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Excavations at Knowth

decoration’. From the Irish point of view, the Mortlake style and
Carrowkeel Ware have features in common, so there may have been
cross-fertilisation. The sherd from Burial II, Townleyhall I has parallels
amongst the Bryn Yr Hen Bobl material (Lynch 1970, 68-70, fig. 28).
Globular bowls are known from different areas of Neolithic Europe,
such as in Iberian Passage Tombs but, due to the coarse nature of the
ware and its decoration, perhaps the Carrowkeel variety was
influenced from the Peterborough complexes of Britain.

Other pottery styles could also have emerged as part of an
amalgam of events in Britain and Ireland. Ireland and, in particular,
western Britain shared common features. Broad-rimmed Ware is also
known from the Isle of Man and the Ronaldsway culture (Bruce and
Megaw 1947), where in North-Western England, at Ehenside Tarn,
Cumberland (Piggott 1954, 295-9), there is evidence for ‘Sandhills’
settlement. Scotland provides definite evidence for change. ‘Sandhills’
settlements are known, as at Townhead, Rothesay, Bute (Scott 1964,
fig. 11), while new pottery styles became a feature of the megalithic
tombs, both Clyde court tombs and passage tombs. Despite regional
variations, the latter type in particular reflects influences from Ireland
(Eogan 1992). Different varieties of decorated wares were used. These
include Achnacree bowls, necked vessels equivalent to Irish Style 1,
(Beacharra A), plain hemispherical bowls and cups, Hebridean pottery
and Unstan Ware (Henshall 1963, 105-10; 1972, 100-4, 152-54).
Decorated wares are a feature of both Clyde court tombs and passage
tombs; simple bowls, necked vessels and broad-rimmed vessels are
the principal forms found. For instance, the Clyde tomb at Beacharra,
Argyll, contained only decorated wares (Scott 1964). The pottery
evidence suggests that the bulk of the Scottish Clyde tombs are late,
contemporary with passage tombs, and constituting part of the
Decorated Pottery complex. The difference could be one of location
and not chronology, court (Clyde) tombs largely occurring in the
south-west and passage tombs in the north. Henshall (1972, 164) has
however surmised that only the final deposits survived, implying that
the primary ones were cleared out at a time when the Decorated
Pottery deposits were inserted. In Scotland, Achnacree type bowls are
also a feature of Clyde tombs, though rarely occurring in passage
tombs, but tombs of the later type have their own distinctive wares,
Hebridean (as the name implies, concentrated in the Hebrides) and
Unstan Ware, concentrated in the Orkneys.

The Decorated Pottery complex of Ireland emerged in a land that
had a thriving farming community. While earlier monuments, the
long cairn (court and portal) tombs, were sometimes used and while
some of the pottery types such as Knockadoon Class 1a, and flint
artefacts such as hollow scrapers, could have had their ancestors in
the ‘Western” Neolithic complex, it is difficult to evaluate the overall
significance of the contribution that the preceding Later ‘Western’
Neolithic complex made to the Decorated Pottery complex. It is clear
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Decorated Pottery Complex

that large-scale replacement took place with most elements, including
domestic dwellings, ritual practices and the changes in some artefact
types. All of these features clearly show that the Decorated Pottery
Complex represents a major break with the past, ritually and
domestically, but also in wider issues that effected the execution of
large-scale building enterprises, the organisation of labour and, most
likely, an alteration of society itself. The ‘Western’ contribution to all of
this can not as yet be unequivocally evaluated; perhaps all that took
place was an intensive modification of the “Western” Neolithic culture
by the introduction of new ritual practices which, amongst other
things, involved the construction of more elaborate and monumental
funerary architecture and the adoption of a different form of domestic
architecture. But the evidence indicates that this is too restricted a
view, and that fundamental and wide-ranging changes took place
which represent more than an internal alteration of ‘Western’
Neolithic culture. It certainly represents new ideas and attitudes, and
its conception may even have involved new people arriving from
overseas.

Brugh na Béinne was an area where outstanding developments
took place during the time of the Decorated Pottery Complex. Here,
magistral stone structures serving a ritual function were constructed;
these present an utterly contrasting situation to the meagre wooden
domestic buildings. Amongst the tombs are great monuments that are
out of the ordinary, not only due to their vast size but in the
elaborateness of their design and in the lavishness of their appearance.
In addition, there are other features such as the placing of prestige
objects within the tombs and the art on the structural stones. With its
five hundred or so known decorated stones, Brugh na Béinne has the
greatest concentration of megalithic art. Its hinterland has a further
one hundred and fifty or so stones. This alone is a most significant
occurrence, highlighting a significant area, an area of ritual grandeur.
Not only did these tombs surpass the needs required for burial; the
large tombs, in particular, totally exceeded it. Such tombs show that a
cult of the dead was, on a grand scale, an integral part of ritual power.
But this cannot be looked at in isolation. Society must have possessed
material wealth, otherwise it could not have afforded the cost of
creating or acquiring specialists in different fields, as well as the
workers needed to build — and then to maintain — such grandiose
edifices (Eogan 1986; O’Kelly 1982). The presence of specialists
indicates stratification based on skills and knowledge but were there
other forms of stratification? The great sites in particular are classic
examples of monumental architecture (Trigger 1990). As Trigger has
pointed out, such architecture is a feature of complex societies
composed of ranked classes, with a leader that has the power,
amongst other things, to organise massive building programmes. For
instance, in the Old Kingdom of Egypt, the construction of royal
tombs correlates with kingly power. For Knowth, and Brugh na
Béinne generally, the building of the tombs demanded leadership and
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