and capability to undertake complex engineering projects reflecting
contemporary ideas, beliefs and values as testified by its fabric and the
funerary practices this reflects. While one site alone can never provide a
completely comprehensive understanding of what was invested in their
creation, there is no doubt that the monument has the capacity to broaden
our overall understanding of Early Bronze Age society’s remarkable
abilities.

Present understanding is based upon almost five centuries of antiquarian
speculation and research. This effort can also tell us much about the
attitudes and interests of those individuals and institutions who studied
these monuments in more recent times. At East Aquhorthies they have
included people from a host of backgrounds.

2.3.1 Bronze Age

East Aquhorthies and other recumbent stone circles are not the only ritual
monuments attributed to the Early Bronze Age that are scattered
throughout the countryside of North East Scotland, but they are perhaps
the most dramatic and the best known. However, there are other types of
stone circle that lack their elaborate detailing and there are also free-
standing cairns in a variety of forms. Additionally, other stone settings and
isolated standing stones occur, belonging to the same megalithic tradition,
while henges and further forms of enclosure are also assigned to the
period. Although their chronological and societal relationships remain
unclear, the people who built these monuments were evidently well-
organised and possessed considerable engineering skills. Moreover, the
ubiquity of the recumbent stone circle over such a large terrain indicates
that the rituals and beliefs expressed within them were widely shared.

East Aquhorthies is situated in the centre of the recumbent stone circle
distribution amidst the rich lowland farmland of Aberdeenshire, which then
as now will have supported a comparatively large population who lived in
isolated round houses or small dispersed settlements. How far this society
was hierarchical is uncertain, but in the absence of sufficient skeletal
material, it would be all too easy to assume that a recumbent stone circle
commemorated only its most important members. On present evidence,
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they could just as easily mark the place where many people were cremated
before the monument was constructed.

2.3.2 Associative

A wide range of individuals from all sorts of backgrounds have contributed
to our knowledge of East Aquhorthies and our appreciation of the society
that constructed it. Unlike some other monuments, there is no one name
which stands out; and while this almost certainly reflects the fact that it
remains unexcavated, it also stresses how much of our information has
been incremental and derived from diverse sources.

2.3.3 Funerary rites and practice

The rites at recumbent stone circles like East Aquhorthies are reflected in
the primary deposits secreted beneath the monument, and the stages in
the monument’s sequence of construction. The lack of information
resulting from the disturbance of the internal cairn and the fact that no
formal excavation has been undertaken here means that the specific rituals
that may have been enacted at this location can only be inferred from
findings elsewhere.

Scorched subsoil, fire-cracked stones, incinerated bones, comminuted
osseous matter, charcoal, charred debris and ‘black mould’ have all been
commonly recorded whenever the interiors of recumbent stone circles
have been investigated through opportunistic delvings, stone robbing or
carefully controlled archaeological excavations. By the mid-19th century, it
was plain to John Stuart that the function of recumbent stone circles was
funerary and that this burnt material could be linked with the rite of
cremation.3%6

Controlled excavation has ungquestionably provided the most coherent
evidence for the funerary rituals; but even now few indicators of the
primary rites have been retrieved, while others that may have been
connected with stages in the raising of the monument are hardly known at
all.

All the excavations since the turn of the 19th century have offered evidence
that has tended to confirm Stuart’s conclusion, although it is by no means
always clear that the evidence for burning is primary. Nevertheless,
Frederick Coles located small deposits of burnt bone in scoops and small
pits in the central court of the ring cairn at the Nine Stanes, while he also
noted black mould beneath the cairn material.3” Almost thirty years later,

36 Stuart 1856; 1867
37 Coles 1905
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Gordon Childe observed patches of burnt subsoil, as well as charcoal and
burnt bones, below the shattered remains of the cairn at Old Keig.*® Soon
afterwards, Kilbride-Jones identified a layer of fine charcoal dust
intermingled with crushed fragments of calcined bone, sandwiched
between a crescent of cobbling and a hard-baked burnt subsoil, under the
cairn at Loanhead of Daviot.?° Burl’'s excavation of Berrybrae has yet to be
adequately published, but it yielded burnt bones and a clay-filled pit
containing a Beaker with charcoal, although these were interpreted as
secondary deposits;*° while the excavation conducted by Philip Abramson
and lain Hampshire-Monk at Strichen House revealed burnt stones and a
burnt subsoil underneath the little that remained of the cairn.*! Some
cremated bone was also recovered, but at least some of this was
secondary. By way of contrast, Bradley’s limited excavations at
Tomnaverie, disclosed a small, low mound above the old land surface
preserved beneath the cairn, which comprised burnt soil, charcoal and
fragments of cremated bone.*? The context of the burnt stones he located
at Cothiemuir Wood are more equivocal, as they had been re-used to fill an
old excavation in the centre of the cairn. Bradley’s later excavation of
Hillhead provided evidence of a pyre and cremation, but this was
secondary.43

It is not known whether the sites were used once, or repeatedly over a long
period of time, but after the pyres had been extinguished their residue was
swept up and they were cleared of their vegetation. In addition, the turf
and the underlying topsoil was also frequently stripped away before the
cairn and the stone circle were built.

