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1 Summary 
This report describes the results of geophysical surveys of a long barrow and possible mortuary 

enclosure located near Shapwick in Dorset. The long barrow showed as indistinct crop marks on a 

series of aerial photographs. The survey revealed the flanking ditches of the long barrow, with an 

interesting large pit close to the end of one ditch. The clear plan provided by the survey has allowed 

comparison with a small long barrow recently surveyed nearby at Tarrant Keyneston. 

In an adjacent field, crop marks indicated the existence of a possible mortuary enclosure. Although 

indistinct, the crop marks suggested a causewayed enclosure ditch with an entrance to the east. The 

geophysics survey was able to confirm the existence of this feature, providing a plan that can be 

compared both with local examples on Cranborne Chase, as well as the well-known Normanton 

Down mortuary enclosure south of Stonehenge in Wiltshire, excavated in the nineteen thirties. 

2 Introduction 
This report sets out the results of geophysical surveys at two sites near Shapwick in Dorset: a small 

long barrow revealed in crop marks on a series of aerial photographs, and, in the adjacent field, a 

possible ‘long mortuary enclosure’, again discovered through crop mark evidence. The form of the 

crop marks is suggestive of a Neolithic date for both monuments. 

The primary aim of the surveys was to produce an accurate plan of the features seen in the aerial 

photographs, as well as to look for any additional anomalies which would provide more context for 

interpretation. In particular, the possible mortuary enclosure was indistinct as a crop mark and a 

primary aim was to understand the nature of any causeways in the ditch, as well as the nature of the 

supposed entrance. 

By clarifying the plan of both monuments, it was hoped it would be possible to compare the 

examples at Shapwick with other similar examples in the Cranborne Chase area and further afield. 

3 The Site Location 
The location of the two survey areas is shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2. They were located about 

875m east-north-east of the village of Shapwick, in south-east Dorset. The Iron Age hillfort of 

Badbury Rings lies just 1km to the north-east of the survey areas. The surveys were in adjacent 

arable fields just to the south of Crab Farm, and were centred on the crop marks of a long barrow 

and possible mortuary enclosure, positioned at ST9511502047 (grid coordinates 395115, 102047) 

and ST9529502312 (grid coordinates 395295, 102312) respectively. 

The two sites are set in one of several north-east trending dry valleys which branch from the River 

Stour, as shown in Figure 3. Rather than being positioned either in the valley bottom or high on the 

ridge, the sites are set on a shelf on the eastern slope of the dry valley. Visibility is therefore 

restricted to the east, but there is a wide-ranging view across the valley to the west. 

The long barrow is at an elevation of 42.7m above the Ordnance Datum; the elevation of the 

possible mortuary enclosure is 42.3m. The solid geology for the long barrow is Portsdown Chalk 

Formation, and for the enclosure, Spetisbury Chalk Member, with no drift geology being recorded by 

the British Geological Survey. 

Both sites are owned by the National Trust as part of the Kingston Lacy estate, and the surveys were 

undertaken with permission from Martin Papworth, National Trust archaeologist. 
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4 The Archaeological Background 
Both the long barrow and possible mortuary enclosure were spotted by the author on aerial 

photographs and, at the time of being reported, were not recorded on either the Dorset Historic 

Environment Record (HER) or the National Trust register of archaeological sites. 

The long barrow showed on aerial photographs as two parallel ditches, about 20m long and 

orientated south-south-east, as shown in Figure 2 and Figure 4. The ditches were visible on 

photographs from several different years but did not show with particular clarity on any of the 

online examples available for study. It would be interesting to consult the Historic England collection 

of aerial photographs held in Swindon to see whether clearer images of the crop marks exist. 

Just 325m to the north-east of the long barrow, further crop marks suggest the presence of a 

possible mortuary enclosure, orientated towards the south-east (Figure 5). This feature is about 30m 

long and varies in width from 21m at its south-eastern end to 18m at the north-western end. The 

presumed ditch appears irregular in nature, with what appear to be several breaks, or causeways, in 

the ditch, although there is insufficient clarity in the crop marks to be fully confident about these 

causeways. There does however appear to be a noticeable 5m gap in the ditch at the south-east end 

of the enclosure, and it is likely this represents an entrance. 

Just 80m to the south-west of the enclosure, two ring ditches are clearly visible on aerial 

photographs; they occupy a local eminence of slightly raised ground.  There is relatively little 

Neolithic activity previously recorded in the immediate vicinity. However, further up the Stour valley, 

4km west-north-west, a small long barrow has recently been identified and surveyed by AVAS at 

Tarrant Keyneston. 

