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U N U S UA L  R O C K  A R T  N E A R  B A N T RY, 
W E S T  C O R K :

T H E  B A L LY B A N E  G R O U P

Finola Finlay and Robert Harris

There are three carved rock surfaces, about ten kilometers south-east of  
Bantry, all within a distance of  500m and all within sight of  each other. Two 
of  the panels are in the townland of  Ballybane West, while the third is directly 
south in Glannakilleenagh. The grouping we describe in this paper, which we 
will label the Ballybane Group, has both similarities with and differences from 
the classic cup-and-ring markings which are the hallmark of  Irish rock art. As 
such, they raise important, intriguing, and probably unanswerable questions 
about regional variations or traditions within the corpus of  recorded rock 
art sites in Ireland. As we will see below, the Ballybane Group also points to 
important issues regarding the safeguarding and conservation of  Irish rock art.

Prehistoric Rock Art in Ireland

Irish rock art is solidly in the tradition that archaeologists have called 
Atlantic Rock Art.1 It occurs in similar formats, with the same range of  motifs 
in Scotland, Northern England, Ireland, Spain and Portugal. Outliers have been 
found in the Italian Alps and in Scandinavia. In Ireland rock art is found in 
significant clusters in West Cork and Kerry, in Wicklow, Carlow, Louth, Meath, 
Cavan and Donegal, while a few examples crop up in other counties as well. 
The most common motif  is the cupmark, a semi-spherical indentation that 
has been pecked out on the rock surface. The cupmark is often surrounded 
with complete or partial rings, sometimes a single ring and sometimes multiple 
concentric rings. A line may run from the central cupmark through the rings 
and the rings may be penannular to accommodate the crossing of  this line. 
Various straight and curved lines may run between the cupmarks and cup-and-
rings, occasionally forming grid-like patterns. Because of  the dominance of  this 
motif, rock art is sometimes called Cup-and-Ring Art.

 1 Bradley, R., Rock Art and the Prehistory of  Atlantic Europe: Signing the Land, (London, 1995).
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Figure 1 illustrates two examples of  classic cup-and-ring rock art found in 
West Cork. The first is located at Knockdrum stone fort near Castletownshend, 
in the townland of  Farrandau, although it came from nearby. In the townland 
of  Gortbrack, also near Castletownshend, a similar rock was found which is 
now in the Stone Corridor at University College, Cork. Neither of  these fine 
examples is in situ, a circumstance that detracts from their potential to yield 
information about their context. Figure 2 shows the closest piece of  rock art 
to the Ballybane Group, a large extensively carved panel from Derreennaclogh, 
described in detail by the current authors in 2017.2 Irish rock art almost always 
occurs in the open air (and therefore is also often referred to as Open Air Rock 
Art as in Bradley3 and Valdez),4 on boulders and rock outcrops unconnected 
with ancient constructions. However, in West Cork, cupmarks have been found 
occasionally on wedge tombs and boulder burials, and cup-and-ring marks on 
standing stones and in one case (Drombeg) on the recumbent of  a stone circle. 
It is impossible to say whether or not the carvings are contemporaneous with 
the erection of  the monument in the Later Bronze Age.

 2 Finlay, F. and Harris, R., “Rock Art at Derreennaclogh, Co Cork” JSDHS 13 (2017) 171-184.
 3 Bradley, (as in note 1).
 4 Valdez-Tullett, J., Design and Connectivity: The Case of  Atlantic Rock Art, PhD. Thesis (University of  
Southampton, 2017).

