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1: Introduction: The Seven Hills of the Lewes Downs 

The Lewes Downs is a distinctive block of Sussex chalk downland about four square miles in extent, 

lying to the east of the Ouse Valley, about a mile north of the South Downs across Glynde Reach.  

Rising between 100m and 160m above the surrounding tidal river pastures, the present near-circular 

form of this cluster of hills has eroded over millions of years to leave fans of winding dry valleys 

draining to the west, surrounded by an arc of gently rolling brows and crests of hills (Figure 1).  

Many traces have been left by the people of the Lewes Downs over the past six thousand years 2. 

These include: Neolithic long barrows, Bronze Age settlements, Iron Age burials, Romano-British 

fields, post-Roman earthworks, Anglo-Saxon tracks, medieval enclosures and ancient dewponds of 

unknown age. Perhaps most strikingly, a ring of some twenty tumuli of different ages crowns the 

chalk ridge, whose gentle undulations scattered on the skyline echo the rounded profiles of the hills.  

 



 

Figure 1: variously-recorded tumuli, plotted on 1850 Ordnance Survey mapping of the Lewes Downs 3 

 

One obvious query occurring to any regular walker on the Lewes Downs is, how many hills are there? 

This question is made more meaningful, because the Lewes Downs form such a clearly defined block 

of landscape. So there is little room for ambiguity about whether a given hill is inside or outside their 

bounds. But dangers of wishful thinking in any study like this, demand a more precise and objective 

definition of what counts as ‘a hill’. Is this a proper crest, a local rise, or a brow visible from below?   

If a ‘hill’ is counted as a proper crest as marked by Ordnance Survey (OS) contour lines, then the 

answer to the query about how many hills there are in Lewes Downs, is seven. Other brows are 

apparent from different angles when viewed from beneath, but when visited, these can be seen not 

to be proper crests. Running clockwise from the North, these hills are called Malling Hill, Cliffe Hill, 

Saxon Down, Glynde Hill, the Caburn, Ranscombe Down and Round the Down. Marked by an 

especially large Bronze Age round barrow, this seventh crest is far smaller and lower than the others, 

almost lost among ridges and quarrying 4. But it is still a lovely place to watch a Midsummer sunset.  

 



 

Figure 2: close-ups and distribution of seven hill crests on the Lewes Downs 5 

 

The vista of the Lewes Downs is best viewed from the top of Cliffe Hill. But only five of the other hill 

crests are visible from there. The lowest crest (Round the Down) is hidden behind the shoulder of 

Ranscombe Hill. However, the underlying pattern of the seven crests of the Lewes Downs as seen (or 

imagined) from above, takes the form of a deep arc, wrinkled in an open way to the west (Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3: the basic form of the seven hill crests shown on a DEFRA lidar image of the Lewes Downs 6 



How might people of the past have thought about these evocative hills? In many different ways, of 

course! It can be inferred, for instance, from hill figures of southern England (like the Bronze Age 

Uffington White Horse), that the imagining of landscapes from above was a possibility 7. But this is 

not sure for any prehistoric place or time. The truth is that despite best efforts of archaeologists, 

much of how past people thought cannot now be known with any confidence 8. Yet speculating on 

this in a sceptical way can not only be fun, but may help lead to ideas that can be rigorously tested.  

 

 

2: The Seven Sisters in Sky and Myth 

Amidst many unknowns, one near certainty is that people of the past were far more aware than is 

our own culture, of the daily glorious mystery of the night sky 9. In the British Isles, as around the 

world, thousands of folktales entangle landscapes with this skyscape 10. Even today, people can be 

regularly met on the Lewes Downs, watching how Sun, Moon and Stars rise and fall over the hills 11. 

So, might Neolithic or Bronze Age people (for instance) have told stories linking the Sussex landscape 

with the rich stores of myth traced across variously-recognised constellations of stars? If so, what 

might most likely have been the foremost kinds of figures in the most prominent families of tales?  

Despite the obscuring veils of time and diverse societies and minds, it is possible here to make an 

informed – albeit very hazy – guess. For there is one particular feature of the night sky that is widely 

acknowledged to come to the fore (for some unknown reason) more strongly than any other, in 

stories told across radically different cultures throughout history and around the world 12. Oddly 

named repeatedly after a group of six or seven sisters chased by an amorous male across land and 

sky, this is known to astronomers as the Pleiades star cluster 13. The form taken by the visible stars of 

this cluster is (in a way that strikingly echoes the form of the hills) a deep arc open to the west. 