In summary, the primary rite appears to have been pyre cremation, but
there is no reason to suppose that this was necessarily performed after
dark. A crowd would have likely gathered around the bonfire and after the
spirit of the individual had been translated by fire and smoke into another
dimension, some of the ashes might have been collected as keepsakes, or
for distribution elsewhere.

The construction of the monument closed the site, and the surrounding
ring of stones marks a reserved area into which access was quite possibly
forbidden. The only entrance to the monument is closed and Lukis likened
the orthostats to railings.** However, recumbent stone circles were
elaborate monuments that were designed to be visited. This may have
been to mourn the loss of the individual or individuals in whose memory
they had been raised, to contemplate the ceremonies that had been
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enacted, or to reflect on the nature and meaning of life. It seems likely that
it was the recumbent stone that was the focus of the monument, partly
because several traits of the architecture (such as the grading of stones in
height) drew the eye inexorably towards it, and partly because of its
symbolism. However, it was also invariably the most massive stone in the
ring and the one displaying the most remarkable geological characteristics.

Recumbent stone circles also attracted the deposition of later cremations
(often of a token kind), which were either inserted at the foot of the
orthostats, slipped into their fabric, or deposited into pits within their
immediate curtilage. Moreover, small formal monuments, although
admittedly of a less elaborate kind, could be attracted into their orbit.
Some of these were connected with cremation, but others with inhumation.

There is no reason to doubt that evidence for such funerary practices
would be located at East Aquhorthies and in its immediate surroundings
were it to be investigated.

2.4 Architectural and artistic values

East Aquhorthies is one of the best, if not the best-preserved recumbent
stone circle in North East Scotland. Its architecture has been carefully
studied over many decades and it has made, and continues to make, an
important contribution to our general understanding of these remarkable
monuments. Important aspects of its design include:

e The specific combination of architectural characteristics it displays.

e The rarity of some of these features.

e The survival of its principal components, comprising an internal cairn
and the surrounding stone circle, although the former is plainly
depleted.

e The intelligence exemplified in both its design and engineering.

e The clever use it makes of the natural properties of the stones
employed in its construction, in order to enhance its impressiveness
and visual appeal.

e The sophistication of the symbolism it captures, which is reflected in
its individual traits and how these on the one hand forge a link with
the past and on the other illustrate the cycle of life

Note: In modern times, East Aquhorthies has also provided inspiration for
painting, photography and other artistic expression. These are detailed in
Appendix 2.
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Description

The recumbent stone circle is built on a gentle east-facing slope in prime
agricultural land. It is tightly enfolded within a mid-19th century walled
enclosure and measures 20m from east to west by 18.5m transversely. It
retains its full complement of stones, comprising the recumbent setting on
the south-south-west and nine orthostats. The broader, flatter and less
scarred faces of the stones face outwards, excepting two of the orthostats.
The recumbent measures about 4m in length, 0.75m in thickness and 1.55m
in height and leans backwards at a sharp angle. It is unusual in being a
colossal rectangular slab, exhibiting little of the asymmetry that
recumbents so often exhibit. Its leading face is shot with white sheets of
quartz and numerous slickenslides, while an Ordnance Survey benchmark
has been engraved just below its even, roughly horizontal summit. Behind
the recumbent are located two firmly embedded upright slabs, flush with
its ends. Two flankers, standing 2.5m and 2.15m high, are aligned with the
front of the recumbent and turned slightly, in order to trace the arc of the
circle. They are the tallest stones in the ring, but the westernmost is a little
more slender than its counterpart to the east, which by contrast is a little
stouter. Three cup marks are situated near the foot of the west flanker on
its outer face, with a possible fourth to their west.

The nine orthostats are laid out in pairs on chords, with an additional stone
on the north-east. The spacing between the pairs decreases from south-
south-west to north-north-east. They are graded in height, their tops
descending consistently from the flankers on the south-south-west to the
smallest stone on the north-east. There is a suggestion of yet more
deliberate asymmetry in the shape of the stones, with those on the east-
south-east tending to be pointed, while those on the west-north-west are
flat-topped, but this is by no means consistent. The footings of at least five
are concealed by the bank revetting the walled enclosure. This feature
creates an illusion that the interior is dished, but in practice the ring
contains a low, grass-grown mound about 0.25m high, which is all that
remains of an internal cairn. A roughly triangular stone lying between the
two rectangular upright slabs behind the recumbent and another smaller
square stone situated in a hollow closer to the centre of the ring are
probably foundational stones underpinning the structure.

Recumbent stone circles amalgamate a cairn and a stone circle in an
ingenious and creative way, with these elements being constructed in
phases. The evidence for East Aquhorthies composite character and
sequence of construction can be inferred from studies and excavation
elsewhere, e.g. at Tomnaverie.*> However, there is a caveat, for just as the
architecture of every recumbent stone circle is unique to itself, so the

45 Bradley 2005
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sequence and methods of construction may have varied slightly from site
to site.

Evidence from Tomnaverie and Cothiemuir Wood hints that certain rituals
might accompany the monument’s phases of construction. A pit containing
charcoal at Tomnaverie was cut into a terrace that was sealed beneath the
encircling platform revetting the cairn. This was located on the future axis
of the ring below the eventual position of the recumbent and if this was not
fortuitous, it may possibly have been dedicatory. In addition, a collection of
worked quartz and a rock crystal, located just outside the kerb of the cairn
at Cothiemuir Wood, was deposited before the revetment was added.*¢ It
was noted that some Beaker sherds had been found at Tomnaverie in
exactly the same position.