Fig. 1    Classic cup-and-ring rock art found in West Cork.
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The rock-carving tradition in Ireland 
appears to have started in the Neolithic 
period. Passage graves, such as those at Brú 
na Bóinne (e.g. Newgrange and Knowth) 
and Loughcrew in Co Meath, were 
decorated with enigmatic motifs.5 These 
carvings share some common motifs 
with rock art, such as cupmarks, circles 
(including concentric circles) and straight 
or wavy lines, but the motif  assemblage in 
passage grave art has a range of  additional 
motifs, including spirals, chevrons, 
lozenges, zig-zags and serpentiforms 
that do not occur in rock art carvings.6 
Although the two forms are different 
in their repertoire of  motifs and in their 
association with built structures versus 
open air sites, both megalithic and rock 
art used the same carving technology. The 
decoration was picked out on the stone, 
blow by blow, in a laborious process. Rock 

art carvers varied in their skill level: while precisely-executed examples exist, 
such as the multiple concentric rings at Rathgeran in Co Carlow,7 much rock 
art carving is rough and approximate. The picking was done using a hard stone 
point, or a point and hammer: there is no evidence that metal tools were used. 
In the case of  passage grave art, that which was meant to be seen (such as the 
art on prominent orthostats or on the outward-facing sides of  kerbstones) is 
generally more finely-executed than that which was ‘hidden’ such as that found 
on the back of  kerbstones. The hidden art also has more rock art-like motifs, 
such as cupmarks and circles, than the ‘official’ passage grave art.

Dating of  rock art is not an exact science, since no reliable method has been 
developed to assess the actual age of  the carvings. Traditionally it was assigned 
to the Early Bronze Age (2,500 to 1,500BC) but more recently experts have 
argued for a Neolithic date (possibly to 3,300BC) for classic cup-and-ring art, 
although cupmarks on their own may predate cup-and-ring type art, and may 
also have persisted after cup-and-ring art had ceased to be practised. As stated 
above, motifs that would fit comfortably into the cup-and-ring corpus have 

 5 Shee Twohig, E, The Megalithic Art of  West Europe, (Oxford, 1981).
 6 Johnson, S, “The Relationship between Prehistoric Irish Rock Art and Irish Passage Tomb Art”, Oxford 
Journal of  Archaeology 12, (1993) 257-279.
 7 Corlett, C., Inscribing the Landscape: The Rock Art of  South Leinster (Dublin, 2014) 100-101.

Fig. 2    The rock art at Derreennaclogh, 
close to the Ballybane grouping.
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been recorded at passage graves such as Loughcrew and Newgrange (although 
not in prominent view at the latter) and there is some evidence to suggest that 
stones with rock art carvings were subsequently re-used in passage graves.8

The only published report on an excavation conducted at an Irish rock art 
site confirmed activity at the site consistent with a Neolithic and Early Bronze 
Age date.9 

The meaning of  the motifs and the purpose of  the carving tradition are 
unknown. Although the question of  meaning is of  enormous interest to the 
general public, archaeologists have, on the whole, shied away from speculating 
about meaning, concentrating instead on motif  categorization and contextual 
analysis. Where speculation has occurred, the motifs have been interpreted as 
solar or lunar symbols, or as elements in a messaging or mapping system.10 
As to the purpose of  the carvings, this is shrouded in mystery. Researchers 
have examined the location of  rock art carvings in the landscape and suggested 
that they may have marked territorial boundaries or route-ways.11 Others have 
noted similarities in location - elevated ground, commanding vistas over the 
surrounding countryside, inter-visibility (i.e. one piece of  rock art can be seen 
from another) and views to prominent landscape features such as high mountains 
or lakes. In common with many of  the monuments of  the Irish Neolithic and 
Bronze Age, rock art may have been related to observing the movements of  the 
cosmos and tracking the seasons.12 Rocks from which observations were to be 
made (for example of  the sun setting on a high peak at the winter solstice) may 
have been marked for that purpose, in a way that was understood by all in the 
community or only by members of  a priestly class.