 

 

Figure 4: a telescope view of the Pleiades, showing how seven or so visible stars relate to others 14 



 

Figure 5: A UK view of the Milky Way (lower left to top), Pleiades (upper right) and Orion (centre) 15 

 

Often linked with the male figure of Orion some way ‘behind’ them along the ‘long white path’ of 

the Milky Way (Figure 5), tales of ‘Seven Sisters’ and their pursuer form what is widely thought to be 

the world’s most widespread folk motif 16. For instance, the chasing of Seven Sisters across the land 

is the focus of arguably the most important of the ancestral ‘song-line’ myths of indigenous 

Australian cultures 17. Sometimes with all seven sisters, sometimes with one disappearing, similar 

tales can be found across all six inhabited continents, including in traditional cultures in India, Japan, 

Indonesia, Canada, the USA, Egypt, New Zealand, Greece, Ukraine, Guatemala and Mexico 18. 

Perhaps a clue to why this motif is so uniquely wide in its distribution, is that it evidently goes far 

back in history – being variously described, for instance, as “the world’s oldest story” 19. At Lascaux in 

France, the Pleiades feature in some of the world’s oldest cave art (Figure 6) 20. Recognised by 

archaeologists on the German Late Neolithic Nebra Disc (Figure 7), the Pleiades are also the earliest 

known representation of a star formation on a European artefact 21. If the stories truly are of a 

similar antiquity to the pictures, then tales of the Seven Sisters have been told for a very long time. 

 



 

Figure 6: the Pleiades with Orion and Taurus in Salle de Taureaux, France, c.17,300 BP 22 

 

  

Figure 7: the Pleiades with the Sun and Moon, Nebra Disc, Germany, c.3,600 BP 23 



One near-ubiquitous feature of these ancient, widespread stories of the Seven Sisters, is that the 

little one gets lost 24. Also lost, however, are any related tales from the early Sussex landscape 25. Yet 

with the Pleiades known as ‘Freya’s Hens’ in pre-Christian England, it is a sign of the familiarity of 

this motif that this same name is shared with the (often six or seven) spotted ladybird 26. Locally, the 

name ‘Seven Sisters’ is also given to the famous line of towering chalk cliffs, some twelve miles from 

the Lewes Downs 27. Here again (through action of the sea), it is the little sister who is becoming lost. 

With pre-Christian English traditions so relatively unknown, there remains little choice but some kind 

of careful speculation 28. Accordingly, a query arises whether traces of this story may still be found in 

an old English nursery rhyme: “Ladybird, ladybird fly away home; Your house is on fire and your 

children are gone; All except one, and her name is Ann; And she hid under the baking pan” 29? As so 

often among tales of the Seven Sisters, it is again the little sister who most easily falls from sight.  

Either way, it is clear in general that traditions linking land and sky span nearly all traditional 

societies and go deep into the human past. Around the world and through history, the Seven Sisters 

in particular are among the most frequently referenced groups of stars. They feature strongly in 

English folklore. They are prominently named in the Sussex landscape. Yet – aside from this general 

high profile – what might the Seven Sisters possibly have to do specifically with the Lewes Downs? 

 

 

3: Landscapes and Skyscapes in the Lewes Downs 

It is here that attention might reasonably go back to the form of the hills mentioned above. For, as is  

just discernible from up high, this pattern of seven hill crests in the landscape (Figure 3) bears a 

striking resemblance to the shape of the most visible stars of the Pleiades in the skyscape (Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 8: comparing the forms of the Pleiades (yellow) and the Lewes Downs (green) 



It is a complex task to establish the magnitude of this coincidence. The Lewes Downs have taken this 

basic natural form for many millions of years 30. The Pleiades have barely moved in their relative 

positions over the course of human history 31. When these forms of hills and stars are mapped onto 

each other such as to measure the differences in their mutual positions (Figure 8), it can be seen 

that these are relatively minor compared with the similarities. So, the degree of serendipity involved 

might reasonably be thought to be quite notable. Simulations of seven randomly-generated points 

suggest that the likelihood of such a convergence forming by chance is less than one in a million.  