5 Survey of the Long Barrow 

5.1 The Objectives of the Survey 
The aims of the geophysical survey of the long barrow crop marks were: 

1. To establish the shape and arrangement of the ditches. 

2. To look for the presence of any internal features between the ditches, such as a 

mortuary structure, enclosure, or evidence of revetment. 

3. To look for any associated features in the immediate vicinity of the long barrow. 

4. To provide morphological information which would allow a comparison with the form of 

other long barrows in the area. 

 

5.2 The Survey 
The survey took place on the 29th of August 2021. The crop had recently been harvested and ground 

conditions were good for undertaking the survey. Weather conditions were bright, sunny and warm.  

5.3 Method 
The survey area was divided into twelve 20m grid squares, set out using tapes and triangulation.  

A Geoscan FM36 gradiometer was used to perform the survey. This was set up to take readings 

every 0.25m along a traverse, with a traverse interval of 1m. A parallel (unidirectional) survey 

strategy was employed. The machine was operated by one experienced user, and assistance was 
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provided by three further team members. A line with one metre markings was used to assist the 

operator in precisely controlling the speed of capture for a traverse. 

The data was downloaded and processed using the Snuffler software package. Figure 6 shows a plot 

of minimally enhanced data, with a linear greyscale range of +/- 5.0nT chosen to allow most effective 

visualisation. The variability in readings for some of the squares is a result of instrument drift. 

Figure 7 shows a plot of enhanced data. This involved applying the ‘Multi Zero Mean Line’ destripe 

filter available in Snuffler, followed by two passes of horizontal interpolation. The data is displayed 

using a linear greyscale ranging from -2.0 to +2.0 nT. 

Figure 8 provides a different linear greyscale range for the same data, this time -6.0 to +6.0nT, which 

allows likely ferrous signals to be distinguished. 

5.4 Results 
A graphical summary of the significant magnetic anomalies is provided in Figure 9, with anomalies 

given alphabetic identifiers for ease of reference in the text below. Two large, slightly curved, 

positive linear anomalies (A and B) almost certainly represent the ditches of a long barrow. The 

ditches are 21m (A) and 19.5m (B) long, with gaps between the ditches of 6.9 m at the north end and 

10.5m at the south end. Their orientation is south-south-east. 

The northern 7m section of ditch A is less regular than the rest of the ditch to the south; there is also 

a hint of a slight change in the character of the eastern ditch, a similar distance from the north end, 

with the portion of ditch to the south appearing slightly wider and at a slight angle to the rest of the 

ditch. These characteristics could indicate separate construction, either by different teams or in two 

phases. 

Just to the south-west of the southern terminal of ditch B, there is a large regular positive anomaly 

(C), perhaps indicating a large pit. This could represent an extension of the ditch, with a causeway in 

between, although the two features are at different angles. 

Between the two southern terminals of the main ditches, there is a faint linear anomaly which is 

perpendicular to the main axis of the long barrow (D). This could represent a feature associated with 

the ploughed-out mound; its location is approximately at the southern end of where a mound may 

have originally stood, suggesting this anomaly could represent the traces of a possible revetment, 

façade or other structure originally associated with the mound. 

There is a large, very strong anomaly (E) just to the east of A, its strength showing most clearly in 

Figure 8. This is likely to be a large ferrous response. 

There is a general scatter of smaller mainly positive anomalies across the survey area; it is possible 

these could be archaeological in nature, but there is no obvious pattern to the distribution of these 

anomalies. 

5.5 Discussion 
The survey has been successful in providing a clear plan of the ditches of a small long barrow which 

was approximately 20m in length. Notable features of this long barrow include a slight irregularity of 

a section of the western ditch, and a slight change in character a similar distance along the eastern 

ditch, providing hints to the nature of construction, perhaps through sections being constructed by 

different team contemporaneously, or as a result of different phases of construction. It is interesting 
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that in a recent survey of three long barrows near Chettle, ditches of all three gave hints of multi-

phase construction (Gill 2021a). 

The large pit like feature separated by a causeway from the eastern ditch was not noticed on any of 

the available aerial photographs. Other long barrows with a similar causewayed ditch associated 

with a pit like feature include the Rocks Hill long barrow near Old Sarum (Gill 2021b, 38-9) and the 

Beckhampton Road long barrow near Avebury. Causewayed ditches in general are a common 

feature of the ‘Cranborne Chase’ type long barrow, for example, those at Wor Barrow, Thickthorn 

Down and Gussage St Michael 10. 