On the question of  “Is it Art?”, O’Connor13 has this to say, “…though 
we may now understand rock art as a phenomenon that differed significantly 
from our modern conception of  art, the notion of  aesthetics, and the range 
of  reactions invoked by aesthetic qualities, may still be relevant since these 
reactions carry social implications and inform social relations.” Although some 
panels display good utilisation of  the surface shape of  the rock and in others 
the motifs may be arranged in a vaguely pleasing pattern, on the whole what we 

 8 Shee Twohig, E., Roughley, C., Shell, C., O’Reilly, C., Clarke, P., and Swanton, G., “Open-air rock art at 
Loughcrew, Co. Meath” in JIA, XIX (2010).
 9 O’Connor, B., Inscribed Landscapes: Contextualising Prehistoric Rock Art Landscapes in Ireland (2006) D. Phil 
Thesis, University College Dublin. Available at http://researchrepository.ucd.ie/handle/10197/3703.
 10 Finlay, F., The Rock Art of  Cork and Kerry Unpublished MA Thesis, University College Cork, (1973) 164-
165; Corlett, C., (as in note 7), 78.
 11 Purcell, A., “The Rock Art Landscape of  the Iveragh Peninsula, County Kerry, south-west Ireland” in 
G. Nash, and C. Chippindale European Landscapes of  Rock Art, (London, 2001) , 149-157.
 12 See for example the website http://mega-what.com/SiteCat/RockArt.html
 13 O’Connor, (as in note 9), 209.
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observe is that motifs are scattered over the surface of  the rock in seemingly 
random order. Many panels appear to have been executed by different hands 
at different times. To date, there have been no instances found in Irish rock art 
of  representational carvings, although elements such as axes, deer and human 
figures are associated with cup-and-ring carvings in Iberia.

Rock Art in West Cork
The map shows the location of  both rock art and cupmarked stone (stones 

which contain only cupmarks and no other rock art motifs) in West Cork (Fig. 3).
With the exception of  the 

Ballybane Group, this collection 
of  rock art panels may be termed 
‘classic’ - that is, containing 
the array of  cup-and-ring and 
linear motifs that make up the 
majority of  elements found at 
rock art sites in Ireland. Panels at 
Derreennaclogh, Rathruane More, 
Glansallagh, and Cooradarrigan 
are found within a ten kilometer 
radius of  the Ballybane group. 

With the exception of  the Ballybane pieces, which face Mount Kidd, all the 
examples cited have a view of  Mount Gabriel. In fact, Mount Gabriel, probably 
not coincidentally, is within sight of  many of  the prehistoric sites in this area. 
Mount Gabriel was an important centre of  copper mining in the Early Bronze 
Age.14 Cupmarked stones are more numerous and with a slightly different 
distribution, but many of  them (Kilcoe, Kilbronogue, Castlemehigan) have 
views to Mount Gabriel, often from considerable distances.

The Ballybane Group
The area where the three panels are found is drained by the Leamawaddra 

river and its tributary streams, and is used mainly for pasture. It is dotted with 
outcrops of  old red sandstone, which increase as the land rises. The rock art 
is situated in a position typical of  rock art sitings, that is, on elevated ground 
(about 60m above sea level) with expansive views in all directions.

1. The Rock of  the Rings
This panel, known locally as the Rock of  the Rings, is in the townland of  

Ballybane West, on land belonging to Dan Leahy (Fig. 3). It has been assigned 

 14 O’Brien, W., Mount Gabriel: Bronze Age Mining in Ireland, (Galway, 1994).

Fig. 3    Ballybane and other West Cork rock art sites.
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the SMR CO131-040.15 It was discovered in 1868 when a new road was being 
built from Ballydehob to Bantry. (The “new road from Ballydehob to Bantry” 
beside which the rock occurs has now become a secondary road.) It was noted 
by Robert Day in 1868,16 who gave a drawing of  the carvings, and it was next 
drawn and described in detail over a hundred years later by Finlay in 1973.17 
It was recorded for the Cork Archaeological survey in the 1980s18 and again 
recently for the National Monument Service.19 The decoration can be difficult 
to see clearly except in evening sunlight. It consists mainly of  circles, complete 
and penannular, none of  which encloses a cup mark. One penannular circle 
encloses a smaller, fainter, one. There are five cup marks, and some straight 
lines which run between the motifs. (Fig. 4)

For anyone familiar with classic 
cup-and-ring markings, what is 
immediately obvious is that the 
circles are on a larger scale than 
is usual, measuring forty to fifty 
centimeters across, and rather than 
being truly circular several are 
somewhat ‘squared off ’. Despite 
being uncovered in relatively recent 
times none of  the pick marks are 
visible, as they are for example in 
Derreennaclogh and on parts of  the 
other two panels in the Ballybane 
Group, leading to the conclusion 
that the grooves may have been 
deliberately rubbed smooth ( Fig. 5).