Perhaps also notable here (especially in the yellow-marked Pleiades stars shown in Figure 8), is the 

folklore reference to a ‘baking pan’ remarked on above. Does the deeply-arced side profile of this 

tool evoke the deeply arced form shared both by the Seven Sisters and by the Lewes Downs hills? 

Either way, it is not an entirely eccentric thought, to muse whether this remarkable concordance of 

forms in hills and stars might have been noticed in the past? That the bright night sky made stars 

more prominent for past cultures than now supports such thoughts. It follows from the ubiquity and 

age of the Seven Sisters motif discussed above, that this would likely have featured in stories told by 

the people of the Lewes Downs. But (aside from clues in the name of the nearby Seven Sisters cliffs), 

what else can be gleaned about the possible thinking in past Sussex cultures about land and sky?  

Again, the most important factor here is the fog of time. Great perils arise in enthusiastic projections 

into remote pasts 32. But, this very predicament of unavoidable ignorance, also threatens a converse 

error of assuming ‘absence of evidence is evidence of absence’ 33. With care rather than credulity, 

then, many kinds of insight may cast light. So the philosophy of knowledge suggests that value may 

be yielded by a cautious, self-questioning, constantly self-testing kind of ‘sceptical speculation’ 34.  

In this light, it is striking that archaeologists are increasingly recognising the importance played by 

landscape forms in prehistoric imaginations 35. It is growing ever clearer, for instance, how Neolithic 

monuments were often placed very carefully on skylines (rather than exactly on hilltops), so as to be 

clearly inter-visible from each other 36. More generally, Neolithic people seem to have been 

fascinated by other juxtapositions of near and distant land-edges 37. An example here can be found 

in the way the massive earthen mound of Silbury Hill in Wiltshire is positioned so that its summit just 

marginally intercepts the skyline as seen from inside the nearby Avebury henge (Figure 9) 38.  

 

 

Figure 9: a Neolithic fascination with the sky-lining of monuments in landscapes 39 



Of greater present significance is a particular example of Neolithic sky-lining that can be found in the 

Lewes Downs, where the Camel’s Humps long barrow on Cliffe Hill, is carefully sited on a slope, such 

as to be visible from the nose of the low ridge on the opposite side of the Ouse Valley (Figure 10) 40.  

 

 

Figure 10: female figures in the Eurasian Neolithic (and earlier) and in the Lewes Downs landscape  

 

A wider suggestion also relevant to the Seven Sisters, concerns the possible importance of female 

figures in Neolithic landscapes. It has been asked, for instance, whether earthworks around the six- 

or seven-tiered Silbury Hill in Wiltshire, might knowingly resemble ‘Mother Goddess’ figurines of the 

time (some in southern Europe with six- or seven-tiered skirts) 41. Here again, the Lewes Downs 

chime tantalysingly. For beneath the Camel’s Humps long barrow, between the ‘legs’ of Malling 

Coombe, the strikingly ‘pregnant’ form of Cliffe Hill has earned the local name of ‘Fat Bellied 

Woman’ 42. The age of this name is not known. But whether passed down by history or recently 

directly evoked by the landform, it testifies to an imagined female figure associated with these hills.   

Moving from landforms in general, to more specific links between land and sky, archaeologists have 

long recognised the importance of these connections too, both in Neolithic and Bronze Age British 

societies 43. They are evident, for instance, in the many astronomical alignments observed in English 

monuments of this period – including at the Devil’s Jumps, Heyshott Down and the Amex Stadium in 

Sussex 44. Current work by members of the Lewes Archaeology Group is actively researching the 

astro-archaeology of the Ouse Valley to the west of the Lewes Downs 45. And with people still 

climbing Chapel Hill at the edge of the Lewes Downs, to watch the sun “roll down Offham Hill” on 

Midsummer Eve, cultural links between land and sky are clearly evidently not yet dead in this area 46.   

 

 

 

 



4: Sceptical Speculation about the ‘Seven Sisters of Lewes’ 

So, where does all this leave us? What might we say about ways in which people of this area have 

thought about the land and sky in the distant past? How much confidence may we place in this? 

Here – as emphasised earlier – great caution is needed. In gauging speculations, one of the surest 

safeguards lies in finding ways concretely to test ideas against emerging evidence. At this early stage 

of the present enquiry, the jury is out. But there do already emerge a few relevant reflections.  

