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Abstract  

 

This chapter discusses a project to construct a simulation of Avebury Henge, a Late 

Neolithic/Early Bronze Age monument in the SW of the U.K., in a 3D, virtual world 

environment, and to use phenomenological and phenomenographic methods for its 

evaluation. We explore notions of place and digital being in virtual worlds, and the 

potential of these methods in understanding virtual worlds and their applicability to 

evaluations of virtual archaeology. The phenomenological approach to archaeology tends 

to stress the importance of the archaeologistsô senses, working through their physical 

presence in a landscape to enable an appreciation of the materiality, or physicality, of an 

environment. In this study, phenomenology was applied to the experience of a virtual 

environment where sight and hearing senses are restricted, and the senses of smell and 

touch are deprived altogether. So, the immersion of all the bodyôs senses in a landscape, 

to the exclusion of all other experiences, cannot be achieved. We argue that the 

phenomenological narrative describing one authorôs experiences in Virtual Avebury 

(VA) has demonstrated that experiencing a landscape from an archaeological point of 

view can be achieved in a virtual environment, but that the nature of the experience is 

different to that in the physical world. The ability to experiment with designing 

landscapes, to change environmental aspects in simulations of places that could not 

otherwise be experienced, and to meet with others in those places to discuss, explore and 

experience them together, has the potential to offer a new practice of phenomenology in 

archaeology, and in virtual worlds research. The phenomenographic method used to 

explore the range of experiences of members of a small evaluation group found that six 

categories of experience emerged. These were sense of place in VA, recall of VA at 

Avebury, sense of place in Avebury, effects of sounds and soundscapes and a sense of 

Aveburyôs original purpose. Based upon these findings, we make recommendations for 

wider research in phenomenological methods of enquiry in virtual worlds.  
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Introduction  

Virtual worlds are environments that enable us to create spaces that are drawn from 

the physical world, or purely from our imagination, or from a mixture of the two. We can 

lose ourselves in the visual beauty of a virtual space, explore unknown areas in a space 

otherwise familiar to us, imagine ourselves in a different age and imagine different ways 

in which a location may have developed over time. But what do virtual spaces mean to 
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us? How do we experience them? What changes a virtual space into a virtual place? And 

how might virtual places affect our archaeological understanding of ancient sites? This 

chapter explores these questions through constructing and experiencing a virtual world 

simulation of the Avebury Henge and Stone Circle Complex, a Neolithic stone circle and 

associated ritual landscape in the South West of the U.K., circa 2,200 BCE. The main aim 

of the study was to explore how creating and experiencing a virtual simulation of an 

imagined past might affect understanding and interpretation of the monument and its 

surrounding landscape in the present day. This aim was achieved by constructing a 

simulation of Avebury in a virtual world and evaluating the experiences of the 

constructor using a phenomenological approach, and a small group of visitors by utilising 

a phenomenographic technique.  

The chapter begins with a discussion of the rationale for the study, followed by a 

literature review which develops this argument further. The methods used to construct the 

simulation, and to explore the experiences of users there, are then detailed and explained, 

followed by a discourse on the findings and consideration of future work that might 

explore the issues raised further. However, before discussing the project, it would be 

helpful for the reader to be introduced to Avebury as the location for the project.  

Avebury is situated in Wiltshire in the South West of the U.K. at 51
o
25ô N, 1

o
51ô W. 

Located in a rich prehistoric landscape, it is the largest known Neolithic stone circle in 

Europe and one of the largest ditch and bank monuments in the U.K. The henge and its 

surrounding landscape is the northernmost part of the Stonehenge, Avebury and 

Associated Sites World Heritage Site and is protected as a Scheduled Ancient Monument 

under the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979. Most of the original 

stones are missing and the ditches are now significantly shallower than originally 

constructed, partly due to natural infilling and slippage of the banks, whose top edges 

have also eroded.  The roughly circular earthwork is a henge construction, i.e. a ditch on 

the inside of the circle and a bank on the outside. It measures more than a kilometre in 

circumference and is divided into four arcs by breaks in the ditch and bank system that 

have been interpreted as entrances and/or exits. The henge contains the remains of three 

stone circles; one large outer circle that lined the inside of the ditch, and two smaller 

inner circles that surrounded arrangements of large and small stones. The aerial 

photograph at Figure 1 was taken from outside the NE quadrant of the henge and shows 

the ditch and bank system, remains of the stone circles and the modern village of 

Avebury today.  

 

Figure 1. Aerial view of Avebury today 