 15 Every archaeological site in Ireland has been assigned a ‘Sites and Monuments Record’ number (SMR) 
within the National Monuments Service national inventory, searchable at www.archaeology.ie
 16 Day, R., “Rock Carvings at Ballybane, Co Cork” JRSAI X (1868) 91-92.
 17 Finlay, (as in note 10) 103-104.
 18 Power, D. (comp) Archaeological Survey of  County Cork, Vol 1: West Cork (Dublin, 1992) 96.
 19 National Monuments Service, (as in note 15).

Fig. 4   ‘Rock of the Rings’, Ballybane West.
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Fig. 5    Motifs at the Rock of the Rings.
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2. Danny’s Rock
This spectacular panel is on land belonging to the late Danny McCormack 

and Gill McCormack in the townland of  Ballybane West (SMR CO131-
039). It lies 100m above and to the north west of  the Rock of  the Rings and 
500m to the N of  Glannakilleenagh, both of  which can be seen from this 
location. There are panoramic views of  the surrounding countryside all the 
way to the coast of  Roaringwater Bay, about eighteen kilometres to the SW 
and to Mount Kidd three kilometers to the NE. This rock art site was first 
reported to the Department of  Archaeology at University College, Cork, by 
Mr. Bernard O’Regan of  Aughadown, a well-know local historian, in the 1960s, 
and drawn and described in detail by Finlay in 1973.20 It was recorded for the 
Cork Archaeological survey in the 1980s and again recently. We call this panel 
spectacular because few other carved surfaces of  this size and scale exist in 
Ireland. The panel is 30m long and 10m wide and the carvings are scattered 
over the surface of  the entire area. It is likely that more carvings are located 
under the surrounding turf, and indeed some were revealed in the 1980s when 
turf  was pulled back along the north margin.21 Like the Rock of  the Rings, large 
circles and squared-off  circles dominate the motif  collection on this surface. 
Finlay describes the decoration visible in the early 1970s thus:

Here too, the decoration consists mainly of  circles, but in this case four of  them enclose 
central cup marks. There are three motifs which are square rather than circular; a circle 
with three sides of  a square attached to it; a circle with a short line and a curiously 
curved longer line running from it; two cup marks, and some straight lines. One of  the 
circles is penannular now, because of  damage to the rock surface at one side of  it, but, 
was probably originally complete. The roots of  vegetation have left a hammer-shaped 
pockmarked area on the south-west side of  the outcrop.

The new area uncovered in the 1980s is far less weathered, and pick marks 
are clearly visible. The decoration consists of  a rectangular shape with two 
rough circles attached, one by a straight line. In the first ten years of  this century 
the rock was recorded by Robert Harris, who visited it on many occasions and 
at different times of  the day (and even on a full moon). He used architectural 
techniques to record the carvings. The surface of  this rock is very weathered, 
pockmarked by vegetation roots, and scored by fissures, making accurate 
identification of  all motifs difficult. In such a situation, close observation is 
necessary to ensure accurate representation of  the carvings: however, in the 

 20 Finlay (as in note 10) 103-104.
 21 Jack Roberts, personal communication.
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end, considered judgment also plays a part, and it is inevitable that two recorders 
will produce slightly different interpretations of  the rock surface. In addition, 
heather and gorse encroach on some areas and retreat from others over time, 
leaving new areas exposed and covering others. To produce the current drawing, 
the Harris and Finlay drawings were superimposed on each other to observe 
commonalities and differences. Those observations were then taken to the site 
itself  and thoroughly checked against the rock surface at times of  maximum 
visibility (sunrise and sunset). A final plan was then agreed (Fig. 6).