2.4.1 Embodiment of belief system

Structure and form

Something of the ideas, beliefs and values of the Early Bronze Age
communities who built recumbent stone circles can be inferred from the
symbolism encapsulated in their architecture. In the late 19th century it
began to be realised that the peculiar tropes built into them must be
symbolic.4’” John Stuart’s ‘Sepulchral Hypothesis’ led local antiquarians like
Henry Mitchell and the Rev. John Milne to interpret the recumbent stone as
a closed entrance, while the slabs behind the ‘door’ at East Aquhorthies
were guarantees against intrusion. The rings were tenements for ghosts.

These ideas, comprehending recumbent stone circles through metaphor,
with an entrance fronting some sort of tomb, were largely forgotten in the
20th century. Instead, professional archaeologists sought to explore the
properties of these monuments in detail, measure them in all conceivable
ways, explore their distribution and derive analogies. In other words, they
collected data. But, like the face of the Cheshire cat, these metaphors
continued to haunt their consciousness as they sought to unravel the
relationship with the neighbouring Clava-type Cairns. Recumbent stone
circles were an architectural chimera of doorways, passages and chambers,
but when these strange traits were assessed against the full range of their
features, none of it seemed to make much sense. However, once the
sequence of the architectural succession was understood at Tomnaverie,
some insight into the symbolism they embodied could fall into place.4®

46 Bradley 2005
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The fabric of recumbent stone circles appears to interweave two distinct
strands,*? both of which can be read in the architecture at East
Aquhorthies:

e The first harks back to the deep past and emphasises death and
interment

e The second can best be understood as a philosophical meditation
upon life

The first aspect is demonstrated by the several ways in which the design
harks back to the ancient Neolithic chambered tombs scattered throughout
the British Isles. The recumbent stone and the flankers can be read as a
closing stone in a doorway centrally situated in a facade. The latter
stretches across the slightly flattened south-south-west arc and assimilates
the two adjacent orthostats. The difference in height between these
orthostats and the flankers places the stress on the recumbent setting, as
does the sheer size of these three stones. The two large slabs behind the
recumbent are evidently the equivalent of the kerbstones that are
frequently seen at other recumbent stone circles, where the shape they
make results from the reconfiguration of the cairn’s outer kerb in order to
link the two sections of the monument. A kerb does not delimit the cairn at
East Aquhorthies and so in order to promote the metaphor, the builders
have apparently introduced the two slabs to mimic these kerbstones and
so suggest a passage behind the closed door in the facade. The two slabs
simply abut against the make-up of the cairn. It is likely that the space
between them was originally filled with stones to mimic the rubble fill
found in the blocked-up passages of the archetype. There is no evidence
for a central court at East Aquhorthies and it seems that the chamber to
which the denotative passage might have led was also to be read as
blocked. In sum, the arrangements of these traits suggest that the
architects of East Aquhorthies wished to create a simulacrum of a generic
chambered tomb. This despite the fact that the rituals connected with
those early monuments was likely to be quite different from those that
occurred in their day and age.

The second strand of the symbolism inherent in East Aquhorthies describes
a regenerative cycle of life, death and rebirth, a phenomenon also
understood at Newgrange and Balnuaran of Clava. This is partly
communicated by East Aquhorthies’ circularity on plan and partly by its
orientation, which is situated roughly midway in the span of those found at
recumbent stone circles; and partly by the relationship of the recumbent
setting on the south-south-west side of the ring and the smallest orthostat
on the north-east arc. This odd position may provide a clue to its meaning,
because its location in this quarter may symbolically mark the direction of
sunrise at the summer solstice. The disparity in size between this stone and
the recumbent places the focus symbolically firmly upon the southern arc
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of the monument and thus upon the winter solstice - the point where the
old year dies, and a new year is born. Thus the metaphor encapsulated in
this strand of the architecture can be understood to refer to the cycle of
life and to rebirth following transformation after death.

Materials, colour and cup marks

As well as the structural and design elements discussed above, details of
materials, colour and the use of cup marks can also be interpreted as
supporting the symbolic intent of the monument. Colour seems to have
had an important place in the design of recumbent stone circles, and is
likely to have been symbolic. The red and grey in the palette of local rocks
- porphyry, granites and jasper - were possibly selected to symbolise the
rite of cremation: the flames, the bone or the ash. The use of quartz is a
striking visual feature that is well established in prehistoric contexts. At
East Aquhorthies, several stones are quartz-bearing, and this is especially
prominent on the recumbent’s outer face.

The most striking analogy for the use of quartz is at Neolithic Newgrange
in Ireland.>® Newgrange demonstrates an incontestable relationship
between the architecture and orientation of the monument, the use of
quartz and the sky - specifically the midwinter solstice.>" A similar
association of quartz, a south-westerly orientation and the sun is also
demonstrated at Balnuaran of Clava, which is closer in date to East
Aqguhorthies: here the most quartz-rich orthostat in the surrounding ring of
the more north-easterly cairn is situated on this axis opposite the passage,
to mark sunrise at the summer solstice. The relationship with quartz seems
apposite, as the Sun radiates warmth and light and is synonymous with fire
- the means by which the bodies of the dead were transmuted into another
dimension through their cremation on the funeral pyres.

