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BOULDER
BURIALS

Boulder-burials are a unique element of the Bronze Age ‘stone
circle complex’ in south-west Ireland. They are mostly found in Co.
Cork where some 72 examples are recorded in a largely coastal
distribution extending south from Kenmare Bay around the coast to
Clonakilty Bay. They generally occurin isolation, though some sites
have between two and four examples in close proximity.
Boulder-burials also occur close to other monuments of the ‘stone
circle complex’, with examples found inside twelve multiple-stone
circles in the Bantry/Kenmare region. They are also found close to
stone rows and pairs, as seen here at Ballycommane.

COORADARRIGAN

These are two adjacent boulder-burials on the southern side of
Mount Gabriel, 10km south of Ballycommane. The site was
excavated in 1988 by University College Cork. The larger of the two
monuments has a rounded boulder, 1.82m by 1.58m by 1.24m high,
weighing some six tonnes. Like the Ballycommane example, it is
also of white quartz. This boulder rests on a U-shaped arrangement
of three smaller stones that opens to a low outlying stone on the
north side. Excavation revealed a small pit with charcoal beneath
the boulder. A radiocarbon date of 1425-1266 BC for that charcoal
provides a Middle Bronze Age date for the monument.

Boulder-burial distribution
County Cork

" Charleville
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The boulder-burial at Bohonagh, near Rosscarbery, Co. Cork. The adjacent
multiple-stone circle originally comprised 13 stones, with nine surviving today.

The boulder-burial and standing stone pair at Ballycommane, viewed from the south
(photograph by Andreas Stieglitz)

Boulder-burials generally consist of a rough stone boulder, usually
a rounded glacial erratic, placed on three or more low stones.
Small pad-stones are occasionally wedged between the boulder
and support stones, to give the monument a level appearance.
These impressive structures were never covered by a mound.
Dating evidence from two examples in Cork (Cooradarrigan near
Schull and Bohonagh near Rosscarbery) places them in the Middle
to Late Bronze Age ¢.1400-1100 BC. Boulder-burials are so-called
because they are believed to represent monumental markers
erected above burials. This is based solely on the discovery of
cremated human bone in the Bohonagh example.

Post-excavation photograph of the boulder-burial at Corradarrigan,
excavated by University College Cork in 1988,

BOHONAGH

This boulder-burial is located 20m east of a well-known stone
circle near Rosscarbery, Co. Cork, Both monuments were
excavated in 1959 by University College Cork. The boulder-burial
has a large rounded glacial erratic resting on three smaller
boulders, two of which are of white quartz. There are small
cupmarks on the surface of the boulder. An opening on the
north-west side was originally marked by a low upright stone.
Excavation revealed a shallow pit containing cremated human
bone beneath the boulder. This bone is radiocarbon dated
1259-1024 BC, which compares well to a date of 1371-1055 BC for a
cremation in the adjacent stone circle.

Saction W/E

Plan and profile drawings of the boulder-burial at Bohonagh,
recorded during excavations in 1959 by University College Cork.
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This Ordnance Survey 25-inch (1:2500) map depicts the areaaround Ballycommane in the early 1900’s. The siteis
sketched and noted as a ‘Cromlech’ - a term often used by contemparary map-makers to denote monuments
constructed using large stones, usually megalithic tombs (from the Greek mégas ='great’ and /ithos =‘stone’). The
map also shows a fording point (with stepping stones’) on the Durrus Riverto the north. Crossing locations such as
these will have been focal points in-the prehistoric landscape and likely held significance for the Bronze Age
monument builders at Ballycommane,

The BOULDER-BURIAL at Ballycommane is a typical example of this
monument type and is accompanied here by a pair of standing stones.
These small monuments are prominently placed on a low ridge in the
centre of a valley that extends west to Dunmanus Bay. The site was
excavated in 1989 by University College Cork. The boulder-burial
comprises a large glacial erratic of white quartz, supported by three
smaller stones to a height of 1.33m. The boulder is sub-triangular,
measuring 1.86m by 1.66m by 1.02m"high; and weighing 5-6 tonnes. It
rests on a U-shaped arrangement of three small boulders, in the centre
of which there is a single flat slab. That stone covered a small deposit of
blacksilt;but no artifacts, human remains or charcoal were found, While
the monument itself is not dated, it belongs to the Middle to Late Bronze
Age (1500-1000 BC), based on comparisons with radiocarbon dated
examples at Cooradarrigan and Bohonagh in Co, Cork.

The excavation alsoiinvestigated a pair of STANDING STONES located a
few metres east of the boulder-burial. These are flat-topped monoliths,
each. around 13m in height, arranged 3.05m apart in a north
north-east/south south-west alignment. They were set upright in
shallow sockets dug'into the mineral soil and secured with_packing
stones. Excavation at the base of the northern stane exposed a tiny
stone-lined pit. measuring 0.25m by 0.24m by 0.13m deep. This so-called
‘cist’ contained black silt at the base, but no artifacts, human remains or
dating evidence. Excavation revealed the socket for this stone had been
dug through an earlier furrow that crossed this ridge in-an east-west
direction. This, and a second example 1.3m to the south. are ancient
plough furrows connected with farming at this location some-time
before the stone pair was erected.

Ballycommane boulder-burial at different stages of the excavation process (clockwise from top-left)

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT

ALLYCOMMANE
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Interpretative plan of the site at Ballycommane following excavation.
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An excavation photograph of the southern stone and the boulder-burial at Ballycommane, The
U-shaped arrangement of smaller ‘pad’ or support stones is visible beneath the quartz boulder.

&

photograph showing the northern standing
stone at Ballycommane during excavation.
Part of the original socket has been excavated
and the stone-lined ‘cist'is visible to the right,
The earlier furrow, into which the socket was
dug, is also visible running diagonally across
the photograph (approximately east/west).