Since the scale of  this drawing makes the carvings difficult to see, Figure 7 
illustrates the individual carved elements to scale and in correct orientation to 
each other and shows the unusual nature of  the carvings in comparison with 
classic cup-and-ring art. Danny’s rock is fairly level and occupies a dominant 
position in the landscape.

Fig. 6   ‘Danny’s Rock’, Ballybane West.
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As such, it is not hard to imagine it being used for ceremonial purposes, such 
as marking the positions of  the rising or setting sun at the cardinal points of  the 
year, or for feasting and gatherings.

3. Glannakilleenagh

Two areas within the boundaries of  a private garden have been identified as 
containing rock art. The first (SMR CO131-076) is on top of  a prominent knoll 
just to the south of  the house. The rock surface is very weathered and cracked 
and it is difficult to be absolutely certain that the marks are not natural, since 
the surface is crossed by fissures and by glacial striations, and pockmarked by 
solution pits. The rock was first identified as having rock art in the 1990s by a local 
resident, Georg Dose. Since then, it has been visited by different archaeologists 
who have had varied opinions on whether the observable markings are natural 
or manmade. A long (c.3m) groove may be intersected by four similar grooves, 
while a large (fifty centimeters diameter) circle encloses a cupmark. The second 
area of  carving is clearer (SMR CO131-056). The most visible motif  is a large 
(fifty centimeters diameter) and roughly circular shape with no central cupmark. 
It lies directly outside a small wooden building currently in use as a therapy 
room (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7    All the motifs at Danny’s Rock collected together for comparison.
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Unfortunately, the owner did not realise that there was more to this rock art 
than one circle and built on top of  a more extensive set of  motifs. It is now 
impossible to make an accurate assessment or drawing of  the full extent of  the 
rock art under the building, due to the confined space. Figure 9 illustrates what 
we found after some gentle cleaning of  the surface. It consists of  two cupmarks 
surrounded by straight and curved lines.

Fig. 8    Carved circle at Glannakilleenagh: there are more carvings under the adjacent building.



79

Distinctiveness within West Cork Rock Art
Several factors make this group of  rock art sites distinct within the West 

Cork rock art inventory. First of  all, the motifs are unusual in the dominance 
of  large (fifty centimeters diameter) circles without central cupmarks. Although 
there are four cup-and-ring marks on Danny’s rock, there are none on the Rock 
of  the Rings and only one possible example at Glannakilleenagh. The cup-
and- ring marks on Danny’s Rock are themselves unusual in that each cupmark 
is surrounded by one large ring that has been carved a distance away from 
the cup instead of  what is more usual, immediately adjacent. Apart from one 
instance of  a small ring inside a larger one on the Rock of  the Rings, there 
are no concentric circles. Many of  the circles are approximate and some look 
squarish. There is one possible motif  consisting of  two concentric squares on 
Danny’s Rock, but this may in fact be natural rather than man-made. There are 
no instances of  cup-ring-and-line motifs. Straight and curved lines are common 
in rock art, sometimes forming grid-like motifs: however, we know of  no other 
carving that looks quite like the large rectangle with appended circles in the 
north-east corner of  Danny’s rock (Fig. 10).

Fig. 9    Glannakilleenagh: motifs now hidden under a building.
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Secondly, this group of  rock carvings occur over an area of  about half  a 
kilometre and it is highly likely that more picked motifs remain covered by turf. 
The Rock of  the Rings was uncovered during road-building and the carved 
surface may have originally been much larger. Glannakilleenagh is a disturbed 
site, but has potential carvings over an area covering at least 100 metres As 
such, this part of  Ballybane can be viewed as an inscribed or sacred landscape. 
The sheer size and extent of  Danny’s rock, and its commanding view of  the 
surrounding countryside and Mount Kidd immediately suggest a platform 
suitable for gatherings and for ceremonies (Fig. 11).

