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Summary

This thesis seeks to take the motifs on Irish Passage tombs beyond their traditional role as
passive epiphenomenon and furthers understands them as performing active roles in the
Neolithic. Rather than view the images through a textual representational analogy, |
utilise visual cultural and neurological studies, set within a worldview perspective to
paint a picture of the possible ambiguities of life and belief at some passage tomb
locations. I explore the richness of evidence from the archaeological data and literature,
to move beyond previous positions, and suggest new ways to deal with a past that
develops multiple narratives. Such an account is thick with paradoxes, similarities,
differences, tensions, emotions, life, death, pleasures and pain. Visions, context and belief
layered together often generate ruptures in daily life that can facilitate new imaginings
within the rhythms and sequences of images. Within such a perspective the Irish passage

tomb motifs present fresh conditions for possibility and diverse understanding.

In combining broader and more fine-grained analysis of particular passage tomb sites
located in the north, east and south of Ireland, I demonstrate that social complexities
operate at all scales. Magnified via cosmological perspectives, images on passage tombs
interact with spectators through two-way intimate engagements. The assemblages that
accompany the motifs are not static, instead they display notions of material animacy.
Humans do not control all these interactions, for the motifs and objects are dynamic
montages. These actions can be enhanced via process, such as the sequential nature of
some images or by the application of liquid solutions, especially when conducted at
particular times and places. With passage tombs acting as ‘stages’ and ‘islandscapes’, |
construct interpretations that include both carnivalesque and axis mundi environments,
which subvert, disrupt and perpetuate social beliefs. Such performances may have created
dialogues and myths about the specialness of these places. These conversations would in
turn factor and texture new illusions and simulations of the world, whilst creating fresh

opportunities for experience.
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Introductions

How do Irish passage tomb motifs influence? What are the politics of spectators
engaging with depicted motifs on stone? How might people construct cosmologies,
worldviews and beliefs from and with these entanglements? What are the
consequences of viewing these images? Do these motifs constitute a non-
representational account of social complexity and is society in turn created by the
imagery? These initial questions generate the stimuli for this research, in which I
explore the dynamics of participation of some persons and entities with visual
imagery in Neolithic Ireland. Building upon my Masters research, I aim to take the
motifs beyond their traditional role as passive epiphenomenon and further understand
them as performing active roles that intensify, simulate, perpetuate and contest modes

of thought and action.

I will achieve these objectives by reviewing existing literatures on the study of Irish
passage tomb motifs, in order to extrapolate and build upon the most salient aspects.
Rather than view the images through a textual representational analogy, I will instead
utilise visual cultural and neurological studies, set within a worldview perspective to
paint a picture of the possible ambiguities of life and belief at some locations in
Neolithic Ireland. Such an account will be thick with paradoxes, contradictions,
replications, similarities, differences, ruptures, tensions, embedded and embodied
expressions, emotions, life, death, pleasures and pain. By doing so I attempt to
explore the richness of evidence, to recover previous thought fragments, creating new
ways to deal with a past that develops multiple narratives. Visions, context and belief
layered together often generate ruptures in daily life that can facilitate new imaginings
within the rhythms and sequences of images. Within such a perspective the Irish
passage tomb motifs move beyond modernist interpretations that are situated in
reality:social construction dichotomies, and present fresh conditions for possibility
and diverse understanding. In order to fully examine these proposals, I will first
briefly introduce Irish passage tombs with existing descriptions and interpretations of

their motifs and settings.
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Complex patterns: the context of research

Passage tombs are arguably the most famous Irish monument type, with the four large
complexes of the Boyne Valley, Loughcrew, Carrowkeel and Carrowmore attracting
the most attention. Irish passage tombs originated in the fourth millennium cal. BC
(e.g. the Mound of the Hostages, Tara; see Chapter Six) and continued to be
constructed until the early third millennium (Grogan 1991). It is estimated that there
are over 230 known examples (Bergh 1995, 12). Passage tombs consist of a large sub-
circular or ovoid cairn revetted by a continuous kerb of large stones; this kerb is a
distinctive Irish feature. Cairn sizes vary normally between 10-80m in diameter. The
cairn covers a stone structure, which consists of a chamber, with an aperture leading
to the exterior via a passage. Some passage tombs distinguish themselves from other
classes of Irish stone tomb by incorporating the eponymous passage and engraved
imagery (Eogan 1986), while others do not have passages (e.g. Knockmany, Co.
Tyrone; see Chapter Six). The more innovative examples of passage tomb motifs in
Europe occur on kerbstones and the interior structural stones of the tombs in the
Boyne Valley (M. O’Sullivan 1993). In its simplest form the chamber plan can be
rectangular or polygonal as at Sliabh Gullion, Co. Armagh (F. Lynch 1973, 155;
Eogan 1986, 100), but the most common form is the cruciform plan, created by three
side chambers around a central open space at the end of the passage, as demonstrated
by Newgrange Site 1, Co. Meath (M. O’Kelly 1982; see Chapter Four). Other Irish
monument types do exhibit variation in construction, yet none are more markedly
noticeable than the passage tomb monuments. For example, we have evidence for
simple dolmens with rudimentary passages, without cairns but within boulder circles,
others have complicated chambers and passages in huge cairns, while some have a
passage tomb with a fagade, such as at the western tomb, Knockroe, Co. Kilkenny (M.
O’Sullivan 1996c, 13; see Chapter Six). At Loughcrew and Carrowkeel, the passage
tombs often occur in clusters, previously known as ‘cemeteries’ now termed
‘complexes’, and are predominantly located in commanding positions (Cooney 1990).
Even ‘isolated’ passage tombs are often found in conspicuous locations, such as the
Mound of the Hostages, Co. Meath (Newman 1997; M. O’ Sullivan 2005) and
Knockmany, Co. Tyrone (see Chapter Six)'. Although depositional evidence within
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these tombs is similar to other Irish types, passage tombs differ by incorporating

designs on their structures. Often upon the stones of these tombs occur incised and
pocked motifs. The passage tombs of the Boyne Valley and Loughcrew form the
richest areas of megalithic motifs in western Europe (Shee Twohig 1981; see
discussion of Knockroe, Co. Kilkenny in Chapter Six). The predominant burial rite is
cremation, although inhumation does occur. The finds often include pendants, pins,
beads, stone balls, miniature axeheads and fragments of coarse and decorated
Carrowkeel pottery.

Since the nineteenth century, the carvings or visual schemes at passage tombs have
attracted a large amount of attention (e.g. Wilde 1849; Conwell 1872; Frazer 1893,
Coffey 1897). The study of passage tomb motifs continued in the twentieth century,
with interpretations reflecting the theoretical climates of their time. For instance,
Breuil (1921; 1934) was concerned with questions of style and chronology and his
interpretations were dominated by the hypothesis that passage tomb engravings
originated in the portrayal of the human form (see also Breuil and Macalister 1921).
Anthropomorphism was prominent in Breuil’s approach, yet although he constantly
sought to interpret carvings as ‘figures’ and ‘human faces’, he proposed that the
famous ‘triple spiral’ on stone L19, Newgrange Site 1 was a swastika, ...with only
three arms...” (Breuil 1934, 321; see Fig.0.1); this suggestion was also supported by
Mahr (1937, 356). Later, the Newgrange Site 1 stone L19, triple spiral, became
known as the ‘Eye Goddess’ after Crawford (1957) sought to seek out Breuil’s ‘faces’
and only found ‘eyes’. As with the swastika, this interpretation soon fell out of favour
when Fleming (1969) critiqued a modern ‘myth’.
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contours of the stone are important factors in determining composition. Recently,
Shee Twohig (1996, 68) has agreed that O’Sullivan’s (1986) ‘depictive’ and ‘plastic’

divisions come closer to accurately describing motif developments over time. In

attempting to track the evolution from the standard Irish style through to the extreme
‘pick-dressing’ style, O’Sullivan (1996a, 396) has proposed four stages of

development and these can be broadly summarised as:

a)

b)

d)

Stage one: This is the standard ‘depictive’ Irish style. The images were founded
on the presentation of standard Irish geometric motifs (e.g. spirals, circles,
triangles and radial motifs), usually applied by picking or incision with a stone
tool. There is minimal ‘aesthetic’ ambition, with designs appearing in nondescript
or carefully constructed arrangements. They are created in two dimensions
without reference to the modulations of the surface. The right-hand recess in

Newgrange Site 1 (see C. O’Kelly 1982, 181) is an excellent example of this style.

Stage two: In this phase applications still include the standard Irish style, yet are
more ‘ambitious’ with simple large-scale arrangements, bold carving and a
marked deference to the profile and variants of the stone, thus reflecting and
enhancing it. Old styles merged with new to create an alternative mode. This new
decorative approach is demonstrated at Newgrange Site 1 on Kerbstones 1, 52 and
67. It has proved impossible to classify the kerbstone motifs at Knowth Site 1 with
such clarity (cf. Eogan 1996; 1999).

Stage three: Apart from a few residual echoes the standard Irish geometric
elements are absent from all the designs in this phase. Instead we mostly see
distinctive linear forms. The shapes of these motifs appear to reflect the outlines
and contours of the stones, demonstrating a three-dimensional appreciation. Stage
three is found at Knowth Site 1, for example on Orthostat 49, western tomb
(Eogan 1986) and is considered to succeed stages one and two. Stage three is not
found at Newgrange Site 1 and Dowth.

Stage four: This final stage is characterised by the abandonment of the linear

carving technique. Instead we see motifs that consisted of dense picking that
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extended over large areas of the surface and displayed a marked interest in the

contours of the stone". The imagery in this stage mutilates many of the pre-
existing motifs of stage one, although in the case of Kerbstone 52 at Newgrange
Site 1 it enhances the original motifs rather than supersedes it. On Orthostat 41 of
the western tomb, Knowth Site 1, the image is not carved in, but rather raised out
of the stone via inverted process, or a technology of inversion (M. O’Sullivan
1996, 82-7).

O’Sullivan (1996a) concludes that stage three and four had a close relationship at
Knowth Site 1, and that stage two and four occurred in close chronological proximity
to each other at Knowth Site 1, Newgrange Site 1 and Dowth (see Chapter Four).
Stage two, three and four are all found exclusively on surfaces that were still
accessible after the completion of the monuments. Stage one styles are, however,
found on areas that were only accessible ‘before’ the structures were completed
(1996, 87). O’Sullivan’s (1996a) sequenced staging of motifs is insightful and will be
incorporated into later discussions of the imagery at Loughcrew, Fourknocks I, the
Mound of the Hostages, Co. Meath, Sess Kilgreen and Knockmany, Co. Tyrone and
Knockroe, Co. Kilkenny.

Interpreting the interpretations

As mentioned above, early claims to see schematised representations of identifiable
objects, such as faces, swastikas and eyes, were soon dismissed and supplanted by
more ‘grounded’ or ‘factual’ approaches (e.g. C. O’Kelly 1973; Shee Twohig 1981;
O’Kelly and O’Kelly 1983). These more ‘objective’ accounts sought to remove
‘subjective’ interjections (M. O’Sullivan 1986, 70; 1997, 24). Changes occurred,
however, within academia, which resulted in a post-processual or interpretative
theoretical movement. This new approach allowed different understandings of the past
to be utilised in making sense of the archaeological evidence. It was argued that
*...the interpreting archaeologist fills the gaps in the past... [and] like a metaphor the
past requires interpretation...’ (Shanks and Tilley 1987, 21).
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In following this new perspective in archaeology, Brennan (1983) suggested that the

passages in some tombs are aligned to significant events in the solar and lunar
calendars, such as midwinter sunrise at Newgrange Site 1 and the spring and autumn
equinox at Knowth Site 1 (see Chapter Four). Brennan argued that astronomy was not
merely one of the functions of some passage tombs, but was in fact their ‘only’
function, with the motifs being related to it (Brennan 1983, 29). The imagery was
interpreted in astronomical terms and depicted as plans of solar and lunar cycles,
calendars and sundials. Brennan (1983) proposed that numerical values of
astronomical significance reside in passage tomb motifs, with values determined by
counting the number of motifs on individual stones, or the number of components in
particular motifs (i.e. the number of turns within spirals, or the number of arcs in
concentric arc motifs). Brennan’s (1983) assertion is subjective and it is supported by
his own ‘interpretative’ drawings of the motifs, rather than archaeological evidence.
Yet it is not inconceivable that some of the motifs could have been related to
astronomy, as alignments have been argued as being important in the construction of
passage tombs (e.g. Patrick 1974; M. O’Kelly 1982; Eogan 1986; 1999; A. Powell
1994; see Chapters Four, Five and Six). Coffey (1912) was one of the first scholars to
suggest that some of the motifs had a possible astronomical significance. For instance,
in describing the concentric half-circles on the stones in Cairn L, Loughcrew, Co.
Meath, he states that they probably represent ‘...a symbol of the sinking or rising
sun...” (Coffey 1912, 88), suggesting an abundant ‘solar cult’ (Coffey 1912, 89).
After reviewing the motifs at Newgrange Site 1, North proposed the notion of a
‘lozenge of alignment’, with the angles of the lozenge-shape motif representing
directions to the sun and moon (1996, 504). North did, however, concede that this was
an unproven proposition (1996, 505). Archaeoastronomical theories have also been
prevalent in some studies of Neolithic Ireland and Orkney, with MacKie (1977; 1997)
notoriously proposing that a theocratic elite constructed monuments to use as
elaborate and accurate solar calendars (see also Herity 1974, 185-66 for similar
discussions on ‘benevolent despots’ and professional priests). This model has,
however, been disputed due to mathematical, social theoretical and alignment
inaccuracies (e.g. Ruggles and Whittle 1981; M. O’Kelly 1982; Barnatt and Moir
1984). Furthermore, it is suggested that all structures, be they tombs, dwellings or
decorated stones will have ‘some’ alignment (see Ruggles and Barclay 2000, 67).
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Regarding Irish passage tombs, Professor Ray from the Dublin Institute of Advanced

Studies recently stated, ‘...any passage with a clear view of the horizon has roughly a
fifty per cent chance of being “aligned” with the sunset or sunrise on some day of the
year, since the position of sunrise and sunset changes so much. So from a statistical
perspective such “alignments” as the one at Knowth are of no astronomical
significance...” (2000, 27). Recent surveys of the diametrically opposed passages at
Knowth Site 1 have discovered that the original plans made the error of recording
magnetic north rather than true north. This means that the passages are not precisely
orientated on sunrise and sunset at the equinoxes (Prendergast and Ray 2002, 35).
Archaeologists have noted that calendrical alignments are unlikely, but argue that
there is a strong body of evidence for ‘general’ alignments of tombs, such as Maes
Howe, Orkney with conspicuous ‘natural’ foresights (cf. Bradley 1998, 230; Ruggles
and Barclay 2000, 71), and more recently Knockroe, Co. Kilkenny (see Chapter Six).
Furthermore we should consider that looking towards the passage tombs may have
been equally as important as looking out from them (see Tilley 2004, 136; Endnote iv,

and discussions on ‘focal’ passage tombs in Chapter Five).

Thomas (1990; 1993) adopted an interpretative approach by developing a
‘hermeneutics of megalithic space’, using some Irish passage tombs as models and
exploring divisions of space as part of the structure. This idea is further linked with
the spatial distribution of engraved motifs (J. Thomas 1992). Thomas (1992)
suggested that the most ‘complex’ compositions, the stones with the most motifs, at
Cairn L and Cairn T, Loughcrew, Co. Meath, were located in the deepest areas of the
tomb interiors (see extended discussion and critique in Chapter Five). Thomas (1992)
proposes that the imagery functioned as a ‘script’ or ‘prompt’ to the person(s)
conducting ‘rituals’ in the tombs, who positioned themselves in relation to the stones
and the audience so as to facilitate restricted viewing (see also A. Powell 1994, 92).
Thomas creates a parallel ‘...between constructed space and written text... [so that]
one can attempt to impose an “approved reading”... by restricting the ways in which
the tomb and its contents can be approached and accessed...” (J. Thomas 1992, 141).
Although I challenge the appropriateness of using textual analogies (see Chapter Two
here), and ‘simple:complex’ image dichotomies (see Chapter Five), I find Thomas’s

(1992) interpretative model appealing as it addresses the experiential aspects of
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engaging with passage tombs and their motifs (see also discussions in Chapter Two on

entoptic phenomena). This is an approach that is currently favoured by some in
archaeology (e.g. Shee Twohig 1997; Fraser 1998; Tilley 1999; Whittle and Pollard
1999; Cooney 2000a; Bradley 2000; J. Thomas 2001), and one that this thesis will

incorporate in the next chapters.
The structure of this volume: a methodological approach

Chapter One begins by reviewing anthropological examples of how some people think
about themselves and their world(s). In doing so, I question the concerns that some of
the Irish Neolithic people may have experienced. Previous accounts of past social
interactions have incorporated concepts of culture, as a means of describing events
(e.g. Herity 1974; Eogan 1999). Here, I discuss the advantages of alternatively
considered cosmologies, mentalités and worldviews as a means to recreate a sense of
a dynamic past in which engagements (both routine and non-routine) with the world
are stressed. Then, Chapter Two introduces the politics of spectatorship and the ways
in which we think people see the world and construct the world from what they see.
Here I am attempting to further understand how passage tomb motifs were perceived
in Neolithic minds. Arguments are supported from a variety of positions, ranging
from neurological models, anthropological examples and modern and Classical

Western visual movements.

