
A Brief History of Avebury 

 

Avebury is not merely a village with a history; it is a village that exists within history, at the epicentre 
of one of the most important sacred landscapes in the world. Its narraƟve is overwhelmingly defined 
by the colossal Neolithic stone circle and henge that envelop it. Unlike the agricultural stories of All 
Cannings or Alton, or the industrial tale of Aldbourne, Avebury's story is one of cosmological 
grandeur, ritual innovaƟon, and a conƟnuous, oŌen complex, relaƟonship between the living 
community and the monumental past. From its construcƟon as a premier ceremonial centre to its 
modern status as a World Heritage Site, Avebury's idenƟty is inseparable from the stones that 
surround it. 

Terrain 

Avebury sits on a low, flat plateau of chalk bedrock within the Upper Kennet Valley, at an elevaƟon of 
around 160 metres. This locaƟon is significant: it is a dry island at the confluence of several shallow 
valleys, with a consistent water table that provided reliable springs. The landscape is open and gently 
rolling, allowing for extensive intervisibility between monuments. The underlying geology provided 
the raw materials for the monuments themselves—the sarsen stones, which liƩered the downs as a 
natural "sarsen train" aŌer the last Ice Age, were gathered from the surrounding slopes to build the 
circles. The valley soils are ferƟle, supporƟng the communiƟes that built and maintained the 
complex. 

What stands out 

What stands out, overwhelmingly, is the sheer scale of the Neolithic henge and stone circles that 
completely engulf the village. The massive bank and ditch, and the imposing circles of sarsen stones, 
create a breathtaking sense of awe and wonder. The experience of walking among houses and a pub 
that are nestled inside a prehistoric ritual complex is unique. The Alexander Keiller Museum in the 
17th-century stable block highlights the modern scienƟfic rediscovery of the site. The dual village 



centres—one within the circle and one lining the main road—demonstrate the village's adaptaƟon to 
the monument. The Avebury Manor and Garden, with its own rich history, adds a layer of post-
medieval elegance. 

Ancient Trackways 

Avebury was the hub of a sophisƟcated network of ceremonial avenues and ancient tracks. 

 The West Kennet Avenue: A formal ceremonial approach way, consisƟng of paired standing 
stones, connecƟng the Avebury henge to the Sanctuary on Overton Hill, a distance of about 
1.5 miles. 

 The Beckhampton Avenue: A similar avenue leading south-west from the henge, though less 
well-preserved. These avenues formalised processional movement through the landscape. 

 The Ridgeway: Passes a few miles to the east, connecƟng Avebury to the wider world. Access 
tracks would have linked the ceremonial centre to this major arterial route. 

 Medieval and Later Roads: The modern A4361 and village lanes oŌen follow much older 
alignments that respected (or ignored) the prehistoric layout. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites 

The density is unparalleled within the World Heritage Site: 

 Neolithic: The Avebury Henge and Stone Circles (c. 2850-2200 BCE) are the central feature. 
Nearby are Silbury Hill (the largest arƟficial mound in prehistoric Europe), West Kennet Long 
Barrow (a spectacular chambered tomb), and the Sanctuary. 

 Bronze Age: Numerous round barrows cluster on the surrounding downs, such as those 
on Windmill Hill (which also has an earlier Neolithic causewayed enclosure). 

 Iron Age & Roman: Evidence of seƩlement within the henge itself, showing the site's 
conƟnued significance. A Roman seƩlement was established along the main road to the west 
of the circles. 

 Medieval: The village of Avebury itself, with its medieval church and manor, is a historic site 
built amidst the stones. 

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds 

Finds have been crucial to understanding the site's use. 

 Mesolithic: Flint scaƩers indicate early acƟvity, but it was in the Neolithic that the area 
exploded in significance. 

 Neolithic: ExcavaƟons have revealed deposits of poƩery, animal bones, and human remains 
in the henge ditch and at the base of stones, poinƟng to complex rituals, feasƟng, and burial 
pracƟces. The discovery of the Barber Surgeon skeleton—a man buried with his surgical 
equipment under a fallen stone—provides a poignant snapshot of the Bronze Age. 

 Medieval: Finds of metalworking and domesƟc debris aƩest to the village's growth and the 
period when many stones were buried or broken up by ChrisƟan inhabitants. 