Fig. 10   An unusual motif uncovered in the 1980s, relatively well preserved.
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Thirdly, unlike much of  the rest of  West Cork rock art, the Ballybane 
group looks not to Mount Gabriel, but to Mount Kidd. From Danny’s rock, 
the summer solstice sun rises on the southern slopes of  Mount Kidd and, 
significantly, the lunar major standstill occurs on its summit. Michael Wilson, 
who recorded these observations, has also recorded quarter and cross-quarter 
solar positions, and significant lunar risings and settings from this rock, using 
the natural contours of  the surrounding hills.22 The underlying thesis is that the 
carvers were early farmers for whom knowledge of  the changing seasons was 
vital. One way to do this was to build a stone circle, but it is also possible (and 
less effort) to do it by marking a rock or position in the landscape and using the 
undulating hills on the horizon to observe and establish points where the sun 
and moon rose and set, thus building a yearly, and multi-year, calendar. When we 

 22 As in note 12.

Fig. 11   Danny’s Rock at Ballybane West: a large, flat surface with views of Mount Kidd to the east.
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look at rock art in this way, we acknowledge that the motifs may be secondary to 
the act of  carving - a means to an end rather than an end in themselves.

The Ballybane group, then, has enough unique features that we can claim 
for it the status of  ‘regional variation’ but what could this mean? Might we 
be looking at a carving tradition that is different in time from other rock art 
sites, earlier or later, perhaps, before or after the dominance of  cup-and-ring 
motifs? Or could this group signal a departure in belief  or ritual practice from 
those of  the people of  the surrounding areas? Or could this group represent 
something as simple as a variation in ‘accent’? In the light of  these questions, an 
examination of  similarities with other Irish rock art sites may be fruitful.

Similarities with Other Irish Rock Art Sites
In Kerry there are two sites that bear comparison to the Ballybane group, 

both in terms of  the scale of  the carved surface and to a lesser extent the actual 
motifs. The first is Maulagallane (Fig. 12), north of  Sneem (SMR KE090-041).23

The carved surface extends over a distance of  eighteen and a half  metres 
and is three metres wide. Upon this surface are a number of  unusually large 
motifs, including a cup-and-four-rings with a diameter of  one and a half  metres, 
which is the largest known cup-and-ring mark in Ireland. Interestingly some 
of  the other motifs feature circles which are approximate and squarish. The 
decoration continues beneath the peat so it is likely that the full extent of  this 
rock is considerably larger than currently visible. The second Kerry site is Liss, 
also known as Staigue Bridge (SMR KE107-010). First described and drawn 

 23 Purcell, (as in note 11).

Fig. 12   Maulagallane, Co Kerry, courtesy of Avril Purcell.
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by Graves in 1854,24 it was recorded by Finlay in 1973,25 who gave a detailed 
drawing of  the main decoration and followed Graves’s survey for the full extent 
of  the carved surface, which measure thirteen metres long and ten metres wide 
(Fig. 13).

Although the decoration here is dominated by cup-and-ring marks, a 
couple of  them are unusual in being large (largest has a diameter of  forty-five 
centimetres) and in enclosing small central cupmarks. Like Ballybane, this is 
part of  a complex of  rock art carvings, and one of  the other pieces (KE107-
015) also has a large ring (sixty-five centimeters diameter) surrounding a small 
cupmark.

The rock art site at Mevagh in Donegal (SMR DG016-010) has been recorded 
extensively by Van Hoek,26 who classified the motifs found on a fifteen metre 
long ridge. His drawing of  Mevagh G3 shows several motifs (his motif  Class 
D) that he says are unusual for this area (Mevagh is dominated by cup-and-ring 
marks) but that would fit with ease into the Ballybane assemblage (Fig. 14).