Next, to create a backdrop for which I can situate interpretations against, I briefly
present a synopsis of the Irish Neolithic and its associated material culture from the
earlier stages through to the later (Chapter Three). The Irish Neolithic is not
considered as a homogeneous entity, but rather a construct that reverberates through
particular elements. The chapters that follow incorporate all the themes of the
previous sections to explore in detail the passage tomb sites and complexes in the
Boyne Valley (Chapter Four), Loughcrew (Chapter Five), Fourknocks and the Mound
of the Hostages, Co. Meath (Chapter Six), Sess Kilgreen and Knockmany, Co. Tyrone
(Chapter Six), and Knockroe, Co. Kilkenny (Chapter Six; see also Fig. 0.2). In

working through the data I consider the characteristics of the sites (for instance as
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The last section of this thesis (Chapter Seven) brings together the themes that emerged

during the earlier chapters. Discussion here also incorporates the varied material
culture that is associated with the images and structures. In bringing together content
and context, I explore some of the intimate and evocative ways in which the sites may
have been experienced. In order to address the impact of superimposed motifs within
a worldview, I adopt a visual cultural perspective to investigate how simulations and
simulacra influence the generation of beliefs and other worlds within networks of
visual events. I suggest that passage tombs and associated motifs are not just
representations of Neolithic worldviews, but rather indications of Neolithic
performances and practices. Here, the social is visually constructed rather than the

visual merely being socially constructed.

By interrogating and engaging with the evidence from some Irish passage tomb sites I
will detail new and dynamic ways of thinking about how motifs acted within
embodied and materially embedded conditions for social experience during the Irish
Neolithic. This thesis is less about what the monuments and their motifs ‘are’ and
more about what they ‘do’ within particular rhythms and temporalities. These

perceptual assertions form the basis for the following discussions.

' This trend is also represented in Madagascar, where tombs are normally placed ‘...on east-facing
hillsides or along roadsides where they form prominent monuments...’ (Parker Pearson 1999, 12). In
Madagascar, monuments are not only located so that they can be seen, but so that they must be seen.

" O’Kelly describes this style as ‘pick-dressing’ and regarded it as a phenomenon separate from
megalithic ‘art’, due to its extreme nature (1982, 151).

11



Chapter One

Introduction

The ways in which people in the past and present think about themselves and their
world has intrigued archaeologists and anthropologists for a long time (e.g. Childe
1956; Binford 1965; Geertz 1973; Bloch 1992). This cognitive process by which
people perceive or experience, consciously or unconsciously, relationships between
self, others, the day-to-day living of life and the cosmos is often termed a ‘worldview’
(cf. Hallowell 1975; Redfield 1968; Lee Whorf 1975 Bloch 1998; Kuper 2000).
Derived from the German word Weltanschauung, worldviews attend primarily to the
ways in which people take up views in or make views of the world and are founded on
a cognitive orientation or engagement of the self in relation to alien objects (Hallowell
1975; Ingold 2000; Whittle 2003). Much has recently been written about the
‘archaeology of the mind’ (cf. Renfrew 1993; Mithen 1996; Lewis-Williams 2002;
Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2005), in an attempt to understand the cognitive ‘mind
sets’ and ‘worldviews’ of past thought patterns. One of the aims for these
archaeologists is to determine the complexities of what it was to be a human being in
past societies, via the material record. Problems with complexity can also arise for
anthropologists who study cultural worldviews or cosmologies, as they are often
implicit rather than explicit (Geertz 1973; Bloch 1977; Dundes 1980). It is stated that
ethnographic informants are unlikely to be any more consciously aware of their
worldviews than they are of the grammatical principles which formulate their spoken
language (Hallowell 1955; Bloch 1998; Ingold 2000). Moreover, our own beliefs can
affect perception; we look for what we expect and what we think is relevant (G. Lewis
2002, 573). Such difficulties are magnified for archaeologists, for they cannot even
‘speak’ with the inhabitants of a past society.

Bradley (1998a) proposes that there are two ways to resolve this dilemma. The first is
to work at the largest possible scale, drawing together elements from the archaeology
of a considerable area, and the second method is to focus on the details of human
behaviour at particular places and times (Bradley 1998a, 123). This approach relies on
a holistic concept of society and the notion of an all-pervasive worldview that

transcends any part of material culture. We can, however, speculate that human beings
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in any culture utilise a cognitive orientation within the cosmos. There are basic

premises and principles implied, even if the people in the past were not consciously
aware of them and as such, elements of the material culture will be imprinted with
them. By engaging with their material culture we are confronted with some of the
implications of their thought, that is the nature of the world of being as they may have
conceived it. Ultimately it is a penetration into prehistoric metaphysics, with the
challenge being to ascertain the reliability of our inferences. This problem is a
difficult and complex one, but it should not preclude our exploration. In this chapter I
assemble anthropological examples from around the world, to help formulate
theoretical models, which assist in adding experiential ‘flesh’ to the Irish Neolithic
archaeological data. In doing so, I appraise the proposal that elements of the
metaphysics of being are found in many socities, both past and present, and that they
constitute complex and fluid worldviews. In essence this chapter adopts two positions:
firstly that understandings of the past can be enhanced via considerations of both
Western and non-Western social actions, and secondly that we cannot begin to
determine the processes of the Neolithic mind without entering discussion concerning
the character of modern mind (Mithen 1994, 29; Chase 1999, 47). As Miller and
Tilley (1984, 1) insist, we must acknowledge that people and prehistoric societies
possessed the same abilities as we credit ourselves'. In also examining two distinct
systems of thought, ‘shamanic’ and ‘totemic’, this chapter draws out a sense of
layered repetitions and cycles from the contextualised archaeological and the
documented anthropological data. Through a more ‘fine-grained’ analysis of praxis
and creative metaphor (Tilley 1999a), I unfold a variety of avenues by which we can
approach the series of concerns that the Irish Neolithic people may have experienced

about themselves and their world.

Experiencing and performing culture

The term ‘culture’ can be thought of as one of the most debated terms in academic
discourse, resulting in successive generations of scholars producing understandings
that reflected the concerns of the day, to such an extent that it still resists final

definition (cf. Tylor 1920; Boas 1966; Leach 1967; Lévi-Strauss 1969; Geertz 1973;

13
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Knight 1991; Schneider 1995; Kuper 2000). As Sahlins poignantly observes,

‘...culture...is on everyone’s lips...” (1993, 3). The term originates from the German

Kultur intellectual tradition and has undergone many modifications since its
conception (Hatch 1996). During the eighteenth century the term ‘culture’ acquired
metaphorical meanings within the English language, referring to cultivation,
becoming cultivated or demonstrating civilised traits (R. Williams 1981). Later, the
term ‘culture’ developed into a plural sense of modes of life or distinct and divided
senses of humanity (Kroeber and Kluckholn 1952). During the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the expression ‘culture’ acquired more complicated and more
diverse meanings. It could be used to describe either an evaluative humanistic and
singular quality, such as one procures culture or becomes cultured through the arts
media, for example attending grand opera. Or it could have plural and relativistic
value, in which agents belong to a particular culture and are in turn products of their
culture (Barnard and Spencer 1996, 136). Some relativist scholars argue that culture is
based on ‘memes’, which are described as the basic building blocks of our minds,
ideas and culture, in the same way that genes are the basic building blocks of
biological life. By extending Darwinian evolution theories through memes to culture,
it is suggested that ideas will spread not because they are ‘good ideas’, but because
they contain ‘good memes’ such as danger, food and sex, which forces evolution to
pay attention to them (cf. Dawkins 1976; Brodie 1995; Aunger 2002; Shennan 2002).

Other academics convincingly propose that culture is not an evolutionary relativistic
credo involving race and biology. Instead it is appropriated and learnt rather than
being replicated in our genes or memes as ‘retention systems’ that are designed to
allow generation after generation to interact with their environments (Benedict 1943,
Montagu 1997; Speel 1997). Human beings are after all not born with knowledge of
culture and worldviews, in as much as they are not born with an understanding of
walking. They have to ‘learn’ to walk and they have to ‘learn’ the worldviews of their
society through a process of enculturation and interaction with other persons (Ingold
2000, 375). Recent research has suggested that people adhere and learn a society’s
worldview through a fundamental motive to imitate (Meltzoff and Moore 1994).
Meltzoff and Moore state that ‘...imitation is to understanding people as physical
manipulation is to understanding things...” (1994, 96). This imitation of beliefs by

14



@ Chapter One

.

people has been termed mimesis and can be described as a ‘...natural force of
cohesion, which alone grants access to the social, to language, to culture, and indeed
to humanness itself...” (Oughourlian 1991, 2). Further consideration of mimetic

theory will occur in Chapter Two.

Geertz (1973) challenged interpretations of culture that prioritised technological,
economic or environmental factors and proposed instead more dynamic and
humanistic models. Culture for Geertz (1973, 5) is a deep web whose interrelated
components are lattice-like relational composites. These single web threads are not
seen as deterministic of the whole, but rather construct multiple meanings, which are
in turn linked to the material world. In this synthesis, traditional ways of doing things
are conserved, whilst innovation is embraced. To further understand these webs of
change and innovation and in following Geertz’s ‘sources of information’ and
‘genetically programmed processes’ models (1973, 92), Boyd and Richerson
constructed a complex mathematical proposal to define culture as °...the
information... acquired by individuals by imitation or teaching...” (1985, 283). Boyd
and Richerson suggested that, ‘...there is no necessary connection between Darwin’s
idea of evolution by natural selection and the particular features of genetic
inheritance...” (1985, 173). Cultural variation is therefore argued to be the result of
failures of memory and unintentional mistakes in imitation through a symbolic
‘cultural transmission’ process (Boyd and Richerson 1985). Continuity within this
model is regarded as the norm, rather than radical change, with culture essentially

being seen as an inheritance system.

Shennan (1996; 2002) is one of the few scholars who advocate the relevance of Boyd
and Richerson’s (1985) models for archaeology. Shennan argues that material culture
and other products of human action, operate as an ‘endogenously generated
transmissible’ environment that channels future decisions in particular directions,
whilst acting as a source of cultural transmission (1996, 293; 2002, 59). This Neo-
Darwinian evolutionary approach is stated to postulate mechanisms and processes that
are central to the generation of human change and the maintenance of stability
(Shennan 1996, 295). Despite its resonance, the value of such a position is limited as
‘...at best it remains only a non-human analogy for the way people act and think,

consciously or unconsciously, and at worst it removes any sense of human agency at
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all...” (Whittle 2003a, 67). Biologists, psychologists, geneticists, philosophers and

anthropologists have also been challenging the genetic determinist notion that much
or even most of human behaviour has been programmed into the human genome by
natural selection. Instead, aspects of the human behavioural phenome are forwarded to
be programmed into the brain by the environment (Ehrlich and Feldman 2003). One
of the most convincing arguments against behavioural genetic and evolutionary
psychology interpretations has been raised by Johnston (2003) who has noticed that
many of these scholars have a poor understanding of molecular biology. Johnston
clarifies that genes are ‘... molecules, and not very active molecules at that. Genes
cannot, in principle, specify a behaviour - all they do is provide a template for the
synthesis of a protein or other biologically active molecule through the intermediate
steps of transcription (of a messenger RNA molecule) and translation (of a protein)...’
(2003, 99). It would seem that most human development and behaviour, be it named
‘cultural’, ‘ideological’ or ‘cosmological’, is the result of interactions with material
artefacts, environment, individual or collective preferences, historical and economic
contingency and in some cases, limited influences from genes and memes (cf. Aunger
2002; Schoenemann 2003; Tattersall 2003).

Kuper describes culture as a ‘hyper-referential word’ (2000, x) and challenges the

(3

American culture anthropologists who define culture as °...essentially a matter of
ideas and values, a collective cast of mind... [regarding]... ideas and values, the
cosmology, morality and aesthetics...” (2000, 227; see also R. Williams 1981, 13).
Instead, Kuper advocates that we debate in more depth aspects of ‘...knowledge, or
belief, or art, or technology, or tradition, or even ideology...” (2000, x) in order to
penetrate the current pretensions in cultural theory (2000, xi). Kuper (2000) is,
however, careful to note that these concepts have to be argued individually in
particular cases as there are no universal valid standards, as cultures are mutable and
fluid (cf. Sahlins 1999). For Kuper, culture is an unhelpful and unhealthy way of
considering disparate processes and collective identities (2000, 247). Indeed, as a
concept, the term ‘culture’ entails a very high level of abstraction (Radcliffe-Brown
1952), with much diversity (Bloch 1998) and is not something that one will ever

encounter ‘on the ground’ (Ingold 2002, 330). As such, Ingold suggests that it may be
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more realistic to say that people ‘live culturally’ rather than that they ‘live in cultures’
(2002, 330).

Childe (1956) was one of the earliest archaeologists to associate a sense of culture
with recurring sets of artefacts that represent a people or society. In the absence of
textual records, prehistoric cultures were named after artefacts, types, sites, or regions.
Thus we have, the Trichterbecher (TRB) culture group named after a class of ceramic
vessel, and the Wessex culture named after a region of southern England (see Chapter
Three for discussion of Irish examples). Culture-historical interpretations are,
however, no longer academically fashionable (Michaels 1996; Shennan 1996) and are
considered to have been ‘badly under-theorised’ (Whittle 2003a, 64) with little
attention paid to °...archaeological culture as a whole: its boundaries, internal
variability and especially the phases in which it changes and reforms...” (Whittle
2003a, 66). Indeed, many arguments are politically rejected, such as Kossinna’s
Kultukreis theory, which identified geographic regions with specific ethnic groups on
the basis of material culture, being later adopted by a National Socialist worldview of
the Germanic peoples place in the world during the early twentieth century (Veit
1989, 38; Arnold 1996, 550). Yet, themes do persist, resulting in many scholars still
orientating their work around the concept of culture. Some prehistoric studies are
permeated with equations between people, their culture and the land they inhabit (e.g.
Bradley 2002; Skeates 2002).

Material culture is viewed as the product of a site and the result of social action.
Artefacts are used as metonyms to infer the beliefs, activities and ideology of a
culture, with culture becoming identity (Yentsch and Beaudry 2001). Such approaches
adhere to Fabian’s notion of ‘visualism’, ¢...the ability to visualize [sic] a culture or
society almost becomes synonymous with understanding it...” (1983, 106). This
visualism of culture through tangible material culture and landscape is strikingly
similar to the post-modern desire to visualise knowledge through visual culture, such
as the Internet or reality television war footage, and in turn might demonstrate more of
‘our’ culture than those of the past. These modern examples also highlight the ways in
which material culture can alter our perceptions or interpretations of a reality and

negate preconceived notions of what should happen. For example, when computer
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programmes perform in unexpected ways, we can react with joy, sadness or pure
disbelief (Yentsch and Beaudry 2001, 216; see Chapter Two for detailed discussion).
Interestingly, Childe (1949) was also one of the first scholars to relate how

engagements with material culture can influence human experience. Childe (1949)
argued that archaeologists should treat artefacts as concrete expressions of human
thought and ideas, whilst acknowledging that ‘religion’, ‘beliefs’ ‘magic’ and ‘ritual’

all leave their marks on the archaeological record.

Past attempts to interpret the Irish Neolithic that only emphasised the material culture,
are now considered to be de-contextualised and simplistic (Cooney 2000a, 2). These
studies focused primarily on particular aspects of the Irish archaeological data, such as
specific tombs, pottery or tools and this resulted in a picture of the period as just being
inhabited by classified distinct objects and fragmented deposits (see also O Créinin
1995; and Chapter Three here). Instead of categorisation, Cooney argues that
archaeologists should emphasise that material evidence is the crystallised expression
of the behaviour, thoughts and ideas of the people who created it (2000a, 3). In
acknowledging that material culture is activated through myth, narrative, systems of
thought, metaphor and metonymy, archaeologists are now able to further comprehend
how people created their sense of the world (Hodder 1995; Tilley 1996; Whittle
1996a). The notion of investigating past ‘worldview construction’ is after all a double
metaphor in itself. The result will not be a view (as of a landscape) and it will not
construct (as an architect does). This thesis will not be able to fully recreate the
narratives and experiences of the past, and it acknowledges Freud’s concern that
worldviews can sometimes be ‘...an intellectual construction which solves all the
problems of our existence uniformly on the basis of one overriding hypothesis...’
(Nicholi 1998, 1). Instead of constructing a universal interpretation for the worldviews
of the Irish Neolithic, I aim to delineate the commonalities and differences in the
archaeological details. By further considering the contested ways in which people live
today, I will also forward an understanding of events, illusions and daily praxis that
the Irish Neolithic people involved, may never have noticed. For instance, in studying
the Baktaman in the central highlands of New Guinea, Barth has noticed a trend in
which cosmological knowledge is constantly communicated, yet only vaguly
understood by most people (Barth 1987, 222 cited in McCauley and Lawson 2002,
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69). As recently as the late twentieth century, people in western Europe have been

documented as having a poor knowledge of their own conscious lives (Schwitzgebel
2002, 649). Life is often what happens to you, whilst you are busy making other

plans.