Cup marks

Cup marks are a relatively common feature on the recumbent stone setting
and the immediately adjacent orthostats, sometimes deliberately hidden
from view. Cup marks are found near the foot of the west flanker at East
Aquhorthies, though in that location they seem intended to catch the
attention.

Like the quartz, they seem a conscious borrowing from ancient times, and
like quartz they are commonly found restricted to the five stones forming
the facade at recumbent stone circles. When surrounded by multiple rings,

50 O’Kelly 1982

5T At Newgrange, above the entrance is the ‘roof-box’, which like the facade was
orientated towards the south-east, to the place where the Sun rises on the morning
of the winter solstice. This space was originally stopped-up with two quartz blocks,
but these could be removed to allow the light to shine in and illuminate the back of
the chamber at that moment.
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cup marks are often taken as a sun symbol in many far-flung cultures. The
cups at East Aquhorthies do not appear to have been derived and instead
were almost certainly newly made in the Early Bronze Age. It is possible
that they represent ‘dying suns’, as they are located low down on the
western flanker in the direction of where the Sun sets. This is the dark and
cold side of the sky and it is metaphorically synonymous with death, while
the east is where the Sun rises and is synonymous with life.

Figure 11: Cup marks on the right near the foot of the west flanker. © Crown copyright: HES.

2.5 Landscape and aesthetic values

East Aquhorthies is situated in the rich rolling lowlands of central
Aberdeenshire in open country. This is characterised by the geometric
enclosures of the 18th-19th century, comprising plots of arable and
improved pasture interspersed with mixed plantations and shelterbelts.
Although the rising ground restricts the view to the west, there is an
extensive outlook stretching away from the south to the east-north-east
where the Knockinglews ridge closes in. Nevertheless, the peak of Mither
Tap, the crowning point of the Bennachie range, can still be readily
glimpsed to the west-north-west.

Many, but by no means all, recumbent stone circles share such a
spectacular view, and this has led to speculation that their outlook must
have played an intricate part in their purpose. An astronomical target has
been sought for more than a century, with researchers intent on
discovering this through the increasingly accurate measurement of
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alignments. And if the sky has not provided a satisfactory solution, then
some have looked to the landscape instead, searching the distant horizons
for significant features that can be spied from the recumbent stone setting.
But again, consistency has proved elusive. After so much effort, it is
understandable that these avid seekers should find it difficult to accept
that the location of a recumbent stone circle may have been chosen for
other reasons.

It was probably the agricultural potential of the country that influenced
land-use and their location. Although their proximity to settlement remains
poorly understood, there is some evidence to indicate that these
monuments were situated some distance away from them.>2 However, it
seems very unlikely they were situated too far out in the waste - although
their location may owe something to route ways - if only because they
were commemorative and designed to attract the visitor. With the rich
symbolism embodied in their architecture, they were largely self-contained
- although it is perfectly possible that the people who built East
Aqguhorthies sometimes looked out at the extensive view and felt both at
home and at one with the world.

2.6 Natural heritage values

The property in State care is not currently (2021) covered by any natural
heritage designations, and provides modest natural heritage interest. The
site is grassland: the inner area is closely mown to reveal the monument’s
characteristics and is species poor; the perimeter areas are identified as un-
improved acidic grassland. The latter supports a greater number of species
including heath dog-violet (viola canina) which is relatively rare and has
potential to support fritillary butterflies as it is nectar-rich.

Lichen or other forms of botanical growth adhering to the orthostats may
contain some interest, as these were left undisturbed in 1985 when the
mould made for the ‘Symbols of Power’ exhibition largely stripped this
from the recumbent setting.>3

2.7 Contemporary use values
To date (2021), there has not been a formal assessment of how

contemporary communities relate to East Aquhorthies, so the following
paragraphs are based on readily available information and references.

52 Bradley 2005
53 Bryce et al 1991
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2.7.1 Visitors and visitor amenities

The principal amenity associated with the monument is the nearby car park
with its information board explaining how to reach the recumbent stone
circle on foot. The ring itself is enclosed within a mid-19th-century roundel
surrounded by a fence with a kissing gate on the east-south-east. A second
information panel set on a low plinth is situated about 5m to the gate’s
south, immediately in front of some steps, which provide access to the
ring’s interior. As the site is unstaffed, it is not possible to determine exact
visitor numbers; however, it is estimated that over 1,200 people visit the
ring, each year.

The tourist value of East Aquhorthies is high. It is nice to look-at, it seems
complete and appears to the visitor as the archetypical recumbent stone
circle. The recumbent is imposing, the flankers impressive and the
orthostats are colourful, grading neatly from the tallest stones in the south-
south-west to the smallest on the north-east. Its setting is pretty and there
is a very pleasant outlook across the lowland to the south and east, with
the unforeseen bonus of Mither Tap popping up over the horizon. In
addition, the mysterious cup marks and the baffling ‘compartment’ behind
the recumbent require pause for thought.

Access is relatively easy from Inverurie, which is well-served by rail and
road; and although the lane forming the final approach to East Aquhorthies
is narrow, it offers a perfect translation into the quieter rural world. It is no
wonder that the author of The Modern Antiquarian, Julian Cope, and his
family found it a lovely place for a picnic.>*

East Aquhorthies is understood by many as a special, and for some a
magical place - whether or not they hold particular beliefs. Evidence from
social media indicates that visitors value the site highly, and often mention
the beauty and tranquillity of the location, the impressive size and
completeness of the circle and the nearby opportunities for walking trails
as positives. Some also mention feelings of awe and respect for the age of
the place and the people who built it, and the enigma that it presents.>>

2.7.2 Folklore

Although folklore is associated with some recumbent stone circles, nothing
is known that specifically pertains to East Aquhorthies.