 24 Graves, Rev. C., “On a previously undescribed Class of  Monuments” TRIA, (1854-74) 421-431.
 25 Finlay, (as in note 10), 64-66.
 26 Van Hoek, M. A. M., “The Prehistoric Rock Art of  County Donegal (Part 1)” UJA, 3rd, Vol. 50 (1987) 
23-46.

Fig. 13   Detail from the large rock art panel at Liss/Staigue Bridge, Co Kerry.
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However, the site in Ireland that bears the strongest resemblance to Ballybane 
is Dromcoggy in Co Mayo (Fig. 15). The rock art at Dromcoggy (SMR MA109-
030) has been described and analysed by Christiaan Corlett.27 While cup-and-
ring marks are among the motifs (many of  them with incomplete circles) the 
markings are overwhelmingly circles with no central cupmark, although several 
have internal rings (sometimes penannular) where one would normally expect 
to find a cupmark.

 27 Corlett, C., “Rock Art on Drumcoggy Mountain, Co. Mayo” JGAHS 51 (1999), 43-64.

Fig. 14   Part of large rock art panel Mevagh G3, Co Donegal, after M A M Van Hoek, 1988.
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The motifs are not as large as at Ballybane: average diameter of  the circles is 
seven centimetres. They are scattered randomly across the surface of  the rock 
with no attempt on the part of  the carvers at complex or planned ‘design.’ The 
carved area at Dromcoggy is likely much more extensive than can be currently 
observed as motifs appear to run under the blanket bog. The siting is unusual for 
rock art in that it is almost at the summit of  the mountain, but has limited views 
over the surrounding countryside due to ridges surrounding it on three sides. 
In this situation it gives the impression, according to Corlett, of  being a hidden 
or secret area, and he speculated that “the rock art here forms an intrinsic part 
of  a sacred natural landscape on a mountain top, far removed from the living, 
man-made landscape below”.28 Corlett also points out about the Dromcoggy 
rock art siting that “the exclusion, not only of  such a powerful religious symbol 
as Croagh Patrick [visible from many prehistoric ritual sites in Mayo], but of  all 
other dramatic views of  the wider landscape (such as Lough Mask to the E), 
from the visual field of  Dromcoggy rock art was totally deliberate.”29 

 28 Corlett, (as in note 27), 43.
 29 Corlett, (as in note 27), 59.

Fig. 15   Panels B1 and B2 at Drumcoggy Mountain, Co Mayo, courtesy of Christiaan Corlett.
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Purcell has drawn similar conclusions in her analysis of  rock art sitings 
in Kerry,30 noting that “Carvings could be found in open accessible areas, 
frequently along obvious route-ways through the landscape. . . Alternatively, 
carvings were located in very inaccessible areas which may be difficult and 
possibly dangerous to access and frequently overlook route-ways through the 
landscape, for example high, steep mountain slopes.” Although she found 
no discernible difference between the motifs employed in the first group 
(accessible, along route-ways) and the second group (the ‘viewing point’ group) 
she says of  the different sitings “Those located at route-ways are accessible 
and open to individual interpretations by all who view them, while those who 
are excluded from the knowledge of  the whereabouts of  the viewing-point 
carvings are excluded from any opportunity to view them. Interpretation and 
communication are thus controlled.”

Although comparisons with rock art sites beyond Ireland are outside the 
scope of  this paper, it is true to say that rock art sites which feature predominantly 
large circles with no central cupmarks are very rare in recorded site elsewhere 
in Europe. For example, a search of  ERA, England’s Rock Art site,31 yields 
no promising results, although an outcrop in Duchrae, near New Galloway in 
Scotland, does contain some large circles.32