Cosmologies and engagements with realities

Cosmologies are not the attempts of persons to explain in fantasy, where empirical
knowledge of reality is absent, but are rather statements in allegorical form about the
interrelations between people, objects and the learned aspects of a reality (Ridington
and Ridington 1975). Cosmologies serve to orient a people to its world and inform
them in the broadest terms of who they are and their relations to the rest of creation
(Bowie 2000, 119). People culturally inhabit a world in which cosmologies (a totality
that is), are explicitly constructed, interactions symbolically formulated and taboos
dictated often under non-human surveillance. Astrophysicists and other physical
scientists use the term ‘cosmology’ with reference to the systemic properties of the
universe. This application does not, however, account for the way people conduct
daily lives with an intimate understanding and experience in the world as cosmos.
Most Western people generally do not live their lives under the influence of
conceptions concerning black holes, quarks and the Big Bang (Laughlin and Throop
2001, 731). Cosmological activities are social constructs of an objectified ideology
and recently some scholars have postulated that a belief in supernatural or non-human
beings is part of an evolved psychology which is the result of cognitive fluidity (e.g.
Mithen 1996; 1999). It should, however, be stressed that the appellation ‘supernatural’
is misleading in that it presupposes a concept of the natural, or a supernatural-natural
dichotomy (Hallowell 1975, 143, 151). 1 prefer the term ‘non-human’ beings or

entities, whilst still appreciating the limitations of these expressions.

Others scholars suggest that humans have belief systems because they are just
‘gullible’; thus enabling self-replicating cosmological delusions to affect us like
computer viruses (Dawkins 2003, 130). It is argued that these traits manifest when

applied to group or social situations and form the foundations of linguistic,
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mythological, religious and other symbolic representational activity (e.g. Hallowell
1975; A. Barnard 1999; Chase 1999; Knight 1999; Nettle 1999; Watts 1999; Ingold

2000). Such traits or systems are interconnected within the context of the worldview.

They are multiple expressions of a reality as understood by the people. The
cosmology is part of an interactive system of meaning and experience conducted in
the context of a persons mind, body and soul that is both personally and culturally
informed (Hollan 2000). The cosmology and its associated images are therefore lived,
and through this experience the cosmology is animated and validated within the
neurocognitive mechanisms that are responsible for the realities experienced by each
agent. These agent-based cosmologies are imagined and expressed through the
society’s visual media, which permits persons to intimately engage in their own
momentary version of an interpretation of a reality. It has been suggested that people
rarely create new cosmological beliefs and practices, but rather accept and participate
in the worldviews that they inherit from their society (Ortiz 1952, 135). Such a
proposition does not, however, account for or explain ‘cultural’ innovation or
variation, be it intentional or just through repeated acts never being identical
(Rappaport 1999). James is essentially in agreement with this when he states that,
¢...owing to the fact that all experience is a process, no point of view can ever be the
last one. Every one is insufficient and off its balance, and responsible to later points of

view itself...’ (1995, 70 original emphasis).

In considering models of ‘Social brain’ and ‘Machiavellian intelligence’ (Humphrey
1976, Byrne and Whiten 1988), a theory emerges with anatomically modern humans
depicted as having a sophisticated capacity for deceiving one another. For instance
with eye-movements, facial expressions and tones of voice; furthermore, it is
suggested that the representational activity named ‘symbolic culture’ is an extension
of these expressions. To deliver deceptive signals is to participate in imaginative
scenarios. Yet the majority of people who live within symbolic societies interact with
fictional scenarios or simulations, without experiencing them as deceitful or
exploitative. Modern Western examples include engaging in soap operas, movies and
cyberspace (Heim 1993). People have the ability to construct things and scenarios that
do not exist outside of a symbolic context, termed ‘collective fantasies’ or

‘deceptions’ (Knight et al. 1995). Chase (1999, 36) cites some examples of these
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constructs, such as the game of chess (the rules and moving castles), non-human

beings (deities or space aliens), social roles (kings and queens), objects (no smoking
signs), concepts (fidelity), acts (marriage) and values (heroic). Chase (1999) argues
that these symbolic phenomena do not exist in isolation, but rather they are integrated
into overarching systems of symbols and cosmologies. He proposes that these
symbols or social imperatives are not regarded by the members of the society as
arbitrary rules, but rather they are embedded into a worldview through engagements

that justify their existence.

Cosmological ideas are often emotionally reinforced and sanctioned through myth and
‘ritualised’ activities (although these formats do have other roles), with members who
ignore the demands of the worldviews often suffering negative emotions or actions
from human and non-human agents (Overing and Passes 2000). The prime values of
Ojibwa ontology are an excellent anthropological example of this (Hallowell 1955).
Within this North American Indian culture, great stress is placed upon sharing what
one has with others. Hoarding or any manifestation of greed is considered to violate a
basic mythological and moral code and is subject to a punitive sanction. Non-human
entities or persons sharing power with human beings illustrate the nexus of this moral
value in their worldview. Hallowell (1975, 173) recalled how his friend and informant
Chief Berens once fell ill and could not explain it. The Chief did, however, later recall
overlooking one man when he had passed around an alcoholic beverage. He believed
the man was offended and had cursed him. Hallowell (1975) describes this situation
as demonstrating the extreme sensitivity of persons to the principles of sharing in
Ojibwa worldviews. The Murngin of Australia also illustrate this point (Warner
1958). The symbolic context of their worldview justifies an enforcing cultural
behaviour, with obligations and prohibitions being expressed in mythology and
supported by seasonal ritual cleansing acts. Warner explains, ‘...the providing world
of nature will not function if the rules of society are flouted and man’s [sic]
uncleanliness contaminates nature. Hence everyone must obey. If he does not by his
own volition, then he must be forced to...” (1958, 396). As such, a Murngin need not
violate another person in any physical manner in order to be punished. By failing to
adhere to the worldview rules of conduct, the well-being of the society is threatened

and therefore the offending agent must be sanctioned.
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Some archaeologists have utilised anthropological examples of the worldviews of
Australian and African hunter-gatherers to elucidate social and cosmological order in
the Neolithic past (e.g. Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1993; Tilley 1994). It is,
however, becoming apparent that such ethnographic analogies are problematic, as not
all hunter-gatherers are in agreement, either as ‘individuals’ or as exponents of their
social understandings of relations to the environment and cosmos (cf. Bloch 1998;
Ingold 2000). Furthermore, recent studies argue that some non-western societies do
not represent pristine examples of social formations unadulterated by colonial settlers,
but are rather hybrid or creole responses to outside influences (Peers 1999). It should
be noted however that the term ‘hybrid’ is in itself a problematic term, as it suggests
that the combining entities are ‘pure’ in their own right (Ingold pers. comm). The
fundamental differences between African and Australian hunter-gatherers is that
African ontology is based on fluid and flexible accommodation between society,
nature and the universe, whereas Australian aboriginals assume an exact fit between
social and cosmological spheres (A. Barnard 1999, 54). African Bushmen can for
example, create individualistic understandings of the world. The same person can
develop diverse and contradictory notions regarding mythical entities and beings, in
order to express different views of the world according to circumstance (A. Barnard
1988; Lewis-Williams 2002).

Australian aboriginal cosmologies are more structurally ordered, yet even here the
symbolic associations between seemingly disparate objects, such as animals and
heavenly bodies, demonstrate degrees of flexibility (Turner 1993). The Australian
aboriginal worldview is founded upon the belief in the Rainbow Serpent and more
particularly the Dreaming. This worldview provides the aborigines with a coherent
explanation of the relations between time and space, land and society, humans and
animals and the order of the Universe (A. Barnard 1999, 63). In contrast, the African
bushman worldview is generally based upon the belief in one main deity. This deity is
essentially male and is often compartmentalised into male and female halves.
Although Bushmen do occupy delimited territories, they do not have the same
cosmological relationships to the land and animals that the Aboriginal peoples do. For

example, only a few number of groups are totemic, such as the Hiechware, and most
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lack clan structures (A. Barnard 1999, 65). Barnard concludes that it is the existence

of universal kinship structures, without the constraints imposed by totemism, that
forms the basic properties of Bushmen cosmology (1999, 66). The diversity in the
understandings that people create can therefore be thought of as resulting from the

various relations that people have between themselves, the world and material objects.

In a sense, worldviews can be compared to material artefacts, in that they can be
transformed. For example a stone tool can be flaked again and again, thus altering its
artefact category, and an idea can be constantly reshaped (Mithen 2001). This analogy
is compounded by Boyer’s (1994a) belief that cosmological ideas need to be
‘anchored’ in the ‘real’ world and the human mind through artefacts and human
character traits, lest they corrupt and dissipate via cultural transmission, such as oral
narratives. Multiple and flexible understandings of the world have recently been
attributed to the evolution of a cognitively fluid mind in anatomically modern humans
(Boyer 1994a; 1996). Such fluidity is derived from the combination of knowledge and
ways of thinking from different cognitive domains. Boyer (1994a; 1996) argues that
this cognitive fluidity enables humans to create events and situations that defy the
laws of physics, such as talking trees and moving stones (see also Hallowell 1955). It
is suggested that this violation of the physical world produces cosmologies that are
transient and difficult to comprehend and transmit. Boyer (1996) propounds that
technical and social knowledge is inherent as cognitive domains within anatomically
modern humans, but that religious or cosmological ideologies are not (see also Mithen
1996). In order for these ideas to survive cultural transmission, they need to be
intuitively understood through references to a salient human world (e.g. deities acting
in a human manner), or material world (e.g. engaging with the landscape) (see also
Guthrie 1993). When these themes are transmitted into material symbols, such as Irish
passage tomb designs, they become easier to communicate and comprehend as their
material form provides another anchor, distinct from the oral narrative of
cosmologies, for the human mind. These physical reflections provide a device by
which the features of a worldview or belief system that violate ‘intuitive knowledge’,
such as concepts of inertia, momentum and the effects of what we term gravity
(Spelke et al. 1992), may themselves be anchored for the mind. If this is correct, then

we should expect that these indices of ontologies would stress the ‘intuitive
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knowledge" violations, rather than conformities of the beliefs (Boyer 1994b). Such an

explanation may in a preliminary way, account for the abstract geometric forms on
Irish passage tombs in the Boyne Valley. These images may be acting as anchors or
‘ghosts in the machine’ (Ryle 1963, 23) that allow ideas to be acquired, recalled,
understood and transmitted through association to ‘intuitive knowledge’ generated by
the material and social cognitive domains. As Geertz propounds, ‘...meanings can

only be “stored” in symbols...” (1973, 127).

Following this model, one might suggest that some people in Neolithic Ireland
‘intuitively’ understood there to be non-human entities in the environment, but needed
the designs on the passage tombs to fix, store or simulate these beliefs into an
accepted cosmology. The Walpiri of the central Australian dessert are reported to
utilise imagery in this manner. For them °...the natural world is visualized [sic] in
terms of totemic features and mythological histories. The art makes those unseen
realities tangible and reminds the people of their tribal origins and religious
obligations...The Walpiri excel in employing symbols to communicate and
comprehend an intricate belief system...” (Faulstich 1992, 22 cited in Mithen 1999).
Fernandez noticed similar activities whilst studying the Fang of Gabon in West
Africa, and recorded a movement call Bwiti, which aimed to reduce the fragmentation
and loss of cosmology produced by colonial agents and referred to this technique as
‘revitalisation’ (1986, 562). Fernandez argued that ‘...the performance of a sequence
of images revitalizes [sic], in effect, and by simple iteration, a universe of domains, an
acceptable cosmology of participation, a compelling whole...” (1986, 203), thus a
particular cosmological integrity is created through a remembered coherence or praxis
of repetition. Sutton (2001) demonstrates how tangible everyday experiences of
material culture and smell, can evoke memories, identities and individual cosmologies
in the Greek Island of Kalymnos, quoting Dragoumis who states that, ‘...a flower-pot
of basil can symbolize [sic] the soul of a people better than a drama of Aeschylus...’
(1976 in Sutton 2001, 73). The ability of material objects to communicate non-verbal
cosmological metaphors has also been noted among the Kenyah Kayans of Sarawak,
who believe that there is a strong connection between the possession of a human head
and the establishment of equilibrium within the life of a person and their people (see

Fig. 1.1). These human head objects are thought to give to the Kenyahs courage,
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@ Chapter One

swidden from and how to process this wood (Bloch 1998, 12). Bloch challenges how

we think we think, by replacing series of linear thought processes with parallel units
that feed information simultaneously in our minds from either our memory or a

perception of the external world (1998, 12).

Such cognitive domain theories are, however, not without their critics. Current
objections range from the evolutionary psychology analogies bearing resemblances to
Western capitalist free market economies, to reservations regarding models that
engage more in ‘mind metaphors’ than the reality of the anatomically modern human
brain (Sahlins 1977; Rose and Rose 2000, especially chapter 15). These observations
are perceptive, and they might be further supported by three-dimensional imaging of
living brains to test for connections between brain locations or domains (Damasio
1999). Such imaging techniques currently include PET (positron emission
tomography) and the newer fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging), which
make it possible to observe human brains at work (Paulesu et al. 1997, 57). The fMRI
technique relies on examining the blood oxygen level that is generated by an
imbalance between the increase in regional cerebral blood flow (rCBF) and oxygen
metabolism in the brain during activation, and it is considered to be more sensitive
than PET. At this stage however, fMRI still cannot reliably detect significant signal
changes during complex cognitive performances, which cause much smaller signal
changes than simple sensory stimulation or motor performance (Paulesu ef al. 1997,
57).

Even though Renfrew has lamented that attempts at an archaeology of the mind are
*...destined to tread an uneasy path between the pretentiously jargon-laden and the
blindingly obvious..,” (1982, 14), it is still fruitful, to utilise ‘mind metaphors’ in order
to better understand and appreciate how people in the Neolithic created and socially
perpetuated their worldviews (cf. Tilley 1999; J. Thomas 1998). Interestingly,
Renfrew stated in a later publication that metaphors regarding prehistoric images are
one of the principal ways of understanding the minds of the past (Renfrew and Bahn
1991, 363). If domain metaphors are to be used, they need to remove themselves from
the Cartesian ontologyii that pervades cognitive connectionist modelling. Clark (1997,

83-84) argues that cognitive ontologies separate the human mind from the body in the
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world. The body is reduced to an information delivery system for received data to be

later processed by the mind. rather than engaging with the cognition itself. Cognitive
scientists and some ‘connectionists’ are noted to demonstrate °...a distressing
tendency to study disembodied problem solving and to opt for abstract, symbolically
defined input-output mappings..." (A. Clark 1997, 80). The processing loops involved
in cosmological construction are postulated not to reside in a domain space in the
mind, within the skull. but instead fluidly penetrate both the human body and its
environment (A. Clark 1997, 69). In emphasising this point, Clark (1997, 75)
considers a scenario in which a person has to remember to buy alcohol for a party. To
jog their memory. the protagonist places an empty beer can on the front doormat.
Later when attempting to leave the house. they trip over it and recall their mission,
thereby exploiting some aspect of the world as a partial substitute for ‘on-board’
memory (A. Clark 1997, 75). Clark terms this trick of using the environment to
prompt actions “indirect emergence” (A. Clark 1997, 75). Smith in writing about the
Chipewyan of the northwest Canadian subartic has alternatively termed this
environmental engagement “bush sensibility” (1998, 413 cited in Ingold 2000. 105),
and describes how the hunter and trapper constantly experiences dynamic

understanding via interaction with the surrounding forest.

In following Gibson’s (1979) ecological psychology approach, Ingold argues that
cognitive maps, Platonic forms and ‘internal programmes’ produce explanations that
describe a static perceiver who can only engage with °...transient patterns of sensory
excitation that are... insufficient to specify the objects and events that gave rise to
them...” (2000, 166). This creates a problematic model of perception, in which
cognitive scholars struggle to explain how fragmented sense data are reconstructed,
with pre-existing representations, into a worldview or picture. For Gibson (1979) and
Ingold (2000), engagements do not produce the data for perception, but rather
consistencies in moving from place to place, from moment to moment, perpetuate
continuous modulations of senses and stimulus for information. Perception is
described as the result of interaction with variants and relies on active movement for
information assimilation. Instead of utilising domains already created, it involves
continual fluidity and adjustment of human receptor organs. Gibson argues that

‘...looking, listening, touching and sniffing...” (Reed and Jones 1982, 397-398), need
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to be activated and continually reoriented for the perceptual systems to create

cosmologies and experiences of realities. The possibility of static systems in the world
be they optical, acoustic or haptic is debated by many ecological realists (Mace 2000).
Gibson proposed that, ‘...frozen structure is a myth, or a least a limiting case.
Invariants of structure do not exist except in relation to variants...” (1979, 97). More
recently, Rogers has argued that information is not restricted to optical arrays that
change over time and that even ‘frozen’ images can provide instantaneous information
and ongoing optical flow (2000, 341). Such a proposal is certainly interesting in
considering ‘how’ people used and engaged with the ‘static’ visual motifs on passage
tombs (see further discussions in Chapter Two). Ecological psychology models may
account in part, for the multiple and fluid worldviews that are expressed by people,
because the range of sense engagements that any one agent can experience in the
world are inexhaustible. Perceptions of a reality are ‘fine-tuned’ by the society in
everyday activities situated in the world, and not by the transmission of data. Indeed,
Gibson insists, ‘...we perceive in order to move, but we must move in order to
perceive...” (1979, 223). People are thought to construct worldviews daily through
ongoing engagement with the environment, an ‘education of attention’ (Gibson 1979,
254), in essence, to ‘...perceive the world is to co-perceive oneself...” (Gibson 1979,
141). Awareness of the world is described therefore as complementary to relations in
the world, and not through alienating Cartesian domains that separate the mind from

nature and sensation from intelligence.

