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Name, describe and discuss two different types of stone age 

monument found in Ireland. Refer in your answer to the 

form, function and construction techniques of each of the 

examples you have chosen. AND Briefly describe and 

discuss what you know about the communities that created 

these stone monuments. 

Illustrate your answer. (2019 Q1) 
 

 

The stone age dates back to around 7,000-2,000 BC. The first human settlers arrived in Ireland 

around 7,000BC. They were hunter gatherers and moved about in search of food. These hunter 

gatherers made tools from stones. There are limited archaeological remains from this time. No 

artistic evidence survives from this time. The Neolithic/New Stone Age dates back to around 

3,700-2,000 BC. One of the most impressive pieces of architecture and art in Ireland from this time 

period are megalithic tombs. There are thousands of megalithic sites in Ireland, including 5,000 in 

county Sligo alone. Portal Dolmens, Court Cairns and Passage tombs are the three main types of 

megalithic tombs. I will be discussing Court Cairns and Passage tombs. 

 

Court Cairns are most likely the earliest form of megalithic tomb. There are approximately 400 

examples in Ireland and are mostly located in the north of the country. The Court Cairn is a 

trapezoid shape with the courtyard (u-shape) sited at the broad end. This entrance leads to one or 

more burial chambers. Human remains as well as pottery, beads, arrowheads and knives are 

examples of artefacts uncovered at the site. An Irish example of a Court Cairn is Creevykeel in 

county Sligo. This Court Cairn was excavated in 1935 and located at the foot of a mountain near 

the sea. It has 4 cremation burials that have been found, along with Neolithic pottery, flint 

arrowheads and polished stone axes.  
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We have no way of knowing what Court Cairns' main function was. However, the courtyard is 

believed to have been the site of an ancient burial ritual. The chambers contained the cremated 

remains of the important members of society. This leads us to believe that Court Cairns could have 

been used to hold funerals, possibly for members high up in society.  

  The tomb's body is formed with piled rubble stone in a trapezoid shape. The chambers were built 

within the pile of stones and accessed via a lintel doorway (a slab of stone carried across two 

upright stones). It is thought that the Neolithic people must have had a log-and-pulley system to 

move such heavy stones. They also would have used their own handmade tools to dig up the earth 

that the tomb was covered in. This further highlights how skilful the Neolithic people were. 

 

A passage tomb or Passage grave consists of a narrow passage made of large stones and one or more 

burial chambers, covered in earth or stone. Those who have more than one chamber may have 

multiple sub-chambers also, leading off from the main burial chamber. One common layout is the 

cruciform passage grave. This is when the pathway to the chambers is in the form of a holy cross. 

This shape is interesting as during this time Christianity would not have existed. An example of an 

Irish passage tomb is Newgrange in county Meath. It is located on the bend of the River Boyne, in 

the beautiful landscape of the Boyne valley. This is one of Ireland’s most famous pre-Christian 

forms of architecture, and is now a world heritage site. Newgrange dates back to 3,200 BC, making 

it over 1,000 years older than the pyramids in Egypt. The mound stands at 11m and spans out at 

85m in diameter. Over 1,500 stones were used to build the entrance. 97 kerbstones set in a circle 

surround the mound and a circle of undecorated standing stones surround the kerb stones (about 

15m away). There were originally 35, but only 12 remain. The main feature of Newgrange is a 19 

metre passage which leads to a chamber with 3 sections, the passage and chamber form a cross 

shape. 22 standing stones are along the left and 21 along the right (many are decorated). The first 

section of the passage is roofed by 3 large slabs, after this the roof is corbelled.  

As this was the New Stone Age there was no written evidence to tell us what the function of 

Passage Tombs was. However there are a few theories. As human remains were found we know 

Newgrange was a spiritual place where people buried their dead. The unique roof box in 

Newgrange broadens the possibilities for the function of the house for spirits. At sunrise on the 
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21st December, the winter solstice, the sunlight shines through the roof box illuminating the 

chamber for about 17 minutes. This spectacular work of art tells us that Newgrange may have been 

more than a burial place. It may have been used to tell time or may have been some sort of 

calendar also. Basin stones are thought to be used to hold bones or cremated remains as they have 

sunken centres. 

The people who built Newgrange and the other passage tombs in Ireland must have used the log-

and-pulley system to move such heavy weights. Stones that came from different counties (example 

quartz from county Wicklow) were probably transported by boat. Most of the stones would have 

been dressed. People had made their own tools, and by chip carving could carve different designs 

into stones. Designs included concentric circles, spiral, arcs, serpentine lines and lozenges. Chip 

carving was done by banging shapes in the stone with sharp flint or another hard stone to create 

designs and motifs.  

Another interesting construction technique is corbelling the roof of the mound, and then covering 

it with earth. In a corbelled roof, slabs are placed on top of each other so that each one partly 

overlaps the one beneath it, as they gradually rise in height. Slabs slope inwards and finish with 

one large stone on the chamber of the roof outside. The corbelled roof at Newgrange stands today 

with no renovation, the corbels slope downwards for rainwater to drain off. Inside the chamber 

remains dry to this day.   

The most striking stone at Newgrange is the entrance stone. A curvilinear pattern emphasises the 

size of the stone. The entrance stone is highly decorated in concentric circles, spirals and lozenges. 

The vertical line in the centre separating circles appears to be significant. It divides the spirals into 

3 left-handed and 4 right handed sections. The spirals rotate clockwise on the left hand side of the 

stone, and anti-clockwise on the right. As it is almost 1m high, the stone acts as a barrier to access 

the tomb. Kerbstone 52 is another richly decorated stone. This stone lines up directly with the 

entrance stone. There is a more pronounced vertical line which most likely represents the line of 

the sun’s rays on the winter solstice through the tomb. The inscribed decorations on the stone 

include a lozenge pattern on the bottom left with a spiral pattern above. To the right of the 

vertical line are concentric ovals with deep circular indentations. Surrounding these are concentric 

arcs. 
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After the art of the Mesolithic era, art in the Neolithic age represents a spree of innovation. 

Humans were settling themselves down into agrarian societies, which left them enough spare time 

to explore some key concepts of civilization - namely, religion, measurement, the rudiments of 

architecture, and writing and art. Neolithic people settled in Ireland around 3,000 BC. They were 

the first to cultivate the land in Ireland. They cleared forests, divided land, and cultivated it, 

changing the landscape of Ireland for the first time. Farming methods and animals arrived in 

Ireland from Europe. Instead of moving from place to place in search of food, people settled in 

very organised communities to raise crops and mind animals. People had regular contact with 

other countries. Tools were created to help with farming, such as a pestle and mortar and a hand 

axe. The "new" arts to emerge from this era were weaving, architecture, megaliths, and 

increasingly stylized pictographs that were well on their way to becoming writing. Carvings from 

the megalithic tombs show the Neolithic people had great artistic sensibility. Maybe these carvings 

had a religious meaning? Indicating these people may have believed in the afterlife. We know 

these megalithic tombs were of great significance to the Neolithic people, through the amount of 

time and effort they put into them. Generations of different families went into building 

Newgrange, as it took about 30 years with a workforce of around 300. 

 

It is with no doubt that I can say Passage tombs and Court Cairns are prime examples of the skilled 

people who lived in Ireland approximately 4,020 years ago. I hope I have given these amazing 

structures justice in my answer. 

 