Conservation
All three sites in the Ballybane group raise important questions about the 

conservation of  rock art. Because it is a little-known aspect of  Irish archaeology 
and because it can be very difficult to see except in certain lighting conditions, 
it is possible to be unaware of  rock art in the landscape. The Rock of  the 
Rings was first exposed in the course of  road building in the 19th century and 
it is likely that some of  it was removed before the builders saw the markings. 
Danny’s rock was drawn twice, once in the 1970s by Finola Finlay and again 
in the last few years by Robert Harris. In the intervening years some of  the 
undergrowth had advanced and retreated, hiding or revealing some of  the 
carvings. However, one motif  in particular, the rectangle with appended circles, 
was revealed by ripping back the turf  in the 1980s. As a result, the pecked detail 
on this section is fresher and therefore much more visible that on the rest of  
the rock. However, the current rock art ethic is never to de-turf, since doing so 
immediately exposes the carvings to the effects of  weathering, surface-fissuring 
and lichen growth and starts the deterioration process.

The most serious concerns revolve around Glannakilleenagh. The owners 

 30 Purcell, (as in note 11), 75.
 31 http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/era/
 32 Peter Style, personal communication.
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knew of  one carved circle on the rock surface, and situated their building carefully 
to avoid that circle while still making it visible from one window. However, what 
they did not realise was that this circle was merely one motif  among several, 
and by constructing the building they probably damaged other rock art, and 
rendered all of  it except the circle inaccessible for recording purposes. They 
have told us that if  they had known they would never have situated the building 
there. It is unclear what part the planning process played in the building: rock art 
had been reported on the property so any construction, including the original 
house, would or should have been subject to an archaeological inspection. It is 
clear that the process did not work in this instance. These are not isolated or 
uncommon concerns: development, forestry, and land clearance/improvement 
all threaten rock art in Ireland. It is vital that a thorough, accurate and up-to-
date inventory is accessible. Currently a re-survey by the National Monument 
Service of  all rock art is underway in Counties Cork and Kerry and this is most 
welcome. It is hoped that other counties will follow suit.

Conclusions
The Ballybane Group appears to represent a localised rock art tradition 

distinct from the classic cup-and-ring markings that are the hallmark of  West 
Cork, Irish and Atlantic rock art. While some sites have been recorded of  similar 
scale, and with somewhat similar markings, there is no exactly comparable site 
found in Ireland, although Dromcoggy is the closest. If  we follow Purcell’s line 
of  argument we would say that the Ballybane rock art belongs to her ‘accessible’ 
type - along a river and a route-way through the hills to the north - rather than 
to her ‘viewpoint’ group: thus, that these carvings would be a familiar part of  
the landscape to the people who occupied and worked the land, open to all to 
visit and interpret. If  the carvings convey a message, that message was probably 
understandable to all, rather than the domain of  a priestly class.

This contrasts with Dromcoggy in Mayo, which fits perfectly the description 
of  Purcell’s ‘viewpoint’ sites, although interestingly it is with Dromcoggy that 
the closest comparisons can be made with the Ballybane motif-set. Besides the 
similarity of  the markings, perhaps one of  the strongest points of  comparison 
is the siting of  carvings on rocks at Ballybane that deliberately exclude a view 
of  Mount Gabriel, as Dromcoggy does for Croagh Patrick. Despite Ballybane 
not quite fitting the description of  the ‘viewpoint’ siting, in other respects such 
as the size and scale of  the carvings and the platform-type nature of  the rock 
surfaces, we have no difficulty in seeing, as Corlett puts it, a ‘sacred landscape’ at 
work here. We cannot draw any conclusions on the questions we raised above, 
about whether the Ballybane group indicates temporal, ceremonial or belief-
set distinctions from other West Cork or Irish rock art practices. Despite their 
differences, these rock art panels share so much commonality with rock art sites 
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in general that they can be seen as fitting within the range of  variability of  Irish 
rock art sites.

Note on Visiting Rock Art Sites
The Rock of  the Rings is open to visit. However, please note that Danny’s 

Rock and Glannakilleenagh are on private land close to private dwellings and 
are strictly only accessible with prior permission from the landowner. If  you 
find rock art, please alert the National Monuments Service immediately. Do not 
interfere with the surface in any way (such as rubbing or chalking) or peel back 
the turf, since this can destroy valuable evidence.
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