Key Ancient Landmarks 



1. The Avebury Henge and Stone Circles: The largest stone circle in the world, containing two 
smaller inner circles. 

2. Silbury Hill: The massive arƟficial chalk mound, a symbol of prehistoric engineering prowess. 

3. West Kennet Long Barrow: One of Britain's finest and most accessible Neolithic chambered 
tombs. 

4. The Sanctuary: A complex circular monument on Overton Hill. 

5. Windmill Hill: A causewayed enclosure preceding the stone circles, represenƟng the earliest 
phase of Neolithic gathering. 

6. St. James Church: A largely medieval church built within the circle, oŌen interpreted as a 
deliberate ChrisƟanisaƟon of a pagan site. 

7. Avebury Manor: A manor house on the edge of the circle with foundaƟons from the 12th 
century. 

Walking Through the Ages 

꾅 Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE) 

The story begins on Windmill Hill, where early Neolithic communiƟes gathered for trade, ritual, and 
socialising. This established the area as a central place. 

꾅 Late Neolithic (~2850 BCE) 

The monumental phase. Over centuries, the henge was dug, the stones were erected, and the 
avenues were built. This was a project of colossal communal effort, creaƟng a landscape dedicated to 
the cosmos, the ancestors, and seasonal rituals. 

꾅 Bronze Age (~2500 BCE) 

The great stones were sƟll in use, but burial pracƟces shiŌed to individual round barrows on the 
surrounding downs. The landscape became a vast domain of the ancestral dead. 

꾅 Iron Age & Roman Era (~700 BCE-410 CE) 

The ritual significance may have faded. The henge was adapted for seƩlement, with roundhouses 
built inside it. A small Roman seƩlement developed along the road, showing pracƟcal reuse of the 
locaƟon. 

꾅 Saxon & Medieval Era (410-1500 CE) 

The Saxon village of "Aveberie" was established. The medieval community grew, and the church was 
built within the circle. Many of the stones were toppled and buried, likely to eradicate pagan 
symbols. 

Layered Historical Landscape 

The layering is incredibly dramaƟc: the Neolithic henge and stones form the primary layer; the 
Bronze Age barrows dot the skyline; the Iron Age seƩlement lies within the henge; the Roman road 
cuts through; the medieval village, church, and manor are woven into the fabric; the 18th-century 
anƟquarian drawings record the stones; and the 20th-century excavaƟons by Alexander Keiller re-
erected them. It is a palimpsest of global importance. 



Landscape FuncƟon 

The primary funcƟon was ritual and ceremonial. Avebury was the central node in a vast sacred 
landscape. Secondary funcƟons included: 

 Social: A place for seasonal gathering and feasƟng. 

 Astronomical: Alignments within the circles likely tracked solar and lunar cycles. 

 Economic: A hub for trade and exchange of goods like flint and poƩery. 

 SeƩlement: Only in later periods (Iron Age, Medieval) did it become a primary domesƟc site. 

Strategic Role 

Its role was not military but cosmological. It was strategically posiƟoned within the landscape to 
reflect a world view, connecƟng the world of the living (the village area) with the world of the 
ancestors (the burial mounds on the downs) via ceremonial avenues. 

TacƟcal influence 

It held no tacƟcal military value in the convenƟonal sense. Its "tacƟcs" were spiritual, designed to 
influence the cosmic order and mediate between the human and spiritual worlds. 

PosiƟoning 

It was posiƟoned at the heart of a network of valleys and springs, with extensive views to the 
surrounding downs where the ancestral barrows were placed. This was not a defensive posiƟon but a 
central, interconnected one within a ritual topography. 

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis 

The area may have been avoided by major campaigns due to its impracƟcal, low-lying posiƟon and 
the obstrucƟve nature of the earthworks and stones. However, the Ridgeway nearby would have 
been a major route. The site itself was likely a place of sanctuary rather than conflict. 

Possible Use Cases 

 Ceremonial & Ritual: Primary use for centuries. 

 Astronomical Observatory. 

 Social & Trading Hub. 

 SeƩlement: (Iron Age, Roman, Medieval-modern). 

 Agricultural: The surrounding land has always been farmed. 

North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & ConnecƟons 

Avebury is the defining heart of the North Wessex Downs ancient landscape. Its Ɵmeline sets the 
standard for the region. Its connecƟons, via the avenues and sightlines, physically and symbolically 
link it to Silbury Hill, West Kennet Long Barrow, and the Sanctuary, creaƟng an integrated ritual 
complex of unparalleled scale. 