Understandings of a physical world that is ‘out there’ (Ingold 2000, 41), can therefore
be described as the creative use of metaphorical thought in the process of ‘dwelling’
in an environment (Tilley 1999a, 50-51). For Tilley, ‘...metaphors provide the
ontological basis for that dwelling and for reflecting on the process of dwelling...’
(1999a, 271). This ‘dwelling perspective’ or ‘ontology of dwelling’ describes how
people are immersed daily in ‘...an active, practical and perceptual engagement with
constituents of the dwelt-in world...” (Ingold 2000, 42). In Ingold’s (2000, 42) model,
people do not construct a worldview per se, but rather they engage a worldview.
People do not build a worldview; they dwell in one, not ‘...making a view of the
world but of taking up a view in it...” (Ingold 2000, 42 original emphasis). Material

objects (such as stone axeheads), the built environment (such as passage tombs),
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animals, plants. human bodies and the paths and places in the landscape are all

therefore °...potent sources of metaphors for the social construction and perception of
reality...” (Tilley 1999a, 271). The environments that people move within, have been
suggested to not exist separately, nor in prior form, from the ‘taskscapes’, the routine,
habitual and knowledgeable lived-in experience that people derive from the world
(Ingold 1993; 1995). Whittle (2000, 3; 2003, 15) has challenged scholars to attempt to
apply Ingold’s (1993) taskscape approach to archaeological data. Whittle does,
however, offer a note of caution, in detailing how the taskscape approach gives
‘...insufficient attention to the weight of collective tradition or culture...’ (2003, 15).
The taskscape interpretation is deemed to be decontextualised and does not account
for the basic and routine aspects of life and how people can adapt, change and learn
(Whittle 2003a). In this thesis I will look at sequenced motifs on archaeologically
contextualised passage tombs in Ireland, and consider how engagements with these
images altered the ‘viewers’ and ‘makers’ experience (see Chapters Four, Five, Six
and Seven). By doing so, I will raise questions about how we can further understand

the social relations and actions that may have been carried out in Neolithic Ireland.

Talking faces: narratives and myths

The conceptualisation of worldviews through fluid narrative and conversation has
been documented by anthropologists (e.g. Widlok 1997; Bloch 1998) and has more
recently been considered by archaeologists (e.g. Bradley 2002; Whittle 2002).
Narratives and myths are often regarded as an essential element in providing meaning
for cosmologies, landscapes, origins, activities and making sense of the past (Children
and Nash 1997). Narratives and myths are inherently public (Brothers 1997, 80) and
are constructed and elaborated by persons to talk in multiple ways in different
contexts, be they oral or non-oral, about what is ‘thought’ to be known, rather than
being a ‘factual’ knowledge (Bloch 1998, 110). They have no immediate ‘practical’
function and are generally not engaged with any form of reality different from itself
(Lévi-Strauss1964). Although how one can distinguish ‘practical’ functions from
other ‘non-practical’ functions, without imposing a post-enlightenment perspective is
deemed problematic (Briick 1999). Within such interpretations of a reality, narratives

and myths do not have any meaning in themselves, but rather in relation to each other,
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forming a matrix of intelligibility (Lévi-Strauss1964). Meanings derive from the

imposition of a relative perspective or ‘organised orientations’, that is a decision to
perceive chosen aspects of chosen environments in chosen ways (Shibutani 1961 cited
in Rapport 1983, 349). Myths and narratives attempt to provide models capable of
resolving at some level the contradictions and problems of human life (Kuper 1988,
182). Myths and narratives therefore do not just explain phenomena, but rather they
serve to regulate human actions (Awang Mois 1990, 9; cf. Malinowski 1936, 3). They
are essentially variant expressions of an interpretation of a reality as understood by the
people, and in studying them the scholar is at some level provided with a magnifying
glass to see some of the ways people think (Lévi-Strauss1964). As Cove notes in
studying the Tsimshian of the Northwest Coast of America, ‘...the relationship
between mythological and lived-in realms is never completely isomorphic. Each is
more or less than the other. If the first has particular significance, it is in giving a
foundation for meaning in the second...” (1987, 28 cited in Laughlin and Throop
2001, 711).

Myths and narratives can therefore be thought of as being part of a living system of
meaning that is performed in the context of (in)dividual agents that are both
personally and socially informed (see Fig. 1.2). For instance, among the Tukano of
South America, all adult males are able to participate in yajé (a psychotropic
substance) ingestion activities. The Tukano ‘shaman’ supervises this performance and
guides the participants through their visions, providing explanations of what is seen in
terms of their cosmological narratives and myth structures (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1975).
Some mythological stories and narratives have been described to be universally able
to temporarily disengage us from an accepted everyday reality and provide us with
alternative perspectives of our world (J. Weiner 1994, 387). Durkheim (1915, 12)
took this idea a stage further and emphasised that the reality expressed in myth is not
merely the figment of imagination, but rather it is reality itself imagined, or simulated.
Consider a fictional example in which a person recites a narrative and the listener
responds with another tale that captures an important generalisation between the two
stories. Both parties ‘feel’ that something important is understood and possibly
ascribe qualities of high intelligence and perception to each other. As Schank has
noted, ‘...storytelling and understanding are functionally the same thing...” (1990, 24
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do notice the ‘regular’ movements of the sun, yet understand through their narratives

that deviations in behaviour caused by other persons, human or otherwise, can occur
as they have no conception of ‘natural’ events or objects (Hallowell 1975, 152). For
the Ojibwa, mythology also plays a very active role in their lives. It is through dreams
that the Ojibwa can directly interact with the dtiso ‘kanak, the non-human powerful
persons that consume their narratives. The voices of these entities are also reported to
be experienced whilst awake during conjuring performances. Both types of personal
interaction with the ‘mythic’ visitors are thought to augment and assist in the daily
round of life (Hallowell 1975, 165). Although these visits can happen at any time,
there are strict taboos against myth narration and experience being recounted out of

the proper seasonal context (Hallowell 1975, 164).

Campbell (1959) suggests that such modes of thought and activity are imperative for
stimulating and preparing neurocognitive structures in the brain, which in turn
develop cosomological beliefs. As Ricoeur propounds, ‘...myth invites thought...’
(1995, 60). Through ‘performance utterances’ (Austin 1975), myths and narratives
allow agents to see in the world what they expect to see. People are equipped with
situational interpretations that fulfil the expectations which their worldviews provide
them with. Cosmological expectations therefore become what Garfinkel terms ‘self-
fulfilling prophecies’ (1967, 40). In such a scenario, people define their own stimuli,
whilst continually constructing their own responses. In studying the dry land and wet
water origin myths of the Iatmul from New Guinea, Bateson describes people as
‘energy sources’ and ‘relays’ of energy, because they are not mere passive receptors
to their beliefs and environment (1973, 27-28). Such individuality in experience can
therefore lead to contested worldviews as people intent upon their own creative use of
language and performative utterances can easily misconstrue the motives, intentions,
implications and worldviews of others with whom they are conversing (Rapport 1983,

351).

Becker (1973) has proposed that societies construct cosmological narratives to keep
the terror of death at bay. Becker utilises the term ‘hero project’, in describing
societies as ‘codified hero systems’, meaning ‘...society everywhere is a living myth

of the significance of human life, a defiant creation of meaning...” (1973, 7). Becker
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(1973) suggested that every society is a ‘religion’ whether it thinks so or not as there

is no unambiguous way to confirm the veracity of a worldview, and therefore it is
supported just by faith. Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued that this ‘faith’ has to be
constantly confirmed and discussed as most of what people believe in any given
society, their worldviews, is derived not from empirical knowledge, that is knowledge
based on methodical procedures of observation, interpretation and verification, but
rather experienced knowledge (cf. Bloch 1998, 110). Berger and Luckmann (1966)
concluded that worldviews are social ‘objectifications’ that are culturally
‘internalised’. Therefore, ‘...the world is built up in the consciousness of the
individual by conversation with significant others (such as parents, teachers “peers”).
The world is maintained as subjective reality by the same sort of conversation... if
such a conversation is disrupted... the world begins to totter, to lose its subjective
plausibility...” (Berger 1967, 16-17). The Kayapé and Munduruct of the Amazon
basin are reported to maintain continuous order over their women by re-telling a
Tukuna myth about a young girl who spied on the sacred flutes and subsequently was
killed, quartered and eaten (Bamberger 1974). Bamberger states that whether the
Kayapé and Mundurucd women actually believe these stories is irrelevant as the
penalties for ceremonial injunctions do actually include ritual humiliations and gang
rape (1974, 278). Cosmological narratives can act as a particular logic that expresses
the social tensions between people, whilst sanctioning order by presenting repellent

images of the consequences of misconduct (G. Lewis 2002, 574).

The action that myth and narrative have on present or future events has been noted in
the Maori of Polynesia, who °...think of the future as behind them...” (Sahlins 1987,
58). Conversely, some of the folklore and narratives of modern America seem to have
a distinctive futuristic orientation. Kluckhohn in generalising that the English have a
predilection for the past, tradition and ancestry notes that, ‘... Americans, more than
most people of the world, place emphasis upon the future — a future which we
anticipate to be “bigger and better”...” (1953, 349). The narrative genre of science
fiction (e.g. Star Trek) is one of the most convincing examples of this future mind set.
The fictional creatures and plots that influence social action or predict events may
bear resemblances to classical myths, but the differences are a matter of time setting —
future as opposed to past (Dundes 1980, 85). Myths therefore might be thought as
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behaving as guidelines for action, serving as schemata for the operation of particular

actions (Kuper 2000, 176). For the Foi of Papua New Guinea, myth and narrative are
seen as a creative and mutable way in which multiple views of the world can be
presented, contested and reworked (J. F. Weiner 1991, cited in Whittle 2002, 199).
The Foi believe that myth becomes public because its insights are elusive;
cosmological meanings are not ‘created’ as such, but rather ‘discovered’ (J. F. Weiner
2002, 608). The characters of these myths, such as Tononawi, live through articulated
rhetoric and magic spells and do not uphold the conventional orders of society, but
rather impinge and contest them (J. F. Weiner 2002, 609). In studying the Uitoto
people in the lowlands of Colombia and the north-eastern part of Peruvian Amazonia,
anthropologists have asserted that narratives about the ‘supernatural’ and cosmos
cannot be separated from the social and material aspects of daily life (Griffths 2001,
248). Uitoto cosmologies and myths are permeated with the stipulation that perpetual
work will maintain good relations with both people and spirit beings during daily life
(Griffths 2001, 249). Uitoto myths are filled with narratives that stress that behaviour
both creates and signifies the identity of living beings — to work is to become human
and not to work is to become animal (Griffths 2001, 252). People who work
excessively hard are thought to be able to communicate directly with the ancestral
spirits that are described in the narratives and myths. In sum, Uitoto cosmology is
geared towards is the production of ‘people’ who can communicate with the mythic
persons and thereby add protection to the wider community, rather than the
production of materials (Griffiths 2001, 258). Such a cosmology is not ideal for
archaeologists who endeavour to construct past ideologies from the material evidence.
It is, however, possible that some people in the past regarded materials as living

persons. This is a theme that will be discussed further in later chapters.

Narratives and myths that project worldviews do not always project one meaningful
and generalised interpretation of a reality (see J. F. Weiner 2002), but sometimes
many separate ‘systems of ideas’ that are constantly developing and changing (Winch
1974, 15). At times people can interact without any meanings being communicated,
and people can sometimes talk past each other unknowingly. At other times people
can impose meanings of the world onto each other, in an act that Geertz describes as

‘...the major end, and primary condition of human existence...” (1973, 135). By
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returning to the Foi of Papua New Guinea, we can notice that their thinking involves a

world that is continuous, undifferentiated and all-encompassing (J. F. Weiner 2002,
592). For the Foi, the human task is to create difference and compartmentalise
perpetual being into demarcated domains (J. F. Weiner 2002, 591). By using
metaphors to say that one thing is like another, such as the plant Sago is like the skull
of a mythical boy, the Foi are not emphasising assumed commonalities, but rather
their distinction set against a backdrop of acknowledged continuity (J. F. Weiner
2002, 593). By considering Weiner’s (2002) proposal, this thesis will review
contested and differentiated modes of thought that may have constituted the
metaphorical phenomena of myth, narrative and belief as a means to further
understand the workings out of the possible relations that some people in the Irish
Neolithic created with their environments (see Chapter Two). I also appraise the idea
that myth can also be non-linguistic, and exist in the form of thematic motifs and
materials that can activate ‘neurognostic’ cosmologies in the thoughts of agents (see
Laughlin and Throop 2001, 721). Such an approach assists in contextualising past

thoughts via the visual and material culture of some Irish passage tombs.

Shamanic systems: reflections and thoughts

Since the conception of post-processual and cognitive archaeologies, there has been a
marked concern for ancient symbolism and meaning-content of material culture. As a
response to this trend, the publications of recent years have often dealt with models
based on shamanic beliefs and practices. The word ‘shaman’ derives from the word
Saman of the Tungus people in central Siberia and means ‘skywalker’ or ‘one who is
excited or raised’ (cf. Eliade 1964; Guenther 1999). As the indigenous Siberians had
no written language, the terms Saman or sama:n were normalised via the Russian
language into western European languages to produce the more conventional
appellation ‘shaman’ (Price 2001, 4). The term has been used by anthropologists and
ethnographers as a label for a particular kind of medicinal or religious specialist (see
Fig 1.3), working within a worldview system or ‘grammar of the mind’ (Pentikdinen
1998, 59 cited in Jordan 2001, 87).
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d) Shamans have specialised knowledge of myth, cosmological symbolism and
psychoactive compounds (see Hultkrantz 1985, 453). As a historian, mythmaker
and storyteller the shaman not only reflects the beliefs of the people, but also

influences the development of their ideology (see again Fig. 1.2).

These criteria are a generalisation and not diagnostic schemata. The precise nature of
each theme has to be argued according to a specific ethnographic study, as there are
many kinds of shamanisms (Keightley 2002, 409). Attempts have been made to unify
the study of shamanism by defining the concept more tightly (e.g. Eliade 1964;
Winkelman 1990). Lewis (1971) reported that there was uniformity across cultures in
the mystical experience and symbolism of shamanism. It is stated that shamanic
trance in these societies can be induced by a variety of stimuli including alcohol,
drugs, rapid over-breathing, hypnotic suggestion, the inhalation of smoke and
vapours, music and dancing (see Fig. 1.4), and more slowly by self-inflicted or
externally imposed mortifications and privations as fasting and ascetic contemplation
(I. Lewis 1971, 39). For Lewis, a shaman is °...a person of either sex who has
mastered spirits and who can at will introduce them into his own body... by his power
over the spirits which he incarnates the shaman is able to treat and control afflictions
caused by pathogenic spirits in others...” (1971, 51). This definition of shamanism is
adopted by Hultkrantz, who argues that ‘...the shaman [is] a social functionary who
attains ecstasy with the help of guardian or helping spirits, and who through his
ecstasy creates a rapport with the supernatural world - all this on behalf of the
members of his group...” (1989, 46).
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however, Pearson has stated that shamanism is ‘...a near-universal phenomenon...’

(2002, 66).

Such variations with definition have prompted some academics to plea for a ‘...more
refined, more nuanced terminology...” (Klein et al. 2002, 408), and possibly to reject
the terms ‘shaman’ and ‘shamanism’ entirely. Usage of these terms has frequently
aroused Pavlovian responses from a small minority of researchers (e.g. Bednarik
1990; Bahn 2001; Kehoe 2002; Knight 2002). Bahn is so averse to shamanistic
models that he exclaims, °...sometimes I wake up screaming...” (1998, 38). Such
abject terror is certainly extreme and rather limiting as it does not inform future
debate or critically advance disciplinary discourse beyond divisive labelling.
Chippindale (2002) has suggested that the difficulties with the term ‘shamanism’ and
‘shaman’ stem from the terms being ambiguous and malleable, with no single and
universally valid definition. He concludes, however, that all words and every word
‘...may be torpedoed in the same way...” (2002, 402), and that any interpretation of
the past is always constrained by the language of the present. Furthermore, even if we
did import ‘another’ foreign word to replace ‘Shaman’, such as ‘h’iloletik’ from
Mesoamerica, or invent a new word, such as the appellation ‘Neolithic’, they would
soon corrupt with usage (Chippendale 2002, 403). Our usage of language is not static
and performances or beliefs are equally not static. Rapport (1999) commented that
even when societies seek to preserve certain actions, they will always gradually alter,
as they are never performed the same way twice. Actions are dynamic, adaptive and
flexible affairs that offer change through repeated performance (Rapport 1999; Price
2001). The term shamanism is entirely an academic creation, and although as a notion
it is unlikely to be understood by the societies that we deem as shamanic, it is
certainly useful for scholars in ‘delineating’ and ‘differentiating’ complex
cosmologies from one another (Guenther 1999, 426). The concept of shamanism is
useful for this study as it offers interesting insights into ways in which some people
see and think their worlds.