Modern ‘New Age’ ideas and interpretations continue to evolve: these may,
over time, add to folklore associated with the site, such as for instance
Michael Dames’ interpretation of the recumbent stone setting at East

54 Cope 1998
55 E.g. see entries on www.tripadvisor.co.uk
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Aqguhorthies as a ‘stylised stone o0x’.5¢ The site is important to these
communities and to those who believe the site to be a focus for special
energy, for instance dowsers have noted various unseen complexities.>’
The Internet and social media now nourish this fresh vein of ‘tradition’ and
circulate new stories all around the world. This store will likely continue
grow and make its own special contribution to Scottish culture and to link
present generations with the generations of the past, while bringing a great
deal of enjoyment.

2.7.3 Spiritual values and atmosphere

The old spiritual values embodied in East Aquhorthies had probably
already faded and become corrupted by the Late Bronze Age, although
some memory connecting them with the dead may have persisted.
However, once people no longer knew how to read these monuments and
all memory of their meaning was lost, they were free to develop their own
conceptions. There is no reason to suppose recumbent stone circles were
invested with spiritual values before the early modern period interpreted
the recumbent stone as an altar, with the rest of the ring as an enclosure
housing a congregation. However once this idea became common from the
16th century they were generally viewed through that prism. There is little
evidence that they were treated poorly on account of their pagan origins.
Indeed, sometimes quite the reverse. However, once clothed in a religious
ethos, this notion has carried through to the present.

It is also a place where the search for altered states of consciousness has
been explored,>® where strange radiation surges have been recorded at
moonset,>® where it has been understood that the monument is but one of
a series of ‘stars’ recalling the constellation of Cepheus writ large over the
Aberdeenshire landscape®® and it is the place where John Drewry, the well-
known choreographer of Scottish country dance, once met a man who
assured him that ‘someone standing in the circle was much more likely to
see UFOs than someone standing nearby’.®!

East Aquhorthies now provides an arena for those who wish to tap into
percieved spiritual values. It is by no means uncommon to find an
individual cross-legged, eyes closed and meditating quietly either upon the
summit of the recumbent stone or in the centre of the ring. In addition,

56 Dames 1977

57 Gardner 2000; Haddow 2007
58 Faidych 1997

59 Devereux 1990

60 Kaulins 2003

81 Drewry 2000
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visitor offerings (usually flowers) are common,®? although the people or
events they commemorate are unknown.

3.  MAJOR GAPS IN UNDERSTANDING

Please note, the research for this document was largely undertaken during
2020-2021 with limited access to archives and resources, as a result of
Covid-19. While every attempt was made for accuracy throughout the
statement, errors or omissions may remain. Please direct comments or
suggestions to CRTenquiries@hes.scot

Our knowledge of East Aquhorthies in particular, and recumbent stone
circles in general, rests upon a foundation less secure than is desirable.
There have been no excavations at this monument and what little we think
we know has either had to be pieced together or inferred from the analysis
of many different sites. Some of the outstanding questions can be simply
listed:

e What is the origin of East Aquhorthies?

e What rites or activities played out at this location and if the ring
‘reserves’ (i.e. delimits) the area where bonfires once stood upon
which the dead were cremated, what led to the end of this activity?

¢ What was the environment and land-use at the time of the
monument’s construction and how has this changed with time?

e Where are the nearest contemporary settlements and how was the
monument integrated into their landscape?

e How was the ring planned and set out?

¢ What was the sequence of construction? When did this commence
and how long did the monument take to build?

e Was the monument built in one operation? if episodic, what were
these events and at what intervals did they follow?

e How far does this sequence deviate from the models offered by
Tomnaverie and Loanhead of Daviot?

62 Such actions can inadvertently harm archaeological sites, and visitors are
reminded that the use of candles or naked flames are not permitted at any HES
properties.
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e Are there further aspects of the monument’s architecture that
differentiate it from some of its contemporaries?

¢ When was the monument’s floruit and when did it finally fade from
the consciousness of people who properly understood it?

e Where was the stone for the monument sourced?

e |Is there any evidence relating to how the stones were brought to the
site and erected?

e Have the footings of the stones been shaped in any way?

e What was the original form of the cairn, how far has it been depleted
and how were the flankers and orthostats supported at its edges?

e Was the cairn material gathered or quarried?
e Does the monument commemorate one individual or many?

e Have there been later interventions in prehistory, whether
cremations, inhumations, or some other kind of deposit?

e Were other monuments attracted into its orbit and if so when did
this happen and what is their form?

e Is there any evidence for deliberate destruction in prehistory?

e Did the ring really come through to the late 18th century intact
without intervention, or has it been the subject of an unrecorded
restoration?

e When was the roundel constructed?