First, if it is indeed the case that local prehistoric people made an association between the Lewes 

Downs and the Seven Sisters, then a general prediction might focus on the likelihood that unfolding 

archaeological research may uncover a growing importance here of links between land and sky.  

Here, the present general ideas about the possible value of ‘sceptical speculation’ can align strongly 

with wider recent moves in British archaeology towards an interpretive approach – especially in the 

study of the Neolithic 47. Tellingly, it was only after completion of the work described here, that the 

present author found in searches on Google Scholar, that studies of this period published in the past 

few years are indeed illuminating exactly the kinds of general land/sky links this work points to. In 

2015, a leading scholar in this field, Fabio Silva, started an academic journal dedicated to Skyscape 

Archaeology 48. Among significant recent contributions to this literature, is research by John Grigsby, 

who observed of British Neolithic sites that “the ’skyscape’ was as important to the builders of these 

monuments as the ‘landscape’, if not more so” 49. This lends support to the present work. 

A second relevant development occurring after completion of the present stage of work, also arises 

from Grigsby’s study of British Neolithic sites. Although neither the Pleiades nor any Sussex places 

presently feature directly in his research, Grigsby’s analysis shows for the first time that Neolithic 

henge sites often align on the rising and setting of precisely the triad of star formations (Orion, Milky 

Way and the Pleiades) that are most connected with the stories of the Seven Sisters (Figures 5 and 6) 
50. He reports such alignments “on or around the Winter Solstice, on the rising and setting of Orion, 

and with the rising of the sun as it crosses the Milky Way around the start of May” 51.  

In particular, Grigsby noticed that astronomical cycles led this triad to become especially significant 

in Neolithic skyscapes. He says “[t]he ‘linear’ form of the Milky Way seen across the sky becomes 

‘circular’ when it rings the horizon, a phenomenon visible between c. 6000 to 2000 BC, but most 

apparent c 4000-3000 BC” 52. Shown in Grigsby’s diagram below (Figure 11), this recognition casts 

possible light on why these skyscape features might have been especially significant in the Neolithic.  

 

 

 Figure 11: historic cycling of the Milky Way in the night sky: left at present; right in the Neolithic 53 



On this basis, Grigsby wonders whether “the long chalk forms of Long Barrows, then, and perhaps 

the cursus monuments which sometimes accompanied them, might have reflected the long white 

path of the Milky Way across the sky” 54. Implicitly but remarkably, this recalls ways in which the 

Milky Way features centrally in stories around the Seven Sisters song-line 55. Here this ‘long white 

path’ in the sky is traced in a continent-spanning braiding of paths across the Australian landscape 56.  

Once again a notable resonance with these evocative associations emerged only after this work was 

completed. In a 2021 South Downs National Park photography competition (again found in a Google 

search of key terms from this work), several competitors highlighted a striking echo between the 

‘long white path’ of the Milky Way and the long white stretch of the South Downs (eg: Figure 12) 57.  

 

 

 

Figure 12: The Milky Way from Cissbury, Neil Jones, 2021 58 

 

This adds a further possible insight to the present sceptical speculation that strong cultural presence 

and a remarkable concordance of forms, might have led in the past, to the seven hills of the Lewes 

Downs becoming associated with the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades. For (as illustrated in Figure 5) 

each also share a similar relationship with a local ‘long white path’. For their part, the Lewes Downs 

are situated just to the North of the winding linear white-coloured landscape formation of the South 

Downs. The Pleiades, on the other hand, lie similarly just aside from another ‘long white path’ – that 

traced so beautifully (and so visibly) by the course of the Milky Way across the night sky (Figure 13).  



 

Figure 13: echoing ‘long white paths’ in the Neolithic skyscape and Sussex landscape  

 

 

5: A Testable Prediction of a Possible Prehistoric Viewing Point  

These reported resonances occurring after finishing the present stage of work, might be reckoned 

worthy of further thought. But they fall short of a key aspiration in sceptical speculation, to come up 

with ‘testable’ propositions 59. So it is in this regard, that we come to a third and final development 

after completion of this work. This was prompted by further reflection on a point mentioned above 

(and illustrated in Figure 9), concerning the evident fascination of Neolithic people with the sky-

lining of what they held to be significant features in their landscapes 60. This raises a query about 

whether there might be any point from which can be seen all the seven crests of the Lewes Hills?  

