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Hill Figures Hill figures are well regarded, if misunderstood, features of predominantly southern British chalk downlands. While the
Uffington White Horse [Fig A] has been dated to 1000 BCE, most of the other 57 extant UK hill figures [e.g. Figs B, C, D] were constructed in
the last 300 years1,2,3. Given their predominantly rural placings, relatively few people have actually seen hill figures. Nonetheless, they seem
to form timeless symbols of place and belonging in the public imagination, with two in the top ten UK public art sites in a 2021 poll4.
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Hill Figures in Cartoons In wider research into popular perceptions of prehistory, twenty cartoons from Punch involving hill figures were
found, from 1925 to 1990. Sixteen are shown here. Thirteen involve “white horses” [e.g. Figs 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 15], of which six
are set in an inappropriate past to which their construction is attributed [e.g. Figs 1, 5, 6, 8, 13, 14]. While four cartoons show the Long Man
of Wilmington [e.g. Figs 10, 12, 16], the sexualised Cerne Abbas Giant is not directly represented.

Reading the CartoonsThe cartoons riff on modern concerns, particularly as sites for day trippers and artists [e.g. Figs 2, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12,
15] and advertising [e.g. Figs 1, 5, 6, 8, 13]. Several evoke a whimsical Englishness, for example in wartime defiance [Fig 4], and against rural
development [Fig 16]. The purported humour of many cartoons depends on a supposed lack of understanding of why, or by whom, hill
figures were constructed, explicit in Figs 3 and 10. While the cartoonists often used real hill figures as models, the cartoons’ effects do not
depend on verisimilitude. Like other prehistoric cartoons, hill figure cartoons may help reproduce popular misconceptions.
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