Interest in Scotland’s standing stones surges ahead of summer solstice with tourism pressure rising
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As the Summer Solstice approaches, anticipated to take place on Saturday, June 21, interest in Scotland's prehistoric standing stones has surged significantly. Reports indicate that internet searches for “summer solstice” have increased by 136% over the past month, while queries regarding “standing stones” in Scotland have risen by 101% over the last quarter. This heightened curiosity surrounding ancient sites has prompted VisitScotland to launch a refreshed guide highlighting the country's most atmospheric stone circles, inviting travellers to celebrate the solstice in enchanting, lesser-known locations.
VisitScotland notes that many of these standing stones were originally constructed as ceremonial locations, serving as focal points for gatherings and spiritual rites. The agency claims these ancient monuments evoke a sense of awe, drawing upon their long, storied past. “Whether you’re watching the sunrise over a stone circle or simply standing still in the landscape, these are moments that stay with you—a reminder of how deeply connected we are to Scotland’s past,” said a spokesperson.
Among the highlighted sites, Kilmartin Glen in Argyll stands out as home to over 350 ancient monuments, including the significant Nether Largie Standing Stones. Believed to be more than 5,000 years old, these stones are thought to align with crucial astronomical events like the midsummer sunrise, providing a genuinely atmospheric setting for Solstice celebrations. Similarly, Machrie Moor on the Isle of Arran, recently designated as an official UNESCO Global Geopark, features six distinct stone circles. The tallest of these stones reach heights over four metres, creating striking silhouettes against the coastal sky and enhancing the mystical experience of the solstice.
Sueno’s Stone in Moray Speyside, Scotland’s tallest and most intricately carved Pictish monument, rises nearly 7 metres. Dating to the late 9th or early 10th century, it offers a glimpse into Scotland’s rich historical tapestry, its positioning meant to be visible from afar and serving as a landmark in its day. The Clava Cairns near Inverness, a collection of well-preserved Bronze Age structures, are also treasured for their serene beauty and spiritual atmosphere, attracting visitors even beyond the solstice.
The growing interest in ancient sites coincides with wider cultural trends, including an increasing engagement with Pagan traditions among Scots. As highlighted in recent discussions, many people are reconnecting with these age-old seasonal celebrations, blending historical understanding with contemporary spiritual practices. Notable events, such as sunrise ceremonies at locations like Crawick Multiverse in Dumfries and Galloway, showcase the convergence of science, storytelling, and art in celebrating the solstice, further illustrating the relevance of these ancient traditions in modern society.
Moreover, the surge in tourism has brought challenges, prompting proposals for the introduction of admission fees at popular sites like the Calanais standing stones in the Hebrides. These measures aim to manage visitor numbers while addressing conservation concerns and preserving the integrity of these treasured locations for future generations. As more people seek to experience these emotive sites, the need for sustainable tourism solutions has become an increasingly pressing issue.
Despite these challenges, the fascination with Scotland's standing stones continues unabated, as both locals and tourists alike seek to find deeper connections with the land and its ancient stories. The Summer Solstice serves as not only a time of celebration but also as a reminder of humanity’s intrinsic bond to the natural world and its cycles, making it a poignant moment for reflection and reconnection.
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