Cultural 

Trailways & InterconnecƟons 



 Ancient Trackways: The West Kennet and Beckhampton Avenues are not mere tracks but 
monumental statements, formalising the connecƟon between different ceremonial zones. 

 Sacred Geometry: The enƟre landscape is a masterpiece of sacred geometry. The circles, 
mounds, and avenues are arranged with clear intenƟonality, reflecƟng a complex 
understanding of geometry, astronomy, and the natural world. 

Folklore & ConƟnuity 

Folklore is rich. The stones are said to be petrified dancers who could not rest on the Sabbath. The 
Devil is oŌen cited as the builder of Silbury Hill. St. James Church, built within the circle, represents 
the conƟnuity and adaptaƟon of sacred space from pagan to ChrisƟan worship. The modern pagan 
use of the site for fesƟvals conƟnues this thread of ritual conƟnuity. 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Hunter-gatherers visited the Kennet Valley, leaving scaƩered flint tools. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
The period of supreme importance. Windmill Hill enclosure was built first, followed by the colossal 
effort of construcƟng the henge, stone circles, Silbury Hill, and the long barrows. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
The great monuments were in use but not built. The focus shiŌed to individual burial in round 
barrows. The site remained sacred. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
The henge was reoccupied as a seƩlement site, showing a shiŌ from ritual to domesƟc use. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
A small roadside seƩlement was established, showing pracƟcal use of the locaƟon's resources. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The village of "Aveberie" was established. The church was founded. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Recorded in the Domesday Book. The manor was granted to the Abbey of Saint-Georges-de-
Boscherville. Many stones were buried or broken up during this period. 

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby 

 The Avebury Henge and Stone Circles. (WHS) 

 Silbury Hill. (WHS) 

 West Kennet Long Barrow. (WHS) 

 Windmill Hill Causewayed Enclosure. (WHS) 

 St. James Church. 

 Avebury Manor and Garden. 

 The Alexander Keiller Museum. 

 The Great Barn (NaƟonal Trust). 

IntegraƟon of archaeology into the Historical NarraƟve 



Archaeology is the only narraƟve for Avebury's prehistoric period. The work of anƟquarians like 
William Stukeley and archaeologists like Alexander Keiller (who conducted major excavaƟons and re-
erecƟons in the 1930s) literally reconstructed our understanding of the site. Every excavaƟon, from 
the ditch secƟons to the analysis of the Barber Surgeon burial, builds the story. The history is an 
archaeological project in conƟnuous development. 

Industry 

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000--4,500 BC) 
Industry: Flint knapping. 

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500--2,500 BC) 
Industry: Monument construcƟon—quarrying, engineering, transport. Flint mining, poƩery 
producƟon, agriculture to support a non-producing workforce. 

Bronze Age (c. 2,500--800 BC) 
Industry: Agriculture, some bronze working. 

Iron Age (c. 800 BC--50 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, iron working, domesƟc craŌs. 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture, small-scale trade from the roadside seƩlement. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture. 

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture on the monasƟc manor. 

Post-Medieval & Modern (-2000 AD) 
Industry: Agriculture remains key. The 20th and 21st centuries have seen tourism become the 
dominant industry, supported by the NaƟonal Trust, museums, and hospitality. 

Full list of Listed Buildings 

Avebury has a significant number of listed buildings, many interacƟng with the stone circle. 

 Grade I: Avebury Manor, St James Church. 

 Grade II*: The Great Barn, The Manor Stables (now the museum). 

 Grade II: MulƟple thatched coƩages, farmhouses, and the Red Lion pub within the circle, as 
well as 18th/19th century houses along the main road. The stones themselves are Scheduled 
Monuments. 

WarƟme History through the ages 

Roman Period (c. 50--410 AD) 
The conquest passed through the area, but the site had no military significance. 

Saxon Period (c. 410--1066 AD) 
The area was part of the Saxon kingdom of Wessex. The village would have contributed men to 
the fyrd. 



Norman & Medieval Periods (1066--1500 AD) 
As a monasƟc manor, it was somewhat insulated but contributed taxes. 

Modern wars including WW1, WW2 (-2000 AD) 
World War I & II: Men from the village served. During WWII, the area was used for training. 
Alexander Keiller's excavaƟons were paused, and the site was likely covered or obstructed to impede 
potenƟal enemy glider landings. The open landscape was used for military exercises. 

 


