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of Orkney.
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SUMMARY

The chambered cairns of'Orknqxz

land and society

in the third and second millennia bc

This thesis represents the results of extensive field-work
in Orkney, supported by'bibliogréphic résearch.and the
application of quantitative analyses. It is a contribution
to our knowledge of the Neolithic period in.Orkney'gnd in
particuiar to our knowledge of the relationships between the

builders and users of chambered cairns and the land on which

they lived.

Part One, "Evolutions", describes thé various themes of
previous research determining the form and subject matter of
the thesis. Throughout, the philosophical stance adopted
is positivist, using the standard model of scientific
explanation, and relativist, accepting that the validity of
explanations can vary over time and between places. The

land of Orkney has undergone much change and is a palimpsest

of past activity, but the climate, coastal configuration,
and natural vegetation are largelf similar today to that

prevailing four millennia ago. Orkney'and its Neolithic
sites have attracted much aréhaeological attention, including
exPlorations of 31 chambered‘cairns, and there has been much
recent research on the location of chambered cairns in the
landscape. ‘Thus Orkney is an ideal place to pursue further

research into the relationship of prehistoric peoples and
the land.



Part Two, "The Buildings", is an exploration of the
physical structures and artefacts left behind by the
Neolithic Orcadians.l A group of 76 chambered cairns is
examined in detail, with the examination separating
characteristics of the cairn and chamber. A.cluster*éﬁalysis
of eight variables produces a four-part classification of
the sites which, unlike previous classifications, incorporates
information on the cairn itself, and on relative size of
the monuments. cher monuments of the same age in Orkney
include four settlement sites, two henges, and a number of
standing stones. There are two different material cultures
evident, of which the prime identifiers are the pottery
styles of Unstan ware and Grooved Ware, but the distinction
between the two is blurred, both spatially and chronologically.
There is nothing to suggest that the material goods found
in chambered cairns are of a grossly different nature from
those found at other Neolithic sites.

Part Three, "The Land", begins with a listing of all

the possible physical and organic resources which could have
been available in the Neolithic. A pivotal chapter looks,
with the aid of case studies in Eday, at the ways that the
land of 6rkney'hasﬂchanged since then, and the ways that
Prehistoric patterns can be distorted. A detailed locational
analysis of the chambered cairns, culminating in a principal
Components analysis, reveals two distinct models of original

location. The first, described by Childe in 1942, is

particularly strong among small round cairns with simple .
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chambers, and typically consists of a hillslope location
on marginal agricultural land. The second typically
consists of a location on glacial till with well-developed

podzolic soils, and with extensive views of the land within

five kilometres.

Part Four, "The People" concentrates on the builders
and users of chambered cairns. The mortuary evidence,
particularly from the sites of Quanterness and Isbister,
suggests that people of all ages and both sexes were deposited
in the monuments, but that life expectancy was short. The
effort expended in building chambered cairns is measured
by the surrogate method of estimating the volume of each
cairn. This reveals that the largest cairns have a dispersed
distribution. Some of the mechanisms of manipulation in
Neolithic Orkney are examined by looking at symbols and
their meaning. The orientation of the monuments suggests
an interest in the sky and with points in the south-east
and west. The demarcation of space within chambered cairns
is varied: such complexity may mirror an equivalent

complexity in their use. The animal bone reports from some
excavated sites reveal a preponderance of the bones of a
single species, suggesting a totemic association between
the species and the users of the cairm. The last chapter

of' this part examines three alternative reconstructions of

the social organisation of Neolithic Orkney.

The thesis concludes with a speculative attempt to
synthesise all the available information. It is suggested
that chambered cairns were meeting places for the community

and were an ever-present and ordinary part of the landscape

of' everyday experience. Celebrations connected with important
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also suggested that farming communities survived by
practising exogamy, but maintained their individual
existence, and control of resources including land, by a

totemic link with the place of birth and death in which

the chambered cairn was a central feature.
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CONVENTIONS

l. Radiocarbon dates

As is now customary in archaeological writing, the

following abbreviations are used to refer to absolute

dates:
bc uncalibrated radiocarbon years before
| Christ

bp ¢ uncalibrated radiocarbon years before
the present (= AD 1950)

BC calibrated radiocarbon years or calendar
yvyears before Christ !

BP : calibrated radiocarbon years or calendar

years before the present.

Generally, arguments in the text are couched in terms

of years bc or bp.