The subtle linear feature between the two ditches at the southern end of the long barrow could 

represent the traces of a palisade or façade structure, although the anomaly is too weak to provide 

any certainty. A handful of long barrows in southern England exhibit enclosure structures which have 

been interpreted as palisades probably acting as mound revetment; a well-preserved palisade was 

excavated at Fussell’s Lodge (Ashbee 1966, 30-1), and geophysical surveys have suggested similar 

structures at Fordingbridge (Gill 2019, 6) and Old Sarum (Gill 2021b, Fig 6). 

Another small long barrow was recently surveyed by Avon Valley Archaeological Society at Tarrant 

Keyneston, just 4km west-north-west, along the Stour Valley. It is interesting to compare the plans 

of the two long barrows, as shown in Figure 10. The ditches of the Shapwick long barrow are clearly 

much more regular than the example at Tarrant Keyneston, the latter giving the impression of 

construction through connecting a series of pits. Both examples are however of a similar size. 

6 Survey of the Possible Mortuary Enclosure 

6.1 The Objectives of the Survey 
The aims of the geophysical survey of the mortuary enclosure crop marks were: 

1. To establish the plan of the ditches of the enclosure, in particular to understand the nature 

of any causeways in the ditch. 

2. To confirm and better define the location of the main entrance into the enclosure. 

3. To look for any associated features in the immediate vicinity of the enclosure. 

4. To provide morphological information which would allow comparison with other similar 

monuments in the region. 

6.2 The Survey 
The survey took place on the 22nd of August 2021. The crop had recently been harvested and ground 

conditions were good for undertaking the survey. Weather conditions were bright, sunny and warm.  

6.3 Method 
The survey area was divided into fifteen 20m grid squares, set out using tapes and triangulation.  

A Geoscan FM36 gradiometer was used to perform the survey. This was set up to take readings 

every 0.25m along a traverse, with a traverse interval of 1m. A parallel (unidirectional) survey 

strategy was employed. The machine was operated by one experienced user, and assistance was 

provided by three further team members. A line with one metre markings was used to assist the 

operator in precisely controlling the speed of capture for a traverse. 

The data was downloaded and processed using the Snuffler software package. Figure 11 shows a 

plot of minimally enhanced data, with a linear greyscale range of +/- 2.5nT chosen to allow most 
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effective visualisation. The variability in readings for some of the squares is a result of instrument 

drift. 

Figure 12 shows a plot of enhanced data. This involved applying the ‘Multi Zero Mean Line’ destripe 

filter available in Snuffler, followed by two passes of horizontal interpolation. The data is displayed 

using a linear greyscale ranging from -2.0 to +2.0 nT. 

Figure 13 provides a different linear greyscale range for the same data, this time -6.0 to +6.0nT, 

which allows likely ferrous signals to be distinguished. 

6.4 Results 
A graphical summary of the significant magnetic anomalies is provided in Figure 14, with anomalies 

given alphabetic identifiers for ease of reference in the text below.  What appears to be an enclosure 

is defined by anomalies A to G. It is likely these anomalies represent ditches, which are irregular in 

nature and separated by a number of gaps or causeways.  A large strong anomaly H is likely to be 

caused by a ferrous object, and obscures what is likely to be another section of ditch forming the 

enclosure. 

The enclosure is 31m in length, 22.1m wide at the eastern end and 18.1m wide at the western end. 

There is a large 4.9m central gap between the ditches at the eastern end, and this is likely to have 

represented the entrance to the enclosure. There appear to be seven other causeways in the 

enclosing ditch ranging from 2.5m to 0.7m. 

There is a scatter of smaller anomalies across the survey area, both ferrous and non-ferrous, but no 

obvious pattern can be discerned. 

6.5 Discussion 
The survey has been successful in clarifying the plan of the enclosure depicted in the aerial 

photographs, with what appears to be a wide central entrance to the east, and a series of smaller 

gaps or causeways in the enclosing ditch. The ditch itself is irregular and sinuous in nature, 

reminiscent of some long barrow ditches of the Cranborne Chase type which are suggestive of 

construction via the digging of a series of interconnected pits, as at Thickthorn Down (Drew & 

Piggott 1936, Plate XVI) and Gussage St Michael (Gill 2020, 6). 

Two similar enclosures have recently been identified on Cranborne Chase through aerial 

photography; one sits on the ridge above Gussage St Michael, is about 25m in length and has a very 

segmented ditch.  The other, to the south-west of Long Crichel, is about 35m in length and appears 

to have a very similar ditch plan to that at Shapwick. 