Answers to any of these questions would make a valuable contribution
to our knowledge. Added to the specific questions above, there are
major knowledge gaps relating to the period to which the monument
belongs. Key research questions relating to the Bronze Age as a whole
are contained within the SCARF National Framework Bronze Age
report.%3

63 Accessible at: https://scarf.scot/national/scarf-bronze-age-panel-report/
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4. ASSOCIATED PROPERTIES

The recumbent stone circles of Loanhead of Daviot and Tomnaverie are
also properties in State care. Both have been subjected to excavations of a
high standard and have contributed much to our knowledge. Moreover,
while they share similarities with East Aquhorthies, all three offer
differences and thereby tell a slightly different story.

Recumbent stone circles also have strong affinities with Clava passage
graves, like those at Balnuaran of Clava and Corrimony, but they also share
characteristics with other stone circles, ring cairns and other kinds of cairn.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX I: HISTORY OF STUDY AND INTERPRETATION
FROM THE LATTER PART OF THE 19TH CENTURY

1870s - 1900

The Ordnance Survey directive of 1864, which stated that stone circles
were no longer to be attributed to the Druids, was a watershed. It ended
the official sanction of the purported link between this [ron Age priesthood
and these monuments; but it seems that many of the surveyors had yet to
become acquainted with the ‘Sepulchral’ hypothesis, the locally ascendant
perspective that had been introduced in the mid-1850s following a
campaign of excavation that had been overseen by John Stuart and
Charles Elphinstone Dalrymple.?* However, the surveyors did recognise the
geological variety in the ring-stones, while adding the observation that the
rock from which the recumbent was composed was not to be found on the
Fetternear Estate; then the centre of the Balguhain Barony.

The inclusion of East Aquhorthies on the Ordnance Survey map inevitably
led to it becoming better known. Within a year or two it was the subject of
a charming watercolour (see Figure 25) by Sophia, Lady Dunbar, a Lady
Associate of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland®* and also of some
drawings by Colonel Jonathan Forbes-Leslie which are now lost. These
accompanied a lecture he delivered to the British Association Meeting at
Edinburgh in 187195 in which he challenged Stuart and Dalrymple’s
hypothesis by outlining a series of arguments supporting the earlier theory
that they had been ‘erected or occupied for religious ceremonies’.
However, Christian Maclagan, another Lady Associate of the Society,%
advocated a very different view. Using her own plans and reconstruction
drawings of the monument, she argued that this and other recumbent
stone circles were the last remnants of huge, circular buildings akin to the
Scottish Broch.%” Her idea that the two upright slabs behind the recumbent
at East Aquhorthies had originally supported the latter in acting as a lintel
above a low doorway, with the remaining ring-stones functioning as
‘binders’ to strengthen the foundations of the overall structure, found little
favour with her contemporaries.

64 RCAHMS MS1992/527; image accessible at:
https://canmore.org.uk/collection/337167

65 National Library of Scotland APS 1.79.129; Leslie 1871

66 The term ‘Lady Associate’ was used as the Society did not admit female Fellows
until 1901. For further information, see:
https.//www.socantscot.org/resources/famous-fellows/ [accessed 16/09/20]

67 Maclagan 1875; 1881; 1894
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Section,Restored Wall at A 5.W.Stone Auquortees Circle Restoration of Auguorthies,
Figure 12: Christian Maclagan’s reconstruction (Maclagan 1875). © Courtesy of HES.

Nevertheless, it was this conception that directly led to her advancing the
first explanation for the orientation of recumbent stone circles - namely
that as dwellings they were deliberately directed towards the Sun.®® During
this period, the Rev. John Davidson called special attention to the
monument on account of its completeness and by 1884 it had become so
well known that General Augustus Pitt-Rivers, the newly appointed
‘Inspector of Monuments’, was persuaded to visit the site.??® He was
impressed with what he found and five years later he sent his assistants,
William Tomkin and Claude Gray, to take more detailed measurements and
sketches, in addition to complementary photographs. This was to allow an
exhibit to be made for his private museum where a model of East
Aqguhorthies would become a valuable educational item.”® This is now in
Salisbury Museum, but although the drawings survive,”! the photographs
appear to be lost.

Despite the fact that it had long been recognised locally that stone circles
with recumbent stones represented a distinct class of monument with a
limited distribution, this only became generally known after Alfred Lewis, a
chartered accountant from London with a keen interest in such
monuments, began to seek out specific references to them following visits
to Tyrebagger and Aguhorthies in 1885. Using whatever illustrations he
could find, he compiled a composite sketch of twelve examples for a plate

68 Maclagan 1881, 30

69 Thompson 1960; 1977; NA (Kew) Work 39/12/44-6; 39/15/51, 56-7

70 Thompson 1960

TTNA (Kew); Work 39/3/44-50:; 39/8/73-6; 39/11/7, 10-11; 39/13/16, 114-51
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to accompany a lecture, which he delivered to the Royal Anthropological
Institute in 1887.72
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Figure 13: A comparison of recumbent settings (Lewis 1888). © Courtesy of HES.

Inevitably, this plate focussed largely upon the recumbent setting and it
included a redrawing of Maclagan’s illustration of the example at East
Aqguhorthies. At that time the inner face of the recumbent setting was still
believed to represent the frontal aspect of the stones, because the empty
enclosure circumscribed by the ring continued to be understood as an
arena. Lewis’ diagram was both enlightening and influential, and James
Spence almost immediately reproduced it in a more attractive form in a
paper that was otherwise illustrated by examples from the more northerly
part of their distribution.”3

The first photograph of the monument to be published, appeared in 1899. It
is unattributed, but its main value is that it shows the ring to have been at
least partly knee-deep in gorse and broom at that time.”4

72 Lewis 1888
73 Spence 1890
74 Munro 1899
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Figure 14: The recumbent stone circle from the east (Munro 1900). © Courtesy of HES.