The graphical display of radiocarbon dates in Figures

9.15 to 9.20 is as recommended in Warner (1975).

2 Site numbering

The convention adopted for the referencing of British

megalithic sites in Powell et al. (1969: xix-xxi) and

Henshall (1972: 312-313) is used throughout. This consists
of' a three letter area code and a running number for every
site: thus, Maes Howe (ORK 36). Certain sites have been
given a temporary number: thus, Vestra Fiold (ORK Tl1). These

temporary references are not intended to assume permanent

currency.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

l.1. SCOPE AND OBJECTIVES

This thesis is concerned with furthering our knowledge
of the early prehistory of Orkney. The present Island Area
is politically and economically affiliaﬁed to Scotland, the
United Kingdom, and the European Economic Community,
and includes the island of Swona and the Pentland Skerries
but excludes Stroma and Fair Isle: the modern boundaries
are used hereafter to delimit the island-group.l Physically,

Orkney is separated from the Scottish mainland by the 10 km
wide Pentland Firth, is 80 km south-west of the Shetland

Mainland, 300 km south-east of Faroe, 480 km*ﬁést of Norway,
and 1s equidistant from Iceland and the north European
plain (Figure 1.1).

Within Orkney, there are a number of buildings known
as chambered cairns or chambered tombs, with the common
characteristics of a stone cairn enclosing a relatively
small, and formerly accessible, chamber. These cairns,
mapped in Figure 1.2 and described in Appendix A, are
conventionally attributed to the Neolithic period, and were
built and used in the third and second millennia bc
(uncalibrated radiocarbon years before Christ) by a people
who had knowledge of farming but did not have extensive use
of metal tools.

Figure 1.3 shows the distribution of chambered cairns
in Scotland. At the present time there are somewhat less
than a thousand known: the distribution is distinct and

avoids the eastern lowlands south of the Moray Firth where



Neolithic monuments may take other forms. It is dense
compared with the number of known settlement sites of the
period. Chambered cairns are part of a human tradition that
is represented in many parts of Europe. Under the generic.
term "megalithic tomb" they are found from Shetland to
Cornwall and throughout Ireland; in southerm Scandinavia
and northern Germanyj Holland; throughout France; around
the Iberién coast; in parts of Italy; and in all the major
islands of the western Meditarranean (Figure l.4). The
chambered cairns of Orkney which form the major source of
data for this thesis, are thus representatives of a type of
building which is widespread in Europe.

As with any archaeological study, this work is focussed
on particular scales of analysis. Figure 1.5 shows some of
the fields of enquiry covered by archaeology together with
the spatial scale with which each field is primarily concermed.
Thus some archaeologists have concentrated on single sites
and have published excavation reports based on objects omn
the order of 10 to 103 m in greates;‘dimension. This does
not mean that objects of smaller or greater magnitude do
not feature in the report but rather that the greatest
attention is paid to statements about the single site.
Similarly, syntheses of archaeological information relating
to a continent do not ignore objects of smaller size but
do ask different questions, and suggest different answers,
applying to the scale of a continent. This work is concerned

with a small region - Orkney - and, as indicated by the



hatched box in Figure 1.5, will concentrate on the
description and explanation of the archaeological territoriés
within Orkney and of the region as a whole.. It is not
primarily concermned with small artefacts, single sites, or
continental patternms. These scales will be considered
beqause no archaeological scale functions independently of
all the others, bué the. major thrust of the thesis will Dbe

to ask duestions and to suggest answers appropriate to the
scale of Orkney as a whole.

Just as any archaeological study must concentrate
primarily on certain spatial scales of analysis, so with
temporal scales of analysis. Figure 1.6 shows some of the
fields of archaeological enquiry and the time scales
associated with them. Thus some archaeologists are concerned

with the construction of artefacts, such as flint tools which

may be made in a few minutes or hours. Others are concerned
with the evolution of social systems, such as that of empires
with a history of several hundred years. Again such individual
studiés must not ignore processes of shorter or .longer
duration but the primary focus of attention is directed at

a particular magnitude of time, and will arrive at conclusions
appropriate to that magnitude. As indieated by the hatched
box in Figure 1.6, this thesis is concerned with processes
operating over a greatest time of about 107 to 10ll seconds,

Or from less than a year to more than a thousand years.

It 1s not specifically concerned with (although does not ignore)

processes operating over very short time periods or over



many millennia.