Without excavation, it is of course impossible to securely date these enclosures; a Neolithic date can 

only be suggested through direct comparison with excavated monuments of similar form.  It is 

instructive, therefore, to compare the enclosure at Shapwick with a Neolithic example excavated at 

Normanton Down, near Stonehenge, by Faith de Mallet Vatcher (1961) in 1959, the comparative 

plans being shown at the same scale in Figure 15.  The plans bear a striking similarity, both 

enclosures having a similar width and orientation, and both possessing a causewayed enclosing 

ditch, with an apparent entrance to the east.  The Normanton Down enclosure is slightly longer than 

that at Shapwick, and two ditches were found inside the enclosure, bracketing the entrance. These 

ditches held posts which it is thought held back the inner bank of the enclosure and formed an 

entranceway. Equivalent features were not detected in the survey of the Shapwick enclosure. 
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Vatcher concluded that the ‘long mortuary enclosure’ on Normanton Down was, like other similar 

examples at Dorchester and North Stoke in Oxfordshire, ‘ free-standing or semi-free-standing, in 

which corpses were exposed for a period before being covered by a long barrow’ (Vatcher 1961, 171). 

More recently this interpretation of function has been questioned, most notably due to the lack of 

human remains found during excavation (for example, see Loveday 2006, 45-51). Whatever the 

original function of these enclosures, there is the suggestion, through comparison of the plan of the 

Shapwick enclosure, that it may have Neolithic parallels. 

 

7 Conclusion 
The geophysical surveys described in this report have been successful in confirming the plans of a 

small long barrow and a probable long mortuary enclosure to the east of Shapwick in Dorset. The 

long barrow, about 20m long, has two fairly regular flanking ditches and a large pit like feature 

adjacent to terminal of the eastern ditch. It is similar in size to a nearby example recently surveyed 

at Tarrant Keyneston, further up the Stour valley. An increasing number of these small long barrows 

are being recorded as crop marks across southern England. 

The geophysical anomalies relating to the enclosure are more ephemeral compared to the long 

barrow, but have still allowed a clearer view of the plan of the enclosure when compared to the 

available aerial photographs. The enclosure is 31m in length, defined by an irregular sinuous 

causewayed ditch with what appears to be a clear entrance to the south-east. Its size and 

characteristics have parallels with the Neolithic long mortuary enclosure excavated in the 1950s at 

Normanton Down near Stonehenge. 

Although it is impossible to confirm a Neolithic date without excavation to obtain dateable material 

from secure contexts, the plans of both monuments are indicative of this period. As such, the 

surveys, in confirming the form of the monuments, make a valuable contribution to our knowledge 

of the Neolithic in this area, where such monuments are rare but starting to be identified through 

crop marks which can be ephemeral in nature. 
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9 Figures 

 

Figure 1: General overview map showing the location of the survey areas, shown with a red outline. Contains public sector 
information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0.  Contains OS data © Crown Copyright and database right 
2021. 
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Figure 2: Survey areas (black dashed line) and crop mark outlines (white). Contains public sector information licensed under 
the Open Government Licence v3.0 
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Figure 3:  Map of Lidar data in the vicinity of the long barrow (A) and mortuary enclosure(B). Contains public sector 
information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0. 
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Figure 4: Long barrow cropmarks. Copyright Google Earth 

 

 

Figure 5: Cropmarks of possible mortuary enclosure. Copyright Google Earth 
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Figure 6:  Long Barrow: minimally enhanced data of gradiometer survey, linear greyscale -5.0 to +5.0nT 
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Figure 7:  Long Barrow: processed results:  de-striped and interpolated. Linear greyscale, display range -2.0 to +2.0nT. 
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Figure 8:  Long Barrow: processed results:  de-striped and interpolated. Linear greyscale, display range -6.0 to +6.0nT. 
Allows ferrous signals to be distinguished more clearly. 
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Figure 9: Long Barrow: interpretation of geophysics results 
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Figure 10:Comparison of the ditches of the Shapwick and Tarrant Keyneston long barrows 
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Figure 11: Mortuary Enclosure: minimally enhanced data of gradiometer survey, linear greyscale -2.5 to +2.5nT 
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Figure 12: Mortuary Enclosure: processed results:  de-striped and interpolated. Linear greyscale, display range -2.0 to 
+2.0nT. 
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Figure 13: Mortuary Enclosure: processed results:  de-striped and interpolated. Linear greyscale, display range -6.0 to 
+6.0nT. Allows ferrous signals to be distinguished more clearly. 
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Figure 14: Mortuary Enclosure: interpretation of geophysics results 
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Figure 15: Comparison of the plans of the Normanton Down mortuary enclosure (A) (after Vatcher 1961 Fig 2), and the 
Shapwick enclosure (B) 
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