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Some publishers believe that the title of any book should provide an account of its contents; that is how it can be marketed. A more evocative description must be relegated to a subtitle. It is fortunate that it has not happened in this case.
Prehistorians are prone to creating technical terms which are neither appropriate nor helpful. A famous case is the ‘carp’s tongue sword’, but the ‘recumbent stone circle’ is another.  Would someone who had never visited these monuments have any idea of their appearance?  Great Crowns of Stone, a description that dates from the sixteenth century, is a more apt description of these monuments. 
What is a recumbent stone circle? It is a circular setting of uprights, with a horizontal block as its focal point. In many cases it is flanked by the two tallest monoliths and faces between south south east and south west. The separate stones may be graded by height from one side of the setting to the other, and in some cases the builders seem to have selected the components for their distinctive colours, textures and shapes. Recumbent stone circles are a particular feature of north-east Scotland, although some of these elements have a wider distribution. They were probably built in the Copper Age or Early Bronze Age. Many of the sites were reused after an interval between about 1200 and 800 BC when they were chosen as the sites for cremation cemeteries and / or pyres. 
The recumbent stone is usually bracketed by two tall monoliths, giving the impression of a blocked entrance, but the blocking is much more than a symbol for it was achieved using a massive stone. That at Tomnaverie was weighed before it was replaced in position. It was by no means the largest example of its type, and yet it weighed six and half tons. As Adam Welfare observes, the recumbent stone is often most impressive seen from outside the monument. 
Yet even this simple outline raises certain problems. ‘Recumbent stone circles’ also feature in Irish archaeology, but the two groups of monuments are not like one another and were built at quite different times. What is worse is that the Scottish examples did not begin life as rings of monoliths – those stone settings were built as their history came to an end. The earliest components were generally rubble platforms or cairns. As Welfare shows, the monuments of north-east Scotland vary from one site to the next. The creation of ‘types’ is a necessary evil, for the terms used in field archaeology allow us to talk about structures built in the past, but as soon as they are investigated in depth those categories fall apart.
And this is a study in depth. It is divided into two halves. The book is a detailed analysis of the forms, chronology, aesthetics and symbolism of about seventy stone monuments in varying states of preservation. They are discussed in detail, and Welfare’s lucid account is supplemented by excellent drawings and photographs. It is a masterpiece of careful analysis and far better than anything that has been written on the subject before. It is based on close observation of these monuments on the ground, but it also makes effective use of the results of excavation and antiquarian accounts of the structures when some of them were better preserved. The second part is a detailed inventory presenting each of the sites in turn, and this is available on the internet. The text and illustrations are in the same format as the book, and it is easy to work between these sources. It was a wise decision to adopt this division of labour. What might have been a conventional inventory becomes an accessible archive, and ideas that deserve the closest attention are highlighted in the book. In another generation they might have been overshadowed by the amount of detailed description.
Welfare provides a lucid account of these monuments and charts their history of preservation, reconstruction and excavation. As someone who has investigated three of these sites, I am impressed by his powers of observation and his attention to detail. There is little with which I can disagree, even when he is discussing monuments where I have worked myself. His reconstruction of Gordon Childe’s site at Old Keig is more detailed and convincing than my own, and the same applies to his account of Loanhead of Daviot. If anything, he is too respectful to his predecessors, but that makes a welcome change from the writings of other archaeologists.
Where he differs radically from received wisdom is in his rejection of any suggestion that these monuments were aligned on the moon. His argument is detailed, well documented and, to my mind, entirely convincing. He suggests instead that the structures were directed towards the dark side of the sky and may have been more closely associated with the sunset, darkness, winter and the dead. He also follows the suggestion that the characteristic form of these monuments owes something to the remains of older passage tombs which were visited and reused in the Early Bronze Age. It is an ambitious hypothesis, but it does justice to the information that is currently available and deserves to be taken seriously. The crucial element is that the erection of a ring of monoliths was intended to enclose an older construction and bring their use to an end. As Welfare shows, the same idea might apply to Clava Cairns, and new fieldwork at henge monuments, conducted by Alex Gibson and others, is starting to suggest a similar approach to the interpretation of those sites. 
That is perhaps the best indication of the high quality of this book. It gives rise to ideas that may have an application far beyond the study area, and even beyond Scotland altogether. If the significant features of the structures studied here include a graded ring of orthostats, an alignment towards the south west, and the building of a complex structure out of stones of different colours and textures, how are we to think about Stonehenge? On one level it was unique, but, on another, it drew on the same elements as Welfare has analysed with such flair.
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