The classic depiction of the shaman in western literature is often of a male dominating

figure, who controls social relations and masters their communities equipped with a

certain degree of charisma and benevolence (see Castenada 1998; Wallis 2003).
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Wallis, however, argues that shamanism is not intrinsically ‘safe’ and controlled but

rather it is always contested, open-ended and unpredictable (2001, 225). Stewart and
Strathern illustrate this point, in studying the indigenous groups in Hagan and Duna
regions of the Highlands of Papua New Guinea (1999). They have termed the
disruptive, violent and often cannibalistic practices ‘assault sorcery’ and ‘aggressive
shamanism’ (1999, 664). Furthermore, some of the indigenous peoples of the
Pakaraima Mountains in Guyana, Amazonia, practice a form of ‘death-shamanism’
called Kanaima (Whitehead 2001). Kanaima, which means ‘Lords of Death’, is
essentially a ‘dark’ shamanic practice designed for ‘anti-structure’ and the dissolving
of both kin and political units through actual killing and through the fear it generates
(Whitehead 2001, 236). Such observations are not always welcomed by some Western
‘neo-shamans’ and ‘neo-pagans’. These modern individuals who adhere to notions of
feminism, vegetarianism and in living in ‘partnership’ harmony with the ‘mother’
earth (e.g. Eisler 1987), are increasingly looking at the indigenous shamans, and

finding them wanting (Price 2001, 12).

Although shamanism cannot be purely regarded as a universal phenomenon, there are
fundamental details of the shamanic worldview that are structurally the same. For
example the shamanic cosmos is generally vertically tiered. It can be simplified to an
original form comprising of three levels: the realm above (sky), the realm below
(underworld) and the realm in between (earth) (Eliade 1964, 259). The upper realm or
plane is usually occupied by powerful beings who are sometimes anthropomorphic,
such as the sun, moon and theriomorphic creatures. The underworld consists of other
world beings, such as spirits, ghosts and malevolent entities. Whereas the middle
world is thought to be inhabited by people and the spirits that reside in mountains,
rocks, caves, trees, rivers and other natural places or ‘hierophanies’ (Bradley 2000,
29; see further discussions in Chapter Five). This middle world is usually imagined to
be circular and floating in a space surrounded by a void or water (Pearson 2002, 69).
This description of the cosmological middle world fits well with the location of some
circular shaped passage tombs (e.g. those in the Bend of the Boyne River), and will be

discussed at some length in the following chapters.
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This shamanic universe is also organised directionally, with the world having a centre

and an edge. The most recurring scheme for dividing the worlds is based on quarters,
often relating to the symmetry of the human body (Pearson 2002, 69; also see Fig.
1.5). The center of the world is often referred to as the axis mundi or world axis
(Eliade 1964, 259), and it represents a threshold between different realms. This axis
can manifest itself in various guises, for example it might be described as a ‘world
tree’, ‘sacred pole’, ‘cosmic pillar’, ‘rainbow’ or a ‘sacred mountain’ (Eliade 1964,
261). These representations are the points of communication between the upper and
lower worlds and intersect the individual planes of existence, which allow a shaman
to traverse either ‘celestially’ or ‘infernally’ between them (Eliade 1964, 259).
Communication between these cosmic zones is quite complex and not without
contradictions, due to contaminations and modifications of cosmological engagements
and imagery by people through time (Eliade 1964, 265). Accounts of this
communication tend to have a narrative structure connected with mythic events,
focusing on interactions with non-human entities and material objects in the middle
world. For instance, in the Sami of Eurasia, the shaman while engaging in particular
performances in the kota (tent), is located at the center of the world. The holy corner
or boasso and the smoke hole of this tent, are thought of as manifestations of the
mythic world tree, having its center of the Pole Star, around which the heavens
revolve. It is at this center that the shaman can maintain communication with the
realms of the dead (Pentikainen 1984, 125 cited in Dronfield 1994, 126). For the
Desana Indians of the northwest Amazon, the twisted cone of a basketry pot stand is
compared with the concept of spiralling whirlpool, the dia oreri a life devouring and
giving cosmic whirlpool. Yet when this stand is viewed in profile, as an hourglass
shape, the object is interpreted as a three tiered cosmological model that link one
dimension (turi) to another (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1985, 33 cited in Dronfield 1994,
126). Interestingly, Christmas trees have been described as the Westerner’s mythic
‘cosmic tree’ and axis mundi, with Father Christmas the Tungus ‘grandmaster of
shamans’, assisted in his nocturnal activities by eight caribou familiars (I. Lewis 1981,
cited in Guenther 1999, 431).

The notion that one can interpret the worldviews of the past by investigating possible

engagements with sacred or natural places has most recently been considered by
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Bradley (2000). In paying particular attention to places that are possibly situated on

the axis mundi, such as islands in Scandinavian rivers and caves in Greek mountains,
Bradley (2000) attempted to understand unaltered features of a landscape from a
cosmological perspective. Dronfield (1996b) is one of the few scholars that have
forwarded such an approach in the interpretation of Irish Passage tombs. Dronfield
(1996b) argued that a relationship existed between people’s perceived ability to travel
between the cosmic planes, and engagements with the physical representation of this
shamanic journey in the motifs and architecture of the passage tombs (see also Lewis-

Williams and Pearce 2005 for a similar interpretation).

«— areas of transition

everyday world

axis mundi

Fig. 1.5. The shamanic worldview (after Bradley 2000, 31).

The studies by Lewis-Williams and Dowson (1993), Dronfield (1994; 1996b) and
Lewis-Williams and Pearce (2005) can be thought as some of the most engaging
interpretations of Irish passage tomb motifs from a shamanistic perspective.
Following an approach proposed by Lewis-Williams (1983), these scholars aimed to
look past the ‘obvious’ surface of the stone and seek out °...the cultural content of the
art... the shared, transcending beliefs and values on which the individual artists drew
and which made their handiwork intelligible to the entire community...” (Lewis-

Williams 1983, 6). Dronfield (1994; 1996b) in critiquing (Lewis-Williams and
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Dowson 1993), proposed that shamanic practices were the source for the Irish passage

tomb visual content and that these acts were socially structured around ‘semi-
predictable’ genetic clustering of neuropathological syndromes which cross-cut
simple descent. The shamanic experience and the engraving of entoptic images in to
stone were seen as a unified concept, that was meaningfully constituted throughout
the Irish Neolithic and perhaps even before (Dronfield 1996b, 69). Dronfield (1996b)
regards these experiences as a localised, but not isolated social phenomenon.
Unfortunately, Dronfield (1994; 1996b) uncritically uses the term ‘shaman’ and
defines it as an all-encompassing, monolithic explanation to contextualise the
activities of the creators of the motifs on some passage tombs in Ireland (see Bahn
1996). With respect to a shamanic interpretation, Murris O’Sullivan asserts that it is
‘inconceivable’ that meaning remained the same throughout stylistic changes (1996,
59). Furthermore, it has been noted that societies which are not shamanistic are also
found to have entoptic art (Bednarik 1990). These concerns will be critically
examined and will inform analysis of the individual passage tombs of Ireland in

Chapters Four, Five and Six here.

Worlds we create: totemism

The word ‘totem’ is taken from the Ojibwa word ofoteman and can be translated as
‘he is a relative of mine’ (Bowie 2000, 138). The Ojibwa use an Algonquin language
and are located in the region to the north of the Great Lakes of northern America
(Lévi-Strauss 1962, 18). Although the word is from the Americas, most theorists have
based their ideas of totemism on the ethnography provided by Spencer and Gillen
(1899; 1904 cited in A. Barnard 1999, 52) on Arunta (Aranda) and other tribes of
central and northern Australia. As with shamanism, totemism is a cross-cultural
category that is used by anthropologists (e.g. Lévi-Strauss 1962; Stanner 1965; Lang
1970) and has been the cause of much heated debate. For example, Durkheim (1915)
believed that ‘primitive’ men were in awe of blood and refused to cohabit with
females of their respective clans, as the totemic gods were thought to inhabit clan
blood. Whereas Lang (1970) emphasized the engagements between people and the
totem, Tylor (1920) described totemism as simply a special case of ancestor worship,

and Ridington and Ridington (1975) define it as an intellectual abstraction of one
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element of shamanism. Most models do, however, agree that totemism refers to the

use of animals or plants as emblems or guardians of social groups celebrated in
‘ritual’.

In recent years there has been much debate regarding the definition of the term
‘ritual’ among anthropologists (see Nadel 1954; van Gennep 1960; Bell 1992) and
archaeologists (see Richards and Thomas 1984; Renfrew 1985; Biehl 1996). Such
academic discourse has lead Bahn to humorously conclude that ritual is, ‘...[an] all-
purpose explanation used where nothing else comes to mind...” (1989, 62). In the
past, scholars attempted to distinguish from the archaeological record activities which
demonstrate practical functional actions, from other non-functional and ‘irrational’
pursuits. These latter actions are often described as ritual. Some academics now
question the belief that ritual is a separate non-practical preoccupation, distinct from
other aspects of daily life (see Bourdieu 1977; Lane 1986; G. Lewis 1980; Bell 1992;
Briick 1999). In certain societies there is no sacred and profane dualism and ritual
actions are integrated in the mundane. Indeed, many of the supposedly diagnostic
properties of ritual practice, such as symbolic, non-technical, formal, prescribed,
structured and repetitive in nature (cf. Nadel 1954; Firth 1951; Leach 1964) are shared
by secular action (Barrett 1988; Hill 1995). Making a cup of tea, for example follows
a structured sequence of rules, while a University staff-postgraduate panel meeting

involves a high degree of formalisation.

Leach (1968) suggested that ritual is not a distinctive category of behaviour, but rather
an expressive, symbolic or communicative aspect of all human action. This
interpretation does not, however, account for how we can distinguish ritual from other
non-ritual activities. Moreover, if ritual is purely a communication device, then a
policeman on duty is performing a very explicit ritual (Fortes 1966). These conflicting
issues have led Briick to conclude that it is, ‘...impossible to propose watertight lists
of criteria for the identification of ritual in the archaeological record...” (1999, 316).
Indeed, the imposition of the dichotomy ritual-secular onto the archaeological record
is not always successful. For example, anthropomorphic figurines from south-eastern
Europe are often associated by some with cult, ritual or religion (Kalicz 1970;
Gimbutas 1991; Biehl 1996). These visual material objects are described as such,

44



@ Chapter One

because they are discovered in settings that suggest display, concealment and

repetition (Marangou 1996). Figurines, however, are also found inside domestic
contexts and their association with ovens and querns can indicate incorporation into
mundane contexts (Bailey 2000). These examples certainly raise interesting questions
for the significance and meanings of motifs in public and private locations on the Irish

passage tombs (for detailed discussion see Chapter Two).

In an attempt to remove the structural dichotomy which polarises ritual from secular
activity, Anderson has forwarded the term ‘secular ritual’ (191, 35). Anderson
describes a modern newspaper reader who °...is well aware that the ceremony he [sic]
performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others of
whose existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the slightest
notion...” (1991, 35). This begs the question of whether a person gazing on the ‘ritual’
motifs on the passage tombs of Knowth Site 1, Boyne valley, was consciously aware
of people viewing images in Loughcrew, County Meath. Knight (1999) argues that
‘ritual’ activities create a virtual world, which occupies an alternative domain from
the ordinary or current perceptible or ‘real’ one. For ‘ritual’, or as Bradley suggests
‘ritualised’ (2002) activities, practices (Bell 1992), or actions (Humphrey and Laidlaw
1994) to be successful, they must interfere with the process of everyday perception
and cognition (Bloch 1985). If they do not eclipse ‘this world’, they have failed. One
of the fundamental aspects of ritual activities, be they totemic or shamanic in
orientation, is to make people see ‘beyond’ perceptible reality into the other worldly
domains (Knight 1999, 230). Recently Bradley has commented how the process of
‘ritualization’ [sic] (2003, 221), cuts through divisions between ritual and daily life.
As such it was through domestic routines that ritual activities were conceived and via
this daily familiarity the conventions became established (Bradley 2003, 221). As
Whittle suggested, there is ‘...an interesting contrast between the extremes of ritual
action, between specific set-piece public rituals or rites of passage... and the spectrum
of ritualised action which may structure daily life...” (1988, 203). One of the
challenges of this thesis is to suggest how the passage tombs in specific locations

changed and influenced the thoughts of some people.
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Totemism is applied animism, or animism in practice, which involves the attribution

of conscious life to souls and spirits and to nature and natural phenomena (Bolin
2000). The rationale of totemism is that each social group is identified with a different
species or entity; the significance of each species or entity derives from its place in the
cognitive structure. Group A is a snake because it is not a bird or dog (see Lévi-
Strauss 1964, especially Chapter 5). Totemism has been defined as the ‘original’
human religion (Durkheim 1915; Spence 1921); more recently Lévi-Strauss (1964)
has argued that totemism is a product of human cognition. In his analysis of the
Australian Aborigines, Durkheim wrote, ... without symbols, social sentiments could
have only a precarious existence... social life, in all its aspects and at every period of
its history, is made possible only by a vast symbolism (1915, 231). Durkheim was
primarily interested in defining Australian religion and he eventually characterised it
with the term ‘totemism’ (1915). For Durkheim (1915), celebration of the ‘totemic
ancestor’ in ritual became a reaffirmation of the group’s identity within the wider
society. Lévi-Strauss (1964) regarded each group’s responsibility to perform ritual to
increase the numbers of its totem species as an expression of the several groups’ inter-

dependence on one another in social life.

Morphy (1989) has, however, criticised the notion that each social group has an
exclusive relationship with a single totemic species. It is argued that the totemic
beings that combined the attributes of people and animal often travelled vast distances
through the Australian bush, traversing the territory of a number of social groups.
While each group has the responsibility to carry out ceremonies at sites visited by
those ‘beings’ or ‘ancestors’ within its own country, there will be several groups
sharing a single ancestral track (see Morphy 1989; Tilley 1994b). In many Aboriginal
cultures a number of different ancestral tracks pass through each territory and each
group has a unique combination of ‘totems’, even though each separately is shared
with other groups (Morphy 1989). The fluidity and variability of totemic beliefs are
also recurrent in shamanism. This lack of standardisation of belief is due in part to the
orality of the beliefs, which may be stories of a person’s experience that is itself
surreal, such as a dream or an entoptic vision induced by psychoactive substances.
Moreover, in some societies with rich story-telling traditions there is emphasis on

narrative individualism and the expectation and appreciation of originality in a story-
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teller’s performance (Benjamin 1977b). This can result in variation, repetition,

innovation and diffusion of stories, beliefs and practices among neighbouring peoples
(Bloch 1998; Guenther 1999). Unfortunately, a mythic cosmology based on oral
syntax and grammar, is also susceptible to being lost. For instance, the modern
Australian aboriginal Pidgin language lacks the linguistic subtleties of the indigenous
languages. This has resulted in many of the earlier myths being forgotten, as fewer

aborigines are fluent enough to understand them (Cowan 2002, 69).

So far nobody has challenged Durkheim’s (1915) theory of the perceived importance
of visual images in totemic systems (Stanner 1965; Firth 1973; Morton 1987; Layton
2000). Durkheim (1915) argues that the cohesiveness of the social group was given
visible expression in the depictions of the totemic species on sacred objects, which the
group possessed. Durkheim states that the objects selected as totems °...are frequently
insignificant... so it is not the intrinsic nature of the thing whose name the clan bears
that marks it out to become the object of a cult...” (1915, 205), but rather it is its
ability to function as a ‘symbol’ of the group. Durkheim proposes that ‘...it is the
figurative representations of this plant or animal [on selected objects]... which have
the greatest sanctity...” (1915, 206). These objects provide a physical expression of
the group’s place in society, ‘...personified and represented to the imagination under
the visible form of the [stylistic representation of the] animal or vegetable which
serves as a totem...” (1915, 206). Through this process the images acquire a sense of

power (Durkheim 1915).