1900 - 1930s

At this stage, photography could not compete with the important
analytical and illustrative role played by measured drawings and sketches.
This is exemplified by the work of Frederick Coles, who from 1899-1910
investigated the stone circles of the North-East on behalf of the National
Museum of Antiquities of Scotland. He was already an old and trusted hand
at the kind of high-quality field surveys required, which depended upon a
compass and a measuring tape. Others took the only photographs that
ever illustrated any of his articles, namely those captured during and
immediately after his excavation of the recumbent stone circle at Garrol
Wood in 1904.75 From the beginning, the itinerary he planned was largely
guided by the appearance of standing stones and stone circles on the 1st
and 2nd editions of the Ordnance Survey 6-inch map. He reached East
Aqguhorthies during the second season of his fieldwork and was
immediately impressed by both its excellent state of preservation and its
extensive outlook.”’® According to his report, there were ‘no shrubs to
intervene’ and hinder his observations, but this does seem rather doubtful,
as it is otherwise hard to understand how he came to believe that all the
uprights stood ‘upon a low ridge of boulders’. He was quite aware of the
roundel, but it is clear from a photograph taken a few years later by Mary,
Lady Lockyer, that its stonework was in very poor condition and the bank
behind remained thickly grown. Under these circumstances, it is possible
that he misconstrued what he observed and it is conceivable that the

75 Coles 1905
76 Coles 1901
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diminutive bank running between the stones that he had seen only the
season before on the visit he had paid to Sunhoney, influenced his overall
perception.”” The large slabs projecting behind the recumbent especially
intrigued him. He recognised them as unusual, but he also knew from a now
lost letter from Dalrymple to Joseph Anderson that a similar feature
existed at Ardlair. Having sketched the recumbent setting twice, in order to
illustrate this feature adequately and having captured a general view of the
monument from the north-east, he took enough measurements with which
to construct his plan. In addition, he conscientiously tabulated both the
spacing and heights of the stones clockwise from the orthostat adjacent to
the west flanker, while carefully noting the character of their summits and
the estimated weight of the recumbent (8.18m tons).
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Figure 15: Frederick Coles’s plan and profiles (Coles 1907). © Courtesy of HES.

His figures did not allow him to discern the grading of their height
distinctly, but he recognised that the smallest orthostats lay on the north
side of the ring. He was also careful to describe the geology and colour of
the stones that make up the recumbent setting - visualising the recumbent
as a reddish granite, the flankers as made of the same rock but light grey;
and while one of the small upright slabs to the rear matched the geology of
the recumbent, the other he distinguished as a dark whinstone. By contrast,
he believed all the orthostats were pinkish porphyries, apart from one

77 Coles 1900
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situated on the east-south-east of the ring which he recognised as a
variegated red jasper. He also noted the low cairn within the interior,
although he thought this remained undisturbed.

Figure 16: Coles’s sketch of the ring from the east-north-east (Coles 1901). © Courtesy of HES.

James Ritchie, a schoolteacher from Port Elphinstone and a highly
proficient amateur photographer, habitually followed in Coles’s footsteps
with his camera, capturing some of the finest images of recumbent stone
circles on record. His earliest images of East Aquhorthies were taken in
1902, and amongst those was a fine study of the rear of the recumbent
setting taken on a frosty day in December (Figure 17). He returned in 1908
and his photographs continue to show the roundel in a dilapidated state,
with the scrub dominating the interior (Figure 27).

Figure 17: Ritchie’s photograph of the recumbent setting in 1902. © Courtesy of HES (Society of
Antiquaries of Scotland Collection).
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In the meantime, Alfred Lewis had continued scouring the literature for
references to recumbent stones and was now able to list twenty-six rings,
which included this distinctive feature.”® He had become increasingly
preoccupied with the orientation of stone circles, believing that the
explanation must relate to a target located in either the landscape or the
sky. In order to explore the latter, he eventually enlisted the help of Sir
Norman Lockyer, who in 1906, with Coles’s plans in hand, took a series of
readings at a number of recumbent stone circles including East
Aquhorthies.”® These were taken across the circle at right angles to the
length of the recumbent, and so following the common perception of the
direction of interest, the sightings were trained to the north. A single
astronomical target was not disclosed, but finding a declination of 33¢,
Lockyer considered the most likely stellar candidates to be Capella - if the
ring was constructed in 1640 BC, or Arcturus - if about 600 BC.

Figure 18: Sir Norman Lockyer overseeing his archaeoastronomical survey. Note the dilapidated
roundel in the foreground, and thick scrub within the interior. (Lockyer 1906)

Apart from the photograph of the monument taken by his wife Mary,
Lockyer’s article announcing these results also reproduced Ritchie’s 1902
image of the recumbent setting from the north-east. Lady Lockyer’s
photograph discloses the general neglect - the decaying state of the
roundel and the scrub prevalent within the interior. Indeed, the Right
Reverend George Browne could still describe this in 1920, as ‘filled with a
forest of whin bushes as high as our heads’.8° This partly explains why
Browne misunderstood the bank backing the outer stone revetment of the
roundel, for he interpreted the site as a saucer-shaped mound on which the
ring-stones had been erected. Coles’s plan, which he reproduced in his
handbook for distinguished visitors to the neighbourhood, unquestionably
influenced this conception; but Browne also collected a series of new
measurements, as well as reproducing a photograph of the recumbent
setting by another local photographer, Robert Benzie of Dunecht.

