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Lesson 2: Student Resource Sheet 2

Stonehenge
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The place we call Stonehenge is on Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England.

It was constructed in three phases between 3050BC and 1600BC.
This time stretches from the Late Neolithic (Stone) Age to the Early Bronze Age.
The people who constructed it were early farmers living on Salisbury Plain.

It was constructed mainly from two types of stones, arranged in circles and horseshoe shapes. In its centre is an altar, made of sandstone.

The outer circle of sarsen stones are from Marlborough Downs, not far away.

The inner circle, however, is made of huge bluestones which came all the way from the Preseli Mountains in South Wales.

These bluestones weigh up to 4 tonnes each. They are about 2 metres in length.

How did the people transport the stones from Wales to Salisbury Plain? They had only muscle power, and devices such as ropes, levers and rollers. It is thought that they were first dragged on sledges and rollers to the sea. Then they were loaded onto rafts and floated along the South Wales coast, and across to Somerset. Finally they were hauled overland and by river to Salisbury Plain, where they have stood ever since. The stones’ journey was 385 km (240 miles).

They were then shaped with heavy stone hammers and put in place. Pick-axes for digging holes were made from deer antlers. Cattle shoulder blades were used for scraping up the rubble. (These digging tools have all been found on site and are now in Salisbury Museum).The lintels or cross stones were held in place on the upright stones by special stone joints called mortise-and-tenon and tongue-and-groove joints, still used by craftsmen for joining materials today.
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The axis of Stonehenge is aligned with sunrise at the summer solstice in one direction, and towards sunset at the winter solstice at the other. This suggests that those constructing it had access to accurate observations about the position of the sun throughout the year.

It is thought that in its earlier uses in the Late Stone Age, Stonehenge was aligned with the moon rather than the sun. Then as people passed into the Bronze Age there was a shift from lunar (moon) to solar (sun) symbolism at Stonehenge and other similar monuments across Britain and Europe.

Some people argue that these people were able to predict eclipses of the sun. Others think Stonehenge may have been a huge observatory, although there is little real evidence for this. 

There are many things we cannot know for certain about Stonehenge, because those who constructed it left no written records. We can work out from artefacts how it was built, but we have to make informed guesses about the intentions and purposes for which it was designed.
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