Thus the major objects of study in this thesis are
chambered cairns: they will be considered as a group within
the region of Orkney, and they will be considered over the
millennium 6r more of their use b& a Neolithic group of
people. Within these broadrboﬁndaries of space and time,
the thesis further focusses on two objects of archaeological
intereséé‘land and society. |

Land is, self-evidently, one of the most fundamental of
resoﬁrces utilised by humans. If is the matrix of shelter
and sustenance: without land humanit&'would not exist in
its present form. As such, variations in land and its
quality for differeﬁt purposes are a greaf constraint on the
patterns 6f human life. It is the bbjective here to describe
and explain the natufe of laﬁd ih Neolifhic Orkney and the
patterns of life aséociated with that land. These patterms
cannot be explored without reference to the people of Neol}thic
Orkney since the concept of land and its use does not exist
to us outwith human perception. Tﬁﬁs the groupings of
individuals and the transactions between groups - in short
the social organisation - of the islands in Neolithic times
may not be separated from the study of land. Accordingly,

a second objective here is to explore the organisation of
Society and to suggest ways in which that society operated
over time.,

The thesis is arranged in five parts. Part One, entitled

"Evolutions" contains introductory material and syntheses of

previous archaeological studies. It explores the evolution



of the natural and cultural landscapes of Orkney, presents
a.ﬁistory of archaeologists who have worked in the islands,

and reviews the new field of locational analysis of chambered
cairns. The next three parts comprise the major body of

work and consider "The Buildings", "“"The Land", and "The

People" of Neolithic Orkney. Part Two describes and classifies

the physical structure of the cairns and examines the other

artefactual evidence from Neolithic Orkney. Part Three
considers the potential resources of the islands, discusses

the ways in which the land of Orkney has changed since the

earliest settlers, and analyses the setting of the chambered
cairns in the land. The people of the cairms are discussed

in Part Four by means of their physical remains, the labour
invested in their monuments, their symbols and beliefs, and

by considering and criticising some alternative reconstructions
of the organisation of their society. Finally, Part Five,

entitled "Speculations", attempts to synthesise all the

information and conclusions of the first four parts and
present a coherent and reasonable s$tatement connecting the

chambered cairns to the .land and society of Neolithic Orkney.

l.2. CREDO

Any communication between humans will be less effective
if the philosophical langﬁage of either party is not recognised
and understood by the other. Throughout every communication
there are implicit references to the system of belief held
by those taking part, but most transfers of information and
ideas are made more effective by an explicit statement of
the philosophical position of the communicants. What follows
is necessarily compressed and incomplete but it may serve

as a background to the way knowledge is treated in the following
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Central to the treatment of knowledge in this work is
a doctrine which has received much attention from the
philosophers of the last century - the doctrine of relativism.
This would reject the notion that there is an absolute truth
and would replace it with the notion that there are many
relative truths, each subsisting in a different time and

place. That is, any statement which is thought, uttered,

or written is reasonable and satisfactory for only certain
times and certain places, and may be unreasonable and
unsatisfactory at other times and places. Such views are
well expressed in the following quotations which briefly .

encapsulate this writer's present view of the nature of

knowledge:

“(P0pper) saw that no theory could ever be
relied on to be the final truth. The most
we can ever say is that it is supported by
every observation so far, and yields more,
and more precise, predictions than any known
alternative. It is still replaceable by a

1o )
better theory. (Magee, 1973: 29)

"...Man's mode of being is always !'there! or

'in a place'! or 'in a situation'! where the
place is determined by man's !'concermn'eesese

An individual is the center of all situations
and each situation is defined by the
individual according to his or her goals."

(Entrikin, 1976: 622)

"Because I know that time is always time

And place is always and only place

And what is actual is actual only for one time
And only for one place

I rejoice that things are as they are and

I renounce the blessed face |
And renounce the voice N

Because I cannot hope to turn again =

Consequently I rejoice, having to construct something
Upon which to rejoice"

(T+S. Eliot, Ash-Wednesday, 1930)



",.. the influential philosopher (or
archaeologist) must 'be in the position

to supply his generation with precisely
the doctrine most congenial to them!'.

We can only hope no future historian of
archaeology will go on to say, that any
of us share, as Willey said of the men

of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment,

'the sense of being at last in possession

of the truth, which gladdened this
enviable aget'"

(Piggott, 1981: 189)
The application of the doctrine of relativism to
history is clear: any statement about events in the past
is relative to, and holds true for, the time and place where
it is made. We can never hope to reconstruct the past as

it was - that truth has vanished with time - but we can hope
to reconstruct the past in our image, a past which is true

(in the sense of meaningful, satisfactory, and complete)

for us in the here-and-~now. Such reconstructions are

necessarily subject to revision as the here-and-now changes
its position, but their wvalidity is undoubted for a group
of people (one historian or every historian) and for a
length of time (a few minutes or maﬁ} decades). The aim
of this thesis is to arrive at reconstructions  of the
patterns of life in Neolithic Orkney which will have validity
for askmany'people as possible and for as long a time as
possible. Nevertheless it is recogﬁised fhat any statements
made herein are subject to replacement by the truth of
another time and place.

‘Thé second major philosophical thread in this thesis

is the search for general laws of human behaviour. Two

qualifications might be made to this statement. In the



first place, the search is here for local laws of human

behaviour; laws which are general to the scale of the
events under consideration. In this case it is the objective
.to make general statements about the Neolithic period in

Orkney. It is not the objective to make general statements
about the Neolithic period in Europe, or about humanity as
a whole. In the seaond place, the positivist notions of
hypothesié'testing and probabilistic statements will be
employed as a convenient way of structuring arguments and

provoking criticism. There are certainly other ways of

doing this but the standard model of scientific explanation
1s widely understood and remains a powerful method of

explication in all disciplines.

The following quotation draws together and illuminates
this modified positivism in which the universe of universal

statements is defined as having limits in time and boundaries
in space:

"In the natural sciences laws are supposed to
be unrestricted and universal statements;

clearly historical generalisations are not valid

for all times and all places and they are not
therefore universal and unrestricted statements...
The generalisations which the historian refers

to are therefore mere generalisations and cannot

by the canons of scientific explanation be

regarded as laws.... The two replies to this

claim are worth noting. First, the generalisations
used by historians might be regarded as first-

stage empirical generalisations which might, at

some later date, be subsumed under more sophisticated
laws of universal validity. Second, the problem

of localised generalisation is common to many other
areas of natural and social science, and there are
signs that the notions of universality often
developed by philosophers of science are too rigorous

for most purposes and therefore require some
modification."

(Harvey, 1969: 53)



Localised generalisations, or conditional statements,
are a commonplace in historical writing. In the present
context their application is clear: it is possible to
generalise about the known chambered cairns of Orkney. By
a detailed examination of the nature of our data, it may
be possible to extend thoge generalisations to all the
chambered cairns of Neolithic Orkney. Beyond this, such
statements'ﬁay also be applicable to other regions of

Neolithic Europe - but such expanded generalisations are

outwith the scope of this work.

To summarise this highly compressed exposition, it is
the objective in the following chapters to use the standard
model of scientific explanation as developed in the last
century by positivist philosophers to arrive at statements
which have conditional validity within the stated limits

of probability, and within the stated bounds of space and
time. |
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CHAPTER TWO: THE NATURAL LANDSCAPE OF ORKNEY

2.1l. THE EVOLUTION OF THE NATURAL LANDSCAPE

The landscape of Orkney is not a "natural" landscape,
in the sense of it owing nothing to the hand of humanity,
but there are elements of the landscape which owe more to
geological, geomopphological, and climatic factors of
formation than to any other. This chapter will discuss these
elements and‘attempt to describe how they have evolved over
time. Perhaps the best single séﬁfce for the topic is
"The Environment of Orkney" (Davidson and Jones, forthcoming).
The fundamental shaper of any land surface is the
underlying geology. In comparison to Shetland, the geology
of Orkney is not complex, consisting largely of 0ld Red
Sandstone. The stratigraphical and structural outlines are

shown in Figure 2.1 taken from Mykura et al. (1976= 10)'

Thé following-summary is from the same source.

The oldest rocks in Orkney are found in the West Mainland,
around Yesnaby and Stromness, and pn.the island of Graemsay.
This basement complex consists of metémorphic rocks of
Moinian type“and some igneous granites of Caledonian t&pe
but are only exposed in small areas. The vast majority of
the island-group consists of sedimentary rocks with an
occasional volcanic'intruéion. The sedimentary rocks beiong
exclusiveiy to the 01ld Red Sandstone sequence and may bé
divided into threeﬁgroups according to age: the Lower, Middle,
and Upper 0ld Red Sandstone. Of these, the Lower and Upper
groups are of limited areal extent. The Lower 0ld Red

Sandstone is restricted to small areas around the exposures
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of basement complex. The Upper 0ld Red éandstone is confined
to the south isle of Hoy but is in places up to 1000 m thick.
The Hoy Sandstones consist of red, pink, and yellow sandstones

with intermediate bands of marl and are underlain with

basalt lavas and tuffs.

The Middle 01d Red Sandstone may be subdivided strati-
graphically into. several layers. The oldest layers are
re5pecti§ely the Strommness Flags (found throughout the West

Mainland, in Graemsay and in north Hoy) and the Rousay Flags
(widespread throughout the north isles, the central and

eastern Mainland, and the southern-most south isles). These

layers consist of finely bedded sequences of sandstones,
siltstones and mudstones. Within the Strommess Flags is
found the Sandwick Fish Bed, which has produced many examples
of fossil fish. The youngest layers of Middle Old Red
Sandstone, the Eday Beds (found in Eday, central and eastern
Mainland and the northern south isles) may be divided into

Lower, Middle, and Upper Eday Sandstones separated by the

Fday Flags and Eday Marls.

The sedimentary stratigraphy of Orkney is summarised
in Table 2.2.

In addition to the sedimentary rocks, there are a small
number of volcanic intrusions spread throughout the islands.
These include dykes and sills of camptonite, monochiquite,

bostonite, and dolerite. There are also small volcanic vents,:

principally located in the south isles.
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Tﬁe structural geology of Orkney is ddminated by two
synclines, the Eday Syncline in the north isles and the
Deerness Syncline in the East Mainland, and by an anticline,

the West Mainland Anticline. In addition; there are two

major systems of faults. The first of these inciudes the
North Scapa Fault and faults in Shapinsay and South Ronaldsay
which rundin a north-east/south-west direction. The second
includes'the East Scapa Fault and other‘faﬁlts runpihg north/
south. These faults are indicated in Figure 2.1.

The evolution of the present déy relief of Orkney began
in the Tertiary era when drainage basins and river valleys
drained to a base level considerably lower than foday:h the
concordant floors of Scapa Flow, the Westréy Firth and the
Stronsay Firth may represent this former base level (Flett,
1920). The deep embgyments of Stroﬁsay and Sanday are
characteristic of a submerged coastline, with the islands
themselves being former interfluve areas almost eaten away
by competing drainage networks (Godard, 1956). Subsequent

glaciai flows across Orkney were influenced by the remmants

of these valleys.

Chrondlogically, the next major defiﬁer of surface
topograpthwas glaciation. A.recenfhthesis by Rae (1976)
has looked at the glaciation of Orkney in detail. Peach
and Horne (1880) had first noted that the general trend of

ice flow had been from south-éast to'horth-west. Rae in

common with Wilson et al. (1935) and Mykuré'gz_gi- (1976j;

agrees with this general finding but, was also able to



identify three separate flows. In sequence, ice flowed

s
from between south and south-south-east, then from the

south-east, and finally from between east-south-east and
east. These three flows most likely occurred beneath a
single ice sheet, with its origins on the west side of the
North Sea. The dating of this ice was attempted by Rae
using shell material from a glacial till on Stronsay. The
shells were found to be very old and the only confident
statement which can be made is that their true date is in
excess of 44,300 bp (T-1152) (Rae 1976: 222). This implies
that the last ice sheet crossed Orkney prior to the late
Devensian glacial period. During that period there may have
been a local ice mass on Hoy, with the last appearance of
active ice being coincident with the brief Loch Lomond
Readvance in Scotland in the mid eleventh millennium bp.

At this time the rest of Orkney may have been covered with

permanent snow, and periglacial processes would have operated

over a long period.

There are two mechanisms of glaciation which may be

revealed in the surface topography of a landscape: erosion
and deposition. Glacial erosion is an effective smoother

of the land, leaving rounded hills and undulating plains.'
Glacial deposition, in the form of debris dumped on the land
at the margins of ice sheets and debris laid:down under
decaying bodies of ice, is manifested in the post-glacial
landscape as rough, uneven, ground. Much of the land surface

of Orkney consists of gentle convex and concave slopes with
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few irregularities - testimony to a long period of glacial
erosion as the main ice sheet flowed over the islands. The
legacy of glacial deposition is also apparént in places:
landscape features caused by drift include moraines and
kaimes. Of the various types of. moraine, hummocky

moraine is possibly of most interest to the archaeologist

since natural mounds formed in this ﬁay may be confused

with, or méy conceal, mounds formed by human activity.

Figure 2.3, derived by Rae (1976: 299) from aerial photographs,
shows the distribution of drift composed topographic features

for the south isles, Mainland and Rousay. This shows that
hummocky features are widely distributed but have concentrations
to the east of the Loch of Harray, on the coastal plain in

Evie, in Orphir to the south of Ward Hill, to the north-east

of Scapa Bay, in the parish of Holm, and to the west of

Deer Sound. Perhaps significantly, it is observable that,
with the single exception of the three recently noted cairns_
in the Redland district of Evie (ORK 56, ORK 57 and ORK T20),

-

no chambered cairns have yet been discovered in these areas

of concentration of hummocky glacial features.
Glaciation was the last major element in the formation

of' the macro=-scale topography of Orkney. The general

elements of the land surface and submarine surface were

in existence ten thousand years ago and have remained

unchanged since then.

The surface of the land in Orkney has been largely

obscured by superficial deposits. The extent of these
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deposits (about 85% of the land surface) is shown in

Figure 2.4 which is based on the Geological Survey's published
maps of drift geology. As can be seen, much of the central
West Mainland, the East Mainland, South Ronaldsay and parts

of the north isles are covered with “boulder clay" or glacial
till., Four types of till have been isolated (Macaulay
Institute for Soii Science, 1978; 102). Peat of up to
severai'metres in depth is found in the hills of the north-
west Mainland, in Orphir, throughout Hoy and in the north

isles of Rousay, Eday, and Stronsay. Wind-deposited sand

is widespread in Sanday and is also found in North Ronaldsay,
Westray, Eday and Stronsay. Two more areas of wind-blown

sand are the Bay of Skaill in Sandwick and much of the island

of Burray.

These superficial deposits are a major factor in the
histdry of soil development in Orkney. The Soil Survey for
Scotland has recently published their 1:50000 soil maps for
Orkney together with a preliminary description of the soils
by the field surveyor, Mr Frank 5¥y(Macaulay Institute for
Soil Science, 1978). Ten soil associations have been
recognised, differentiated by their parent materials. The
most widespread sub-groups are podzols, peaty podzols,
non-calcareous gleys and peaty gleys. Other soils found
include brown calcareous soils, oroarctic podzols, calcareous
gleys, saline gleys and peaty brown soils. In addition
areas of peat, wind-blown sand, and alluvium have been

identifieds A full discussion of these soils must wait until
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the publication of the soil memoir, but immediately it can
be seen that superficial deposits and the actions of climate
and relief have been largely responsible for the patterns

of solls observable today. An additional factor in the
history of soil development is undoubtedly the action of
humanity, so much so that the soil survey have identified

a deep~topped phase of a soil derived from a peaty podzol
by.cultfvation. This plaggen soil is restricted to parts

of the West Mainland but indicates that other soils in

Orkney may have been affected by the human occupation of

the land.

Our knowledge of soils in the prehistoric past is limited

but much can be inferred from a study of the vegetation of

the past. The antiquarians of the nineteenth century were
aware that the flora of Orkney had been radically different
in the past: Traill (1868) had discovered traces of peat

containing large trees below the high water mark in Sanday

and Hoy. More recent studies based on pollen analysis have
been summarised by Davidson and J5£;s (forthcoming) who have
encapsulated the vegetational history of Orkney in a table,
here reproduced as Table 2.5.

With the retreat of periglacial conditions, from about
11000 bp onwards Orkney was covered with an open grassland

and heath vegetation, with grasses (Gramineae), sedges

(Cyperaceae), and sorrel (Rumex) dominating (Moar, 1969).

This heathland increased in density with an amelioration of

climate throughout the early Flandrian, with juniper (Junigérus)

and crowberry (Empetrum) increasing in proportion. It is
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unlikely that trees were even a minor constituent of this

dense heathland, although pine (Pinus) may have had a presence

in the islands. These conditions lasted for three millennia
or so but by the mid Flandrian a colonisation.bf birch

(Betula), hazel (Corylus) and willow (Salix) led to a’

transformation of the heathland into a scrubland containing

these trees but also containing fermns and tall herbaceous

plants. The limited molluscan evidence for Orknéy (Spencer,
1975) also suggests a period of tree decline.

Keatinge and Dickson, in a recent (1979) study df'the'
Mid Flandrian vegetation of Mainland Orkney, confirm the
likely sequence