78 Lewis 1900
79 Lockyer 1906: 1909
80 Browne 1921
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In the same year as Browne published his account, Hadrian Allcroft
released a detailed review of recumbent stone circles that was based upon
the most extensive documentary research to date.8!' Although he had
nothing new to say about East Aquhorthies, it was probably the fact that it
was uniquely intact that led him to reproduce an annotated redrawing of
Coles’s plan to act as a key to some of their more interesting features.

East Aquhorthies and a number of other recumbent stone circles were
scheduled for protection under an Act of Parliament on 31 August 1925;
and it was visited soon afterwards by Alexander Keiller, who was making a
personal assessment of the Act’s working ‘at the request of the Ancient
Monuments Department’. Keiller photographed and planned the ring with a
theodolite for a projected monograph that was to be titled ‘Megalithic
Monuments of North-East Scotland’.82 Unlike Browne, he did not consider
the gorse and broom a hindrance; and apart from the plan (which remained
unpublished), he also prepared a scaled profile of the stones ranged along
a line representing a level ground surface. However, as he recognised, this
does not show the consistency of the grading that he had anticipated and
thereby, unwittingly revealed the builders’ subtlety in handling this element
of their design.
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Figure 19: Keiller’s profile of the stones (1927). © Courtesy of HES (Alexander Keiller Collection).

In contrast to Coles, Keiller believed that the interior had been disturbed,
conjecturing that the cairn might have been robbed to provide raw
material for the wall of the roundel. However, his displeasure was reserved
for the Ordnance Survey, who he discovered had cut a benchmark on the
face of the recumbent - an act of vandalism, he contended, which had only
served to encourage others to disfigure several orthostats with graffiti
after the monument had been scheduled. However, the offending blemish
had probably been cut in the mid-1860s, as the benchmark is denoted on
the 1st edition of the OS 25-inch map [Aberdeenshire 1869, sheet liv.6] (see
Figure 10).

81 Allcroft 1927
82 Keiller 1927; AB4825
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1930s - 1950s

The pamphlets Keiller had written in the late 1920s complaining about the
condition and care of the Aberdeenshire stone circles plainly stimulated
interest, which culminated in Childe’s excavations at Old Keig and Kilbride-
Jones’s excavations at Loanhead of Daviot in the early 1930s. Under
pressure from these developments, Keiller hastily prepared a synthesis of
his fieldwork which was published in 1934, soon after he had delivered this
as a lecture to a British Association meeting at Aberdeen. This synthesis
was a notable and insightful analysis, even if in parts somewhat
idiosyncratic and relayed in his distinctively bombastic style. He identified a
number of features at East Aguhorthies, which he believed to be
significant, which included a cist cover in the ring, presumably the flat
stone he had planned in the hollow 5m north-east of the recumbent.8 He
also stressed the importance of the link forged by the slabs behind the
recumbent with the internal cairn, which he interpreted literally as the
remains of a genuine passage that had led to a central grave; while the flat,
triangular slab lying between the upright slabs behind the recumbent was
either a paving stone or a capstone from this passage. Others writing in
more generalised contexts had already suggested that the recumbent
could be understood as a closing stone® and this was an idea he now
adopted as it fitted so well with his thesis that recumbent stone circles
were a form of chambered cairn surrounded by a stone circle. In the course
of his surveys he had also taken readings of the orientation, obtaining a
measurement of O° at East Aquhorthies, because (in following Lockyer) he
had also taken his bearings from a point behind the recumbent facing
north. Even so, he stressed that as a group their orientations extended over
a wide arc from 92 to 359°.85

Gordon Childe’s excavation of Old Keig in 1932-3,86 followed in quick
succession by Kilbride-Jones’s investigation of Loanhead of Daviot in
1934,87 came to overshadow Keiller’s contribution, as no doubt he had
feared. Old Keig proved to be severely damaged and Childe struggled to
make much sense of it, but he located sherds of Beaker pottery on the
north side of the monument, while his reading of the stratigraphy
convinced him that the ring of stones was earlier than the remains of the
shattered cairn it enclosed. More Beaker sherds were found by Kilbride-
Jones at Loanhead of Daviot, but most were poorly contextualised,
although one was found just inside the hollow in which lay the recumbent
stone. The rubble pavement revetting the kerbstones of the internal cairn
had subsequently sealed this. The relationship of the hollow beneath this
paving convinced him that the position of the recumbent had been

83 Keiller 1934

84 Mitchell 1898; Milne 1898
8 Keiller 1934

86 Childe 1933, 1934

87 Kilbride-Jones 1935
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established early in the monument’s sequence of construction before the
introduction of the cairn. This appeared to substantiate the notion that the
ring was initially a freestanding enclosure, while other observations and
finds confirmed an Early Bronze Age date.

These excavations also bought forth further overviews from Graham
Callander8® and Douglas Simpson.8? Although both provided alternative
per