It was mentioned earlier that only six of these seven hill crests can be seen from the highest point on 

the Lewes Downs, the top of Cliffe Hill. As with the Pleiades, the ‘smallest sister’ among the hills 

(Round the Down) can all too easily disappear from view. Reaching only 50m in elevation above the 

Ouse Valley and positioned just above a winding chalk coombe on the flank of Ranscombe Hill, this 

crest is a bit of an anomaly. But the sceptical need for an objective definition of what counts as a hill 

(discussed above), means that this example must be included among the total of seven. So, perhaps 

there is a different site, from which this crest can indeed also be seen, alongside all the others? 

In terms of topography, there is no necessity that there be any such special viewing point from 

which all seven hills of the Lewes Downs might be visible. So it is remarkable that field-walking 

readily confirms not only that there is exactly just such a spot, but that it is only a few square meters 

in extent. Traversing the tight boundaries around this spot puts one or other hill crest out of sight. 

And all the more striking, is that this special spot happens to straddle the route of an ancient 

footpath. 

 



`  

 Figure 14: a unique viewing point from which can be seen all seven hill crests of the Lewes Downs  

 

Located on Lewes Golf Course just to the south of a rather evocative stand of birch trees (Figure 14), 

this viewing point is also an example of natural serendipity. Within a few paces, each of the crests of 

all seven hills can be seen profiled either against the sky or behind another hillside (Figure 15). If 

Neolithic people were indeed interested in the sevenfold count of Lewes Downs hills, then the taste 

of that culture for inter-visibility might be thought likely to have lent this location some significance.  

 

 

Figure 15: as evidently favoured in Neolithic landscape sensibilities (lower left – see Figure 9)  

all seven crests are sky-lined and / or marginally profiled against an intervening hillside  

 

This last speculation is important, because the prediction of prehistoric significance at this precise 

location is concretely testable in principle by archaeological excavation or non-invasive geophysics. 



6: Conclusion: Seven Sisters in the Prehistoric Lewes Downs  

The findings of this work in progress are easily summarised. The seven hill crests of the Lewes Downs 

are strikingly congruent in number and form, with the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades star cluster. A 

very low probability of such precise spatial congruence occurring by chance, makes this a significant 

natural coincidence. Seven Sisters folklore is uniquely widespread across the world’s diverse cultures 

and repeatedly prominent in the deep past. Among both hills and the stars, it is the smallest, that is 

most distinctively prone to be lost. Traces of Seven Sisters folklore survive in the Sussex landscape. 

The Lewes Downs are still associated with a mythical female figure. Links between landscapes and 

skyscapes are known to have been central to Neolithic British cultures. So this remarkable 

coincidence in natural forms may reasonably be judged likely to have been noticed in the past.  

Beyond this, the illumination of the above patterns in this work might be reckoned to offer some 

further possible value in the support lent to a number of additional insights by other researchers.  

First, this work adds to currently growing attention in archaeology to the previously neglected 

general importance of likely links made in prehistoric cultures between landscapes and skyscapes.  

Second, this work reinforces recent research on the British Neolithic that points to the particular 

significance of a specific triad of star formations (Orion, the Milky Way and the Pleiades) and 

highlights that these are those that are most connected with the Seven Sisters mythology. 

Third, this work begins to open possibilities for further research in archaeology, folklore and history, 

asking whether the prominence in nearby Sussex topography of the ‘long white path’ of the South 

Downs, may (in echoing the Milky Way in relation to the Pleiades) also resonate with this myth. 

Fourth (and most concretely testable), this work identifies a unique and very specific location that 

would have formed an especially significant site for any culture that did recognise this congruence 

between landscape and skyscape. This can be verified or falsified in further archaeological research.  

Fifth (and most generally), this work seeks to demonstrate a complementary style for archaeological 

interpretation in ‘sceptical speculation’. According with general moves in archaeology towards more 

explicit and open styles of interpretation, the present case study may also be salient elsewhere. 

Finally (and perhaps most important), a chance may be offered here, for enhancing enjoyment of 

the unique natural beauty and archaeological richness of this patch of the South Downs. I hope this 

work might help more fun to be had in the Lewes Downs – perhaps including onward collaborations?  

 

 

Figure 16: a graphic summary of the whole study: stars, skylines, skyscapes, landforms, hill crests    
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