The relevance of Durkheim’s (1915) model to the passage tomb motifs in Neolithic
Ireland is demonstrated in his study of the abstract style of Central Australian
Aboriginal art, which is based on geometric forms. Durkheim (1915) argues that this
style is not intended to faithfully convey naturalistic depictions of the animal, plant or
entity, but to provide visible markers of the concept of a totemic relationship; ...if the
Australian is so strongly inclined to represent his totem, it is not to have a portrait of it
before his eyes... it is merely because he feels the need of representing the idea which
he forms of it by material and external signs, no matter what these signs may
be...(Durkheim 1915, 127). In reviewing the Yolngu of North-east Arnhem Land,
Australia, Morphy (1991) has suggested that the artistic images gain their power not
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from the ideas they express, but rather from their ability to express them and their

capacity to communicate. For the Worora and Ngarinyin in the Kimberley region of
Northwest Australia, each clan is associated with a Wandjina or ancestral being. The
Wandjina are reported to have bestowed upon each clan a particular territory during
the creation period, and they demarcated the area with his or her own image upon the
wall of a rock shelter. In the Kimberly region, these totemic images communicate a

cosmological sense of belonging in the world (Layton 2000, 176).

By employing a structuralist approach to anthropology, Lévi-Strauss (1962) proposed
that totemism is a heterogeneous collection of facts rather than a fundamental
category. Totemism is regarded by Lévi-Strauss as an illusion (1962, 15) and that its
reality, which is considered an intellectual construction, is reducible to that of “...a
particular illustration of certain modes of thought...” (1962, 104). These modes are
correlation and opposition, and totemism is described as being reduced to ‘...a
particular fashion of formulating a general problem, viz. how to make opposition,
instead of being an obstacle to integration, serve rather to produce it...” (1962, 89).
Recently scholars have questioned whether opposition, posited as an obstacle to
integration, constitutes a ‘general problem’ (Lévi-Strauss 1962, 1) for anyone. It is
argued that Lévi-Strauss’s (1962) premise depends upon how the concept of
‘opposition’ itself is defined and since he offers no definition the model lacks precise
analytical value (Needham 1973).

Stanner has challenged Lévi-Strauss’s (1962) model by asserting that ‘...European
notions of society, external nature, and natural species had no counterpart among their
[Australian aborigines] ideas...” (Stanner 1965, 223). Stanner believes that what is

[3

meant by totemism in aboriginal Australia is always ‘...a mystical connection
“between living persons and other existents”, and that the problems of understanding
totemism there are the problems of understanding religion anywhere...” (1965, 224).
Lévi-Strauss (1962) is criticised for looking for more systems in the facts than there
may actually be (Stanner 1965). The rationale of any tribal selection of things as
having totemic significance is deemed unclear and ‘...probably it is irreducibly
arbitrary...” (Stanner 1965, 227). Stanner proposes a theme that it interesting for this

thesis, by suggesting that a totem is not a species or variety or class as such, but rather
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it is a ‘symbolic image’ that creates a ‘sense’ of being (1965, 229). The notion that

objects were resonates of non-human entities that were ‘good to think’ with for
providing different engagements to the viewer and designer (see Lévi-Strauss 1962;
Bock 1994), is one that this thesis appraises when investigating how people thought

about the motifs of Irish passage tombs.

In reviewing the work of Clottes and Lewis-Williams (1996), Layton (2000)
conducted a comparative study of totemic and shamanistic societies, in order to
contrast their use of imagery as a way into their various nodes of thought. Layton’s
(2000) hypothesis was that totemic, shamanic and secular rock art offer different ways
of using motifs drawn from the vocabulary of a cosmological tradition. It is proposed
that each category will have different but characteristic distributions within and
between sites and may utilise different styles; ‘...each is symptomatic of a political
strategy in which motifs are deployed in appropriate contexts...’ (Layton 2000, 180).
More than one theme, however, can co-exist in any cosmological tradition (Layton
2000). Layton (2000) stated that totemic imagery would be preferentially depicted at
significant sites within the territory of the group for whom it is the totemic emblem.
Conversely, shamanic images are generally vehicles for spiritual encounters and these
occur in a random fashion, distributed throughout the community’s area because they
are available to people in many ‘local’ groups. This distribution is argued to be similar
for secular imagery, as again it will consist of images that are available to all members
of the community. It should be noted at this point that Layton (2000) at no point
defines his perceived distinction between secular activities and ritual ‘totemic’ or
‘shamanic’ ones. It will be assumed that Layton (2000) is regarding secular as a
generalisation for ‘domestic’ (another problematic term) activities. Layton (2000)
reasons that in totemic imagery, a large number of species or forms are represented,
but each occurs with approximately the same frequency because each functions as the
emblem of one group among many. The imagery of secular activity is proposed to
depict a large number of styles or species with approximately equal frequency
(Layton 2000). In shamanic societies, however, certain beings are often particularly
charged with power. Shamanic imagery is thus argued to be characterised by the

predominance of the limited number of entities commonly functioning as guardians or
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vehicles for spiritual encounters, setting it apart from both secular and totemic

imagery (Layton 2000).

During my Masters research, I was interested to see how the motif styles represented
on the structural stones at Knowth Site 1, Newgrange Site 1 and Dowth, Boyne
Valley, compared to Layton’s (2000) diagnostic hypothesis (Cochrane 2001). By
doing so I hoped to develop the systems of thoughts that may have influenced the
production of motifs. Dronfield (1995a, 545) argued that endogenous forms account
for 20 to 30 percent cent of the design forms in each of his sample sites (see further
discussion in Chapter Two here). I wanted to determine if any of the entoptic images
dominated (see Cochrane 2001, especially Chapter Two). If they did this might
suggest a shamanic site, if they did not then maybe a totemic one. After careful
analysis, it became apparent that three entoptic forms dominated at each site. These

were the meander, filigree and multiple spiral motifs (see Cochrane 2001, 113 -115).

Following Layton’s (2000) model, I initially suggested that Knowth Site 1,
Newgrange Site 1 and Dowth could be characterised as shamanic sites, due to the
predominance of the limited number of entoptic patterns favoured that occur in a high
proportion. Yet I also considered that these images are only occurring at three specific
sites in the whole Boyne region. As the evidence did not present ...a limited number
of [forms] favoured, but all at a high proportion of sites...” (Layton 2000, 182), I
proposed that Knowth Site 1, Newgrange Site 1 and Dowth possibly represent
prehistoric totemic sites (Cochrane 2001, 106). In this thesis rather than determining
whether a particular site is shamanic or totemic, I move beyond these generalising
labels, by instead distilling some of the essences of shamanic and totemic worldview
systems, to create narratives that incorporate the archaeological data. In doing so, I
will be able to further highlight possible commonalities and variations in the
cosmological attitudes of some people in Neolithic Ireland. I do not anticipate that I
will discover exclusive bodies of thought and practice, but rather ever-expanding

interactive networks of (non)representational equivalence over time and space.
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Summary

This chapter has been concerned with the general problem of understanding how
people lived and acted in the past. One of the principal ways in which 1 have
approached this issue, is to consider how people think and act today. By incorporating
the arguments of the evolutionary and environmental psychology and the cognitive
domain and connectionist scholars, I have attempted to produce a detailed exposition

of the various and often contested ways in which some people think we think.

Notions of momentary, complimentary and contested systems of thought are
supported by anthropological examples. In reviewing various societies, we have seen
how cosmologies, mentalités and worldviews act as the systems of practice that
people use in ruminating about thoughts that they experience in daily life. In moving
in and around their environments, people are continually engaging with the narratives
and myths of others, whilst forwarding their own views of the world. Cosmologies,
mentalités and worldviews are always fluid and flexible because the people who

utilise them and the worlds in which they operate are always moving and momentary.

Whether the ‘shamanic’ and ‘totemic’ modes of thought really do exist ‘on the
ground’ is purely an academic debate. We can, however, surmise that the mere
existence of these terms continually reorientates people’s views of the present and the
past. These nodes of thought are useful, in that they assert the view that people can
often act in ‘non-functional’ and ‘irrational’ ways. Chapter Two will continue this
appraisal and further consider how engagements with visual culture can influence our

daily lives and experiences.

' For further discussions on how multiple understandings and ways of seeing the world are attributed to
the evolution of a cognitively fluid mind in anatomically modern humans see Boyer (1994), Mithen
(1996) and Hoffman (2000).

# Descartes described the mind as an immaterial substance that communicated with the body via the

interface of the pineal gland. Descartes vision was of a mind distinct from body and world (Ariew
2000, see Meditations II and I'V).
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Introduction

The previous chapter set out to establish how some people in the Irish Neolithic
thought; in this chapter we build upon this evidence and consider how they created
what they saw. Firstly, I question whether Irish passage tomb motifs, in their bare,
decontextualised presence, tell us any more than that some Neolithic people liked to
carve stone. Any attempt to understand the meanings of ‘megalithic art’ and their
form in relation to the past societies that produced or used them, will eventually
experience difficulties with how the terms are defined. Scholars currently consider the
terms ‘megalithic’ and ‘art’ to be problematic, regarding them as Western concepts
that carry different connotations when applied to the material culture of the past (see
Layton 1991; 2000; Gell 1998; Tilley 1998; 1999a; Bradley et al. 2000; Conkey
2001). Indeed in many archaeological publications, the term ‘art’ is often thought of
as being ill-defined and consequently confined to inverted commas (Skeates 2002,
166). This chapter will suggest the usage of alternative appellations, such as ‘visual
imagery’, ‘visual culture’, ‘visual events’, ‘visual fictions’ and ‘decorative schemes’

as a means of stimulating further debate on the nature of prehistoric images.

In this chapter I consider how archaeology, as an enterprise in understanding past
human endeavour, operates via the modern production of texts in propositional form
(see Gell 19994, 11). This creates a paradox in which we as prehistorians utilise text
to understand a world in which text did not exist. It is therefore suggested that a better
comprehension of the cognition of thought processes, or how Irish Neolithic people
perceived their world, will derive from focusing first on what they had seen and
second from what they made of what they had seen (Bloch 1998). Taking my lead
from Bloch (1995) and Gell (1998), this thesis will abandon interpretations, linguistic
fallacies (Dundes 1980; Gottdiener 1995) or ‘thought-traps’ (Gell 1999b, 213),
founded on unambiguous visual meanings, definable symbolism and decipherable
textual codification. In rejecting these decompositions of imagery, I remove myself
from succumbing to the ‘treachery of language’ (Holly 1998). Instead, I will seek out
alternative metaphors and ‘modes of attention’ (Baxandall 1997, 135), which further

elucidate the motifs from Irish Neolithic passage tombs.



Chapter Two

These alternative models regarding how people engage with vision, will introduce
current theories on ecological psychology, neuroscience, neuropsychology and
cognitive science (e.g. Ouzman 2000, 31; Bahn and Helvenston 2002, 11; Munz 2002,
437). By incorporating contemporary models from these fields, this chapter will
amplify our understandings of how people in the Irish Neolithic ‘viewed’ their world.
The motifs on Irish passage tombs offer a unique opportunity to pursue visual
approaches as one can be certain that some people would have seen them. I aim to
delineate how a spectator interacts with Irish passage tomb motifs, thereby placing the
phenomenology of viewing three-dimensional objects for the first time at the centre of
debate about Neolithic daily life.

Contesting ‘art’

The term ‘art’ derives from the Old French ‘ars’, meaning ‘skill’ (Morphy 2002, 649).
Some contemporary scholars suggest that ‘art’ is the product of talented people who
are often inspired by genius, madness or taste (Price 1989). Art from such a
perspective is often described in terms of its semantic or aesthetic properties, which
are used for ‘presentational or representational purposes’ (Morphy 2002, 655).
Previous megalithic and rock art studies have, for instance, revolved around formal
description. Reducing ‘art’ to descriptive, aesthetic and formal properties, however,
limits the roles of the producers and consumers. Art has more recently been defined as
‘...any painting or sculpture or material object that is produced to be the focus of our
visual contemplation or enjoyment..." (Renfrew 2003, 66; see also notes that volume
for discussion, 202). Such a definition does unfortunately focus more on ‘art’ as being

solely ‘good to look at’ rather than ‘good to think with’."

The term ‘art’ from an archaeological and anthological perspective is difficult to
define, due in part to the imprecise boundary between ‘art’ and ‘non-art’, whose
location shifts with fashion and ideology (Layton 1991, 4)." Ventures within the
twentieth century at expounding the term ‘art’ have been fashioned to encompass not
just recognisable paintings and abstract paintings, but also anything that an artist
defines as ‘art’ (Dickie 1997, 80-81). The doctrine being that ‘art’ is very much the

free creation of the individual artist. Art is therefore characterised to be an ‘ultra-
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abstract’ concept of an ‘institution: lil kind (Gell 1998, 188; Tillinghast 2003, 133).
Studies in anthropology have, however, elucidated that this is a most unique
perspective (Layton 1991; Gell 1998). It is proposed that one should instead consider
issues of social expression, knowledge and understanding. Moreover, it is noted that
the term ‘art’ does not exist in non-Western societies. As an illustration, the languages
of Aboriginal northern Australia, such as the Kunwinjku language of a region with
‘rock art’, have no word for the notion of ‘art’ (Tagon and Garde 1995). It might
therefore be as Sparshott suggests that art is ...so specifically framed within “our”
civilisation that it is perhaps something native only to “us”...” (1997, 239)." Clearly
the contemporary characterisation of what is ‘art’ and what is not, is limited on
empirical and conceptual grounds, and assists little in debates regarding prehistoric

visual imagery.

Although I remove the appellation ‘art’ from this thesis, I will still acknowledge ideas
derived from the modern art-world. Discussion within the western artworld, have for
instance considered that ‘making’, ‘production’ and ‘textual meaning’ are no longer
the basis for what is ‘art’.” This perspective on ‘art’ has largely originated from the
artist Marcel Duchamp’s ‘readymades’ which contributed towards the movement of
‘conceptual art’ (Renfrew 2003, 97). Duchamp's ‘readymade’, the Three Standard
Stoppages, and its subsequent works, are useful vantage points in illustrating the
alternative ways in which one can consider Irish Neolithic images. The pieces of
string used in the construction of the Three Standard Stoppages are related to sight
lines, and to vanishing points. In addition to their references to perspective and

<

projective geometry, the Stoppages allude to what Duchamp terms °...canned
chance...” (Duchamp 1973, 33). Duchamp used the Stoppages to design the pattern
of lines in his painting the Network of Stoppages and then, after rendering this plan
view in perspective, transferred it to The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even
(Duchamp 1973) (see Fig. 2.1). Duchamp was apparently interested in exploring a
contested relationship between the bride and the bachelors, involving fragmentation
and the delay of communication. Understandings are therefore separated from the
bride and her bachelors through the acts of seeing, without words and text. In his

notes, Duchamp explains that the bride sends her commands to the bachelors through
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Chapter Two

Irish Neolithic had no access to this ‘modern’ thinking, we need to consider how these
perspectives assist this thesis. Anthropological literature is an excellent medium by
which we can begin to appreciate that some people can experience images located
within a flux and continuum, some without meanings, while others are fragmented,
and that this perspective is by no means the preserve of an intellectual west. With this
in mind, it is towards this data that I now turn.

What can anthropology contribute to an understanding of Irish passage tomb motifs?
This question was one of the motivations for my discovery of the writings of the late
Alfred Gell. Gell, who died in 1997, was one of the most influential social
anthropologists of his generation. Initially inspired by extensive fieldwork with the
Umeda people of Papua New Guinea, Gell produced a series of works that dealt with
the concept of ‘art’. Gell (1998) attempted to create an anthropological theory of ‘art’
that dispenses with beauty, meaning, symbolism and other Western essentials for the
definition of ‘art’. Gell announced that he wanted to apply an established
methodological approach to the study of ‘art’, that of social anthropology, and ‘...be
unoriginal in a new way...” (1998, 4). Gell (1998) proposed that we consider agency,
intention, causation, result and transformation. By amalgamating these alternative
viewpoints, and by introducing the importance of awe, enchantment, magic and
partial cognitive indecipherability in ‘art’, Gell (1998) was able to identify common
properties in a variety of examples including the Mona Lisa, New Zealand Maori
meeting houses, Kongo ‘nail fetishes’ and medieval cathedrals (see discussions in
Chapter Five). Gell (1998) believed that he was able to provide the theoretical key to
understanding ‘art’. Material objects are stated to be the equivalent of persons, or
social agents. These agents operate within systems of action that ‘change’ the world
rather than encode symbolic propositions about it (Gell 1998, 6). For Gell (1998), this
is why agency is primary. Agents are defined as persons or things, which have the
ability and intention to ‘cause’ something ‘in the vicinity’ or ‘in the milieu’ (Gell
1998, 7). Gell (1998) distinguishes between primary and secondary agents, with the
former being intentional beings (e.g. patrons, ‘artists’ or originators), and the later
being artefacts through which primary agents render their agency effective’”. These
latter artefacts are described with the term ‘index’, to remove the appellation ‘art’ and

to imply that they are indexes of agency. These indexes indicate by their existence
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intentions, actions and efficacy. From this perspective, visual images are ‘about’, and
located in, the milieu of social relations, which are in turn dynamic relations of
agency (Gell 1998). Utilising Gell’s (1998) proposals, an Irish passage tomb design is
equivalent to a person and indexes intention, agency and efficacy. The engraving need
not be ‘beautiful’, although they generally are, nor does it only ‘symbolise"’iii or
necessarily ‘represent’, although it can (see also Bloch 1995). Rather the passage

tomb design is; it instantiates that to which it relates to as an index.

In Gell’s (1998) anthropological ‘art’ nexus, four terms are employed:
artist/originator, index, recipient and prototype. These four categories are described as
having numerous identities. For instance, the originator can be the maker or the
patron; the recipient can be the audience or the buyer; the index can be any artefact
from which agency can be abducted; and the prototype can be a god (for an idol) or a
sitter (for a portrait). Furthermore, any of these four categories of person/object can be
paired in an agent/patient relationship — that is one part acting on another. Such a
dynamic directional relationship is deemed by Gell (1998) as essential, although he
does concede that the direction can be unexpected. For example, just as an Irish
Neolithic ‘originator’ may index their agency and intention in the production of a
passage tomb engraving, so might the stone, through hardness and texture, dictate
what would be done with it by the engraver.

Although Gell (1998) does eliminate any Western conceptions of the word ‘art’ from
his discussions, he unfortunately seems unable to remove the term ‘art’ itself. Within
his treatise, the term or compounds containing it are used throughout, thus prejudicing
the arguments with pre-conceived notions of the language used. Gell is aware of this
problem yet avoids it by stating ...excessive terminological consistency is the enemy
of intelligibility...” (1998, 12). In order that the reader of this thesis is not prejudiced
by the language in which the inquiry is conducted, I reiterate my decision to dispense
with the Western appellation ‘art’, and instead I will seek out alternative ways of
understanding the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of visual images. I will take my lead from Gell
who argued that indexes display ‘...a certain cognitive indecipherability...’, that they
enchant and confuse the viewer who is unable to recognise at once ‘...wholes and

parts, continuity and discontinuity, synchrony and succession...’ (1998, x). Later
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sections of this chapter will help elucidate why and how these cognitive observations

are possible.

Rhetoric cast in stone

The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) once advised that we should deal
with a work of ‘art’ as we would deal with a Prince — that is to wait until we are
spoken to. This interesting advice is, however, mostly ignored in modern ‘rock art’
and passage tomb motif studies. Currently, scholars attempt to understand prehistoric
images by attaching concept metaphors of language, narrative and rhetoric. This
approach is understandable, when we consider that within the late twentieth century,
most learning and training was predominantly through text. There was a structural
relationship between intellectual education and the digestion of printed ink. This
thesis will appraise the appropriateness of text analogy in reading, deciphering,
decoding and interpreting material culture from Irish passage tombs, as a means of
further understanding the possible worldviews of a textually illiterate Irish Neolithic
people. It is proposed that in order to enhance engagement with the Neolithic, we
should endeavour to see their ‘world-as-a-picture’, rather than their ‘world-as-text’

(Mitchell 1994, 16).

Within some archaeological literature there is a trend to consider the world from a
contextual perspective. These interpretative models have been heavily influenced by
postmodern literary criticism (especially deconstructionism) and post structuralism;
most predominantly through the writings of Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes,
Umberto Eco, Jacques Derrida and Paul Ricoeur. Hodder (1986) was one of the first
archaeologists to suggest the artefact as text metaphor, insisting that ‘context’ also
meant ‘with-text’. Hodder (1986) argued that the archaeological record could be
‘read’ as a ‘text’, and in doing so introduced an analogy between the possible
contextual meanings of material objects and the meanings of written word, thus
‘...privileging the cryptographic skill and eloquence of the archaeologist as
interpreter...” (Patterson 1989, 556). Hodder’s (1986) contextual interpretation was
not, however, accepted by all. Critics argued that his approach was essentialist, with

an assumption that there is indeed a unified narrative text ‘out there’ that could be
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read, based upon the competence of the archaeologist without prejudice from their
own historical context (Johnsen and Olsen 1992)”‘. Furthermore, it was argued that
Hodder (1986) did not fully appreciate the fluid, contested and multiple
interpretations that are available in both the past and the present (Barrett 1987).

In response to these criticisms, Hodder (1993) has recently conceded that material
culture narratives should indeed be contested. Following Paul Ricoeur, Hodder (1993,
270) argues that through a process of ‘mimesis’, people compartmentalise their lives
into daily lived experiences and narratives about these experiences. It is argued that
these narratives are encoded in to a material rhetoric that represents notions of
metaphor, irony, plot, argument and ideology; °...In...material culture...it is possible
to pun and quote, and sequences of material culture styles can result in cliché or
kitsch...” (1993, 271). Although I find Hodder’s (1993) model of Sitagroi, North-
eastern Greece imagery refreshing in its ability to demonstrate the nuances in the
construction of social and economic sequences, I am still not convinced by the
appropriateness of employing modern romance and (post)modern” ironic narratives, to
ascertain the ‘meanings’ of prehistoric motifs. By doing so, Hodder (1993) imposes
Western rationalities onto the peoples of the past (see discussions on intellectual
imperialism in Bloch 1998, 101). Furthermore, by considering Ricoeur, Hodder
(1993) is unfortunately limiting his explanations of motifs to ‘story-lines’ constructed
with beginnings, middles and ends. In the context of sequenced Irish passage tomb
motifs, it is unlikely that the first engravers envisaged the final forms and overlays

that we see today.

Rather than follow literary masters, I suggest we very briefly consider a sculptural
one. Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1504) was an artist and creator of works that
attempted to express the full breadth of the human condition, from a neo-platonic
perspective. Being a Catholic, Michelangelo was particularly interested in the life and
love of Jesus, especially around the time of his crucifixion. Such passion resulted in
the production of several sculptures on this topic, which he left unfinished. Among
these unfinished works, we can include his San Matteo, the Bearded slave and Day.

Although there may have been extenuating reasons for these pieces remaining
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incomplete, such as being called back to Rome, it is believed that Michelangelo’s non
finito reflects the sublimity of his ideas (Schulz 1975). By these sculptures remaining
unfinished, the spectator is invited to be imaginatively engaged, with the spectator’s
(non finito) view activating previous thoughts, concepts and beliefs. Such processes
are not as prevalent with finished works, with the piece demanding, and the viewer
requiring less active cognition (Zeki 1999, 32). Interestingly, Michelangelo believed
that the images that he carved existed in the mind and were extracted from the stone.
The notion of images being from a neurological origin, and then released from the
stone is one that that will be reviewed later in this chapter. By using sculptural process
as opposed to textual, we can begin to appreciate how Irish passage motifs were
experienced, in an imaginative and unexpected manner, rather than in a post-
structuralist narrative with definable boundaries.

Despite my concerns with textual analogies, usage of them permeates previous
accounts and still persists, most commonly in interpretations of ‘rock-art’, ‘megalithic
art’ and prehistoric visual imagery. In one of the earliest interpretations of the
carvings at Newgrange, Colonel Vallancey constructed an alphabet from them and
read the name Angus (Coffey 1912, 18). Although Hoare (1807, 256) later rejected
these claims, Wilde argued that the carvings were Tymboglyphics or tomb-writings
(1849, 200; see also Deane 1886, 162); this opinion was challenged by Coffey who
suggested that it was more likely that the carvings simply represented the style of
decoration of the time, and marked the beginning of decorative ‘art’ and architecture
in Ireland (1912, 19). Later scholars still, however, attempted to ‘decipher the crabbed
characters’ (Macalister 1921, 217), and understand the ‘vocabulary of this language’
(Herity 1974, 103) by dissecting its syntax and meaning (see also Breuil 1934;
MacWhite 1946, 66; Piggott 1954, 211-13).

More recently, Tilley’s (1991) examination of rock carvings at Ndmforsen in northern
Sweden is one of the most influential studies of ‘images’ as text. Here, he constructs a
‘grammar’ for the material culture that can be ‘read’ and ‘decoded’. Tilley (1999a)
later refined his models in an examination of the rock carving site at Hégsbyn in

western Sweden. Tilley (1999a) poetically evokes an image that sees the engravings
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as pages of a torn book washed up by the water onto the rocks. Tilley (1999a) placed
this visual imagery into a landscape setting, yet still concluded that this amplifies an
‘encoded narrative’ that can be ‘read’ through and linked it to the passage time and
social relations (see also Layton 1995). Since Tilley’s (1991; 1999a) models, there has
been little deviance from text analogy, within European ‘rock-art’ studies. Indeed,
within a recent book about European landscapes and ‘rock-art’ (Nash and Chippindale
2002), nearly every paper utilises text analogy in its interpretation. For instance, one
paper by Baker (2002) compares the graffiti by Russian soldiers onto the German
Reichstag in 1945, to abstract ‘rock-art’, even though it is essentially written Cyrillic
text. Interestingly, even Tilley (2003, 138) questions the appropriateness of this
approach. The ‘universal’ textual analogy that pervades this book is ultimately re-
enforced by Nash in which he propounds that ‘rock-art’ does possess ‘rhetoric’ and
does represent a ‘narrative’ and ‘language’ (2002, 176). This position is severely
weakened by images failing to fulfil some of the basic attributes of linear text
(Ouzman 2000, 32) and language. For example, on their own visual images cannot
make inductive or deductive arguments, particularly those in which there are both a
premise and conclusion (Birdsell and Groake 1996; D. Flemming 1996). Moreover,
visual images cannot point out the weaknesses in another argument or engage in
debate, unless supported by text (Lake and Pickering 1998). Some of the difficulties
with understanding prehistoric visual images can therefore be attributed to the
problems of rendering into a text something which is not a text (see also Bloch 1998,
24).

I agree with Thomas (1998, 108) when he suggests that any metaphor that enhances
human relationships with the material world deserves consideration, and that text-
metaphors have certainly been useful in creating better understandings of the past. Yet
for the textual analogy to be truly useful in understanding non-textual images, we
need to reconsider what is meant by the term ‘text’. For some it represents a semiotic
system (Saussure) or structuralist system (Lévi-Strauss), a hermeneutic interpretive
system based on structuralism (Gadamer and Ricoeur) and for others, all or none of
these (Buchli 1995; Yentsch and Beaudry 2001). These textual manifestations
represent the pursuit of meanings in the past, which can be inappropriate (Ouzman

2000, 31). Bloch (1995) has demonstrated how the analogy to text, especially when
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understood in semiotic or structuralist terms as artefacts to be read or decoded can be
erroneous. This point is explicated through an examination of the geometric abstract
carvings on Malagasy wooden house posts. The visual images on these house posts
are stated by the Zafimaniry engravers to be meaningless and pictures of nothing
(Bloch 1995, 213). They may possess the names of other objects or entities, such as
the moon and the rain, but they do not in any sense ‘mean’ those objects (Bloch 1995,
214). The images do not act as signifiers revealing something signified, in the manner
that a literary text would signify meaning by arbitrary signifiers. Rather than
‘meaning’ the images ‘magnify’ and continue the growth and impermanence of life
and the ‘permanent’ house that the posts support (Bloch 1995, 215; see also V. Turner
1982, 14 for discussion on ‘meaning’ versus ‘experience’). For the Zafimaniry, it is
the process of maturation that is important; the hardening of people and feza
(translated as ‘white of egg’) wood, from a young bendy state to that of a solid and
hard inner core (Bloch 1998, 33). The motifs are a celebration of this process of
maturation. Interestingly, this notion mirrors Gell’s (1998) position that decoration is
a process. It is the process of decorating an object that is important, rather than the
finished product itself;, ‘... patterns... generate relationships over time between
persons and things... [always creating] “unfinished business”...” (Gell 1998, 80
original emphasis). In another example, similar inspirations and fluid processes were
also noticeable in the Synthetic Cubist movements of the twentieth century. Malevich
(1959) writes that for Pablo Picasso, objective nature is only the starting point by
which motivation creates new forms and ceases to be mere representation. By
focusing more on process rather than meaning, I aim to avoid what Bradley terms the
‘illustrative fallacy’ (2001, 261), in describing how Irish Neolithic motifs may have

affected the ways in which people think, act and experience their world.

Gell was primarily concerned with removing linguistic models such as ‘a grammar of
style’ ‘visual grammar’ and ‘visual-ese’ in order to further understand relationships
and social process in any analysis of images (1998, 164). Gell rejected that anything
except language itself has ‘meaning’ in the intended sense. Only language has
‘meanings’ and visual images are not part of a language and nor do they constitute an
alternative language (Gell 1998, 6). Gell (1998) propounded that one can discuss

visual objects using signs, yet visual objects are not, except in special circumstances,
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signs themselves with ‘meanings’. If they do indeed have ‘meanings’, then they are
part of a language, such as graphic signs, and therefore not an individual ‘visual’
language (Gell 1998, 165). Following Gell’s (1998) approach, visual images are a
system of action, intended to alter the world rather than ‘encode’ symbolic
propositions about it, as if they were texts. To demonstrate this point I refer to Nick
Thomas who has recently commented on how the Maori people of North Island,
utilised their competitive nature to develop large elaborately carved and painted
meeting houses (1995). The houses were designed to serve as an indication of wealth,
skill, power, sophistication and ancestral endowment. Although highly decorative,

9

these houses ‘... were not “symbols”... but vehicles of a collectivity’s power...
Distinctions between function and meaning, use and expression, instrumentality and
symbolisim obscure what was integrated and processual in these collective
presentations of tribal efficacy...” (N. Thomas 1995, 103 original emphasis).
Interestingly, Hoare made a similar point about the ‘meanings’ of the Newgrange
passage carvings in the nineteenth century when he stated that “...[sJome antiquarians
have carried their zeal so far as to discover (in idea) letters on the stones... those
marks which I have observed on many of the stones bore very little resemblance to

letters... (1807, 256).

Fortunately, the situation of how we engage with prehistoric imagery is not as
negative as my exposition on textual analogies may suggest. In an attempt to refresh
what ...would otherwise remain dead...” (Panofsky 1993, 24), I will consider the
discourse of a relatively new discipline, that of visual culture studies. By considering
these alternative theoretical positions, I will augment discussions in this chapter,
which taken alone might suggest that this thesis is adopting an essentialist and
existential position supported with biological universals. Visual culture is concerned
with any form of apparatus designed either to be looked at or to enhance natural
vision, from an oil painting, the Internet or indeed Neolithic passage tomb motifs.
Some modern scholars currently advocate that we are increasingly a visual society, as
we are no longer informed solely by text, and they suggest a ‘visual’ or ‘pictorial turn’
(Mitchell 1994, 16). Daily we are informed and saturated with images ranging from
the advertisement, television and the Internet (Elkins 2002). This is not to suggest that

human experience is now more visual and visualised than ever before (as proposed by
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Mirzoeff 1999), but rather that we utilise different visual regimes from those in the
past (cf. Poster 2002; Rockwell 2002). Human visual experience and visual
intelligence, both past and present, is founded on practices of spectatorship: the look,
the gaze, the glance, observation and surveillance (Mirzoeff 1999). It is argued that

these motions cannot be fully explicable in models of textuality.

The visual is not simply the medium of information; it also offers a sensual
immediacy that cannot be rivalled by print media, the very element that makes visual
imagery of all kinds distinct from texts. There is an undeniable first impact on sight
that a written text cannot replicate, for example first seeing the Sistine chapel or
watching the first man walk on the moon. It is that exhilarating edge that separates the
remarkable from the humdrum and this surplus of experience moves the differing
components of the visual image in to a relation with one another (Mirzoeff 1998b). At
the heart of all visual events is an intense moment which can involve sublime feelings
of ‘admiration, awe, terror and desire’ (Freedberg 1989, 433). It is this sensational
dimension to visual imagery that led Mitchell (1994) to argue that any interpretation
of modern Western culture needs to consider the ‘world-as-a-picture’ rather than the
‘world-as-a-text’. Since there is no current evidence for inhabitants of early Neolithic
Ireland being textually literate, I consider there being less resistance in proposing the
Neolithic ‘world-as-a-picture’ than Mitchell (1994) may have in proposing ours is.

So if we are to imagine a Neolithic world in Ireland that was viewed rather than read,

we have to address notions of visual engagement and the politics of spectatorship:

1) How do people view objects?

2) How do objects engage with the viewer?

Currently models regarding ‘observation’ are heavily influenced by Foucault (1979)
and his theories on the ‘panoptic gaze’, which is essentially a surveillance gaze based
on restraint and the object being something to look at. Observation in this model is
‘fixed’ and one-wayj, it is the viewer who has the power and controls a fixed or static
visual engagement and scrutiny, creating what Carrier terms a ‘tourist gaze’ (2003, 5;

see also Urry 1990). The eye is regarded as the centre of the visual world, being the
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sole mediator and controller over appearances and space. Sight is deemed to ‘isolate’
the viewer, situating the observer ‘outside’ what they view, at a distance in a one-way
direction (Ong 1982, 72). As Cosgrove comments, ‘...visual space is rendered the
property of the individual, detached observer, from whose divine location it is
dependent, appropriated object...” (1985, 49). Foucault’s (1979) influence is most
evident within anthropological accounts written by Western scholars. For instance,
Stoller in documenting the Songhay of Niger, comments that vision sets up a distance
between the spectator and the object seen, thereby creating a spatialised gaze (1989,
120). In studying the Umeda of Papua New Guinea, Gell has similarly stated that
vision is a ‘static’ form which isolates and abstracts or removes the viewer from the
environment, through processes of observation (1999c, 236). Carpenter’s
examinations on Inuit sensory experience led him to conclude that vision has ‘fixed
boundaries’ creating a ‘pictorial space’ that is ‘boxed-in’ and static (1973, 35). More
recently these modern assumptions have unwittingly created controversy with
Australian aboriginal people of the western Kimberley region. The heated debate was
the result of the Gibb River repainting project (Mowaljarlai es al. 1988), which
directly contributed to a symposium on retouch at the first AURA (Austrialian Rock
Art Research Association) Congress held in Darwin, Austrialia. This discussion
emphasised the broader question of whether contemporary aboriginal painters should
be ‘allowed’ to retouch their ‘ancestral’ rock images, through a practice that they
believe is ‘culturally’ required (Conkey 2001, 274). As David Mowaljarlai, of the

[3

Mowanjum community near Derby in Western Austrialia comments °...we have
never thought of our rock-paintings as “Art”. To us they are IMAGES... IMAGES
with ENERGIES that keep us ALIVE...” (Mowaljarlai et al. 1988, 691, original
emphasis). It is argued that the modern researchers have privileged a notion of a
‘static’ or ‘original’ stasis to the images over the ideal of ongoing connectedness that

the aboriginal people harbour.

Following Foucault’s (1979) model, the engraved motifs on the passage tombs, are set
in an asymmetric relationship of visibility. The ‘seer’ has a sense of omnipotent
voyeurism, with the ‘seen’ imposed a sense of being surveyed with no autonomy in
the situation. Although Foucault’s (1979) models of surveillance are useful, and have

clearly influenced scholarly thought, one must bear in mind that they were initially
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based upon Jeremy Bentham’s panopicon Building. This construction was designed in
1791 for visual omnipotence over the seen in institutionalised environments, such as
prisons, asylums and hospitals. Foucault depicted the panopticon as a ‘...pure
architectural and optical system...’ that operated subjectively through a °...fictitious
relation...” (1979, 205). The panopticon building was configured as a twelve-sided
polygon, with a central windowed tower, that provided a panoramic view of the
separate peripheral illuminated cells (see Fig. 2.2). Positioned in the central tower, a
guard could see ‘every’ inmate without them being able to see the guard, thus placing
the viewed subject in a state of ‘...conscious and permanent visibility...” (Foucault

1979, 201).

o

Fig. 2.2. Jeremy Bentham’s section and plan of a Panopticon building (Friedberg 1998, 255).

The panoptic gaze demonstrates a ‘...peculiarly modern project of objectification...’
(Ingold 2000, 253) that reduces vision to a one-way ‘linear perspective’ or reflection
(see Rodaway 1994, 131). Moreover, it was designed solely for modern social
situations; as such I wondered if observation and surveillance models are best to

impose upon passage tomb motifs. With these images the position of sight is limited,;
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one can only stand in one place at one time. Therefore the sense of visual
omnipotence in the viewer is only imaginary, demonstrating what Baudry terms an
‘...over-cathexsis...” with perception (1986, 316). The panoptic model emphasises the
subjective effects of imagined scrutiny and permanent visibility onto the observed
(extramission); yet it does not explore the subjective effects of the observed - onto the
Neolithic observer (intromission). To engage with this, we need to seek out alternative
models for visibility. Following Friedberg’s (1998) approach to modes of visual
practice in modern cinema, I propose we briefly consider ‘gazes’ such as panoramic
and dioramic, which were originally based on models that were designed to transport
rather than confine the spectator and subject. These entertainment devices were
designed to distort reality, to make it artificial. The models produced for the viewer a
‘virtual’ spatial and temporal visual mobility, creating a simulated or imaginary
illusion of mobility (Friedberg 1998). In considering these visual engagements, we
can free the Neolithic spectator from Foucault’s (1979) ‘prison-world’ visual

surveillance.

The panorama was first patented by Robert Barker in 1785 and was originally a 360
degree cylindrical painting, generally of a landscape setting, viewed by an observer in
the centre in a darkened room. Essentially an illusionary device, the panorama did not
physically mobilise the body, but provided virtual spatial and temporal mobility. It
brought the country to the town dweller and transported the past to the present;
creating a simulated reality. The panoramic spectator lost ‘...all judgement of distance
and space...” and ‘...in the absence of any means of comparison with real objects, a
perfect illusion was given...” (Gernsheim and Gernsheim 1968, 6 cited in Friedberg
1998, 258). This effect can easily be achieved within passage tombs, such as within
Newgrange Site 1, Co. Meath, where the spectator is in a darkened environment. Here
there are no markers of time and place to compare the seen objects and the passage
tomb motifs with, thus dislocating references to the outside world, and possibly
creating a mirage of simulated realities. Through analysis of ‘near-death’ events,
Dronfield (1996b) considered the effects that the passages in the Boyne valley tombs
play in creating ‘tunnel’ experiences (see also Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2005).

These engagements are reported to express the journey, be it real or imagined,
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between the spatial and conceptual separate domains of the worlds of the living and
dead.

The Diorama was created by Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre in 1822 and was a
viewing device that expanded upon the panorama’s ability to transport the viewer.
The dioramic simulation was created in part by the manipulation of light through a
transparent, often watercolour painting. The viewer saw a scene composed of objects
arranged in front of a backdrop and after a few minutes, the scene was rotated 73
degrees to expose another viewing. The diorama was designed to (re)construct and
simulate reality, altering the relationship of the viewer, to the spatial and temporal
present. The viewer is still immobile but the views become mobilised. Later in this
chapter I will utilise neurology to elucidate how the viewer is never truly immobile,
with the eyes constantly moving and surveying. As Ingold poignantly comments
‘...[w]ere there no movement of the body and its sensory organs relative to the
environment, nothing would be perceived...” (2000, 254). At this juncture the notion
of immobility refers to the spectator ‘standing’, ‘lying’ or ‘squatting’ still, possibly
being constrained by the internal architecture of a passage tomb (see discussions in

Chapter Four).

So if we consider the passage tomb imagery not from a panoptic-surveillance gaze but
rather a panoramic or dioramic gaze, we can imagine an Irish Neolithic person
looking at an image, maybe standing immobile, not controlling the visual encounter,
not empowering the visual engagement, but rather playing an interactive creative role.
The Neolithic spectator is ready to participate with the visual reality, a virtual or
simulated reality placed in front of their body. Through these visual interactions, these
two-way fluid engagements, the image is able to influence the person’s experience.
One of the best modern examples of this effect is the image of Kitchener saying,
‘Your country needs you’. The image literally enters the viewers ‘real-life’ space,
with Kitchener’s direct gaze creating an interpersonal interaction (Messaris 1997, 21).
Images therefore can momentarily destroy one perception of reality and
instantaneously replace it with another. As such, the viewer of any image, be it a
nineteenth century watercolour or passage tomb motif, is temporarily ‘immersed’ and

‘engaged’ in a world not present, a simulation of a ‘world-as-a-picture’. Moreover, in
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considering panoramic and dioramic gazes, we can envisage an Irish Neolithic
spectator absorbed in the pleasures or horrors of artificial worlds, the sublime
experience of immersion worlds not present (Cochrane 2005, 15). Visual images,
through their nature and our neurobiological construct, are not stable but rather
change their relationship to exterior reality at particular moments in time and place.
As one interpretation of reality that is presented by an image loses ground, another
takes its place, creating a matrix consisting of realities within realities (Lyotard 1993,
9), or simulations within simulations (see Chapter Seven). Images that assist in
fabricating or warping an interpretation of reality are therefore much more than a
static ‘world-picture’; instead they are fluid ‘visual-events’, ‘visual actions’ or ‘eye-
cons’, neurologically devised by humans as ‘tactics’ to place us within the world of
everyday life (Messaris 1997, 7; de Certeau 2002, xix). In short, ‘...the process of
vision consists in a never-ending, two-way process of engagement between the

perceiver and his or her environment...” (Ingold 2000, 257-58).

Memory and meaning as internal rumours

At this juncture it is appropriate to enquire about how we engage with past events and
past interactions. The question I pose is: what is the meaning of memory in a world of
experiences? Availability of space dictates that I can only attempt to answer this
question in part, but such an attempt will allow me to understand how some visual
images may in certain contexts have representational ‘meanings’ via memory systems.
I also do this to add balance to my previous discussions drawn from Gell and Bloch,
regarding ‘meaningless’ objects and non-remembered semantic or autobiographical
pasts, that can be looked at from a non-semiotic, non-representational and non-
linguistic perspective. This section follows Bergson who proposed that ...there is no
perception which is not full of memories...” (1911; quoted in Whittle 2003a, 109).
Memory is a complicated and fluid thing, best thought of as a ‘relative’ to truth
although not its twin, and based upon an open-ended series of remembering and
interactions (Kingsolver 1990; Whittle 2003a). Memory is constructed through
sensuous engagements in the world, it is always contextual and it is through the acts

of remembering and movement that memories are forged (Ingold 2000, 148).
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From this perspective, the purpose of the Irish Neolithic passage tombs motifs might
be to render explicit, through practices of remembering, social myths and narratives.
Connerton describes this creation of memory through human behaviour as
‘incorporated practices’ (1989). Commenting on these acts, Bradley (2002, 12) has
recently stated that the building and ‘inscribing’ of monuments demonstrates dynamic
processes that perpetuate a particular view and social memory of the world. Each
process would have demanded interpretation with only the people who had access to
the social dialogues or past interactions being able to understand the ‘meanings’ of the
designs. Therefore, the Irish passage tomb motifs may represent what Clarke referred
to as ‘coded survival information’ (1968). These coded practices refer to a specific
‘technology of remembrance’ (A. Jones 2001a, 339). Such a technology engenders the
view that the image as an artefact stands as a particular conceptualisation of the
cognitive processing of memory, with image production in the minds eye being
enhanced by memory. In this scenario, images stand as templates for further
memories of images. Andy Jones (2001) has noted, however, that this engagement
produces a ‘memory system’ in which there is a passive relationship between the

subject of the image, the producer and the image produced.

Although I remove ‘meanings’ from my study of the Irish passage tombs (as
discussed earlier), I must concede that anthropology does elucidate that some people
do prescribe ‘meaning’ and narrative to their visual images. I will briefly discuss
some examples to remove this thesis from possible criticism of selective readings®.
The anthropologist Morphy (2002, 664) is one of the main proponents of the
‘representational systems’, or how imagery ‘encodes meaning’ approach (see also
Layton 1991; 1992). Morphy (2002) draws upon Munn’s (1973) study of the imagery
of the Walbiri, an aboriginal people from central Australia, to argue that the Walbiri
‘signs’ are a system that creates ‘meaning’ by ordering relationships between different
dimensions of reality. For example, a depicted circle image might ‘mean’ a nest, hole,
tree, fire, egg, dog or any number of permutations (Morphy 2002, 661). In another
context, Nelson’s (1983, 243) investigation of the Koyukon of Alaska, describes how
he was taken by an elderly women to the forest, where the late Chief Henry and his
wife Bessie had their fishing camp. The elderly lady explained how the marks on the
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birch trees demonstrated where Chief Henry used to select wood with the best grains
to make snowshoes or sleds, or where Bessie weaved baskets. For the elderly lady, the
markings or ‘signs’ represented meanings of a past and evoked memories of that past.
The marks were not just objects of memory, but also a practice of remembering (see
also Ingold 2000, 148). The Walbiri example utilises a semiological perspective and
the Koyukon is more phenomenological in nature. Both are useful, yet are limited in

an archaeological context, for we cannot speak to the people in the past.

My next two examples briefly offer a cautionary note on how we employ
anthropological examples of ‘meanings’, narratives and remembered pasts. The first is
retold by Layton (1992) who records how Bill Nayidji, from the Bunidj clan in the
south west Kimberleys, Austrialia, discovered a hitherto unknown Ngalyod (Rainbow
Serpent) painting. Although this painting had not been seen before or discussed by his
father and grandfather, Bill Nayidji instantly created the ‘real’ meaning and narrative
of the image from his ‘memory’ (Layton 1992, 118). The second example is Klassen’s
(2000) study of the narratives that surround the images at ‘ Writing-on-stone’ located
in the Milk River valley of southern Alberta, Canada. Klassen (2000, 65) explains that
although narratives of the images did exist in some form in pre-European contact
periods, the degree of narrativity in the post-contact far exceeds the previous epochs.
The increased narrativity surrounding the motifs is argued to be a direct consequence
of internal social resistance to the affects of direct and indirect European ‘culture’
(Klassen 2000, 66). Confronted with these examples, it might be suggested that some
accounts of ethnographic ‘meanings’, social memories and narratives that we may

acknowledge, are likely to be distorted or amplified by an European presence.

Referring back to the modern artworld, the work of the twentieth century artist Max
Emst demonstrates how visual images in certain contexts can function as memory
systems and processes that transmit memories over time and space. In his painting
Vox Angelica (see Fig.2.3), Emnst uses collage fragments, of his own @uvre, as
mnemonic and structural emblems. Here, geometry is used as ‘memory charts’ to
express Emnst’s hermeneutic belief in architectural settings, resonating with his
thoughts on some social practices, such as the anti-Catholic movement, the

masculinist traditions of the Cubists, and the Nazi occupation of France (Hopkins
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Clearly there are a wide range of possible ‘meanings’ and memories, or none at all,
for the archaeologist to choose from. Frazer in studying the passage tomb complex at
Loughcrew, Co. Meath (see Chapter Five), has for example stated that the search for
the past ‘meaning’ content of passage tombs is a ‘fruitless exercise’ (1998, 205).
Thomas also argues that the precise ways in which events are experienced or
understood are likely to be multiple and fleeting, thereby rendering it ‘impossible’ to
approximate what ‘they’ thought in the past (2001, 180). This debate is complicated
by psychologists who have proposed that visual working memory is not functionally
analogous to other working memories (such as verbal), and that there are different
cognitive processes underling visual memory and visual imagery (Andrade et al.
2002). As a result, I argue that it is more prudent for the Neolithic investigator to
focus more on the creative flux’s that help people engage with a real or imagined
world, rather than the ‘lost’ memories and ‘meanings’ that they may or may not have

envisaged. With this in mind, I now consider the various ways of seeing.

How we think we see: neuro-visions

Why does the archaeologist need to appreciate the main elements of visual neurology
(i.e. the visual pathway) in an investigation of Irish Neolithic passage tombs? In short,
it is because one of the essential aims of my thesis is to produce an understanding of
how the motifs operated within the broader context of the Irish Neolithic. By
examining the neurological processes that make visual engagements possible, this
section will demonstrate ‘how’ people can consciously perceive an internal visual
image, after being stimulated by an external one. Most interpretations of Neolithic
activities employ general psychological universals the moment they attempt to convey
how the people saw their world and what motivated their actions (cf. Tilley 1994b;
Briick 1998; Fleming 1999; Cummings 2000b). These universals should not,
however, escape critical examination, as the psychological disciplines themselves
have developed significantly in recent years. Neurophysiology is an extremely
complex field and this chapter will only offer a brief synthesis for the benefit of
readers without prior knowledge. The debate within contemporary Western thought

on ‘how’ people ‘see’ deserves an entire thesis in its own right. Here, I will
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extrapolate themes that assist in delineating that the Neolithic spectator’s eyes were
not passive recorders of a pre-existing world, but rather played active roles in
constructing every aspect of their visual experience. We may never know what they
thought when they saw an image, but we can move closer to understanding how they
engaged with an image. For instance, visual imagery in any given society or group of
people may, in a sense, have differing encultured, iconographic, functional, aesthetic
or decoratative ‘meanings’; or none at all (Washburn 1983). Yet on a basic level, they

all share fundamental similarities which are structurally neurobiological in nature.

As mentioned in Chapter One in this thesis, visual engagement involves not only the
eye and the brain, but also how the environment is structured external to the body
(Gibson 1979). Visual experiences incorporate the arrangements of objects and
surfaces, distances and depths with colours and textures (Gibson 1979). People can
locate and orientate themselves through vision and they are able to distinguish places,
people and objects as a result of their visual characteristics. Rodaway (1994, 115)
argues that vision is essential to the formulation of spatial relationships; we ‘create’
space through vision via an awareness of the extent and content of space and our
position in relation to things around us. Such experiences help formulate a
‘temporality of vision’, concerned with movement, duration and continuity.
Movement is seen through a relationship of people and objects to apparently ‘static’
components of the environment, with continuity and duration being established by
observations on these ‘changing’ or ‘static’ proponents (Hoffman 2000, 141). Visual
encounters therefore enable people to be aware of the presence or absence of change,

its manifestations and consequences.

Vision is dependent on the pattern of light and the arrangement of surfaces in the
environment, with respect to that light (Gibson 1979). In the dark, our visual abilities
are diminished. Sight, through our eyes, enables visual images to be constructed.
These presentations are appearances of phenomena in light, but not the phenomena
themselves in their fullness and depth (Rodaway 1994, 117). Sight is both abstract and
synthetic, in that it creates an image by translating the patterns of illuminated surfaces,
such as objects and people. Sight is the action of recording light sensations with the

eyes and then composing them within the brain (Rodaway 1994, 118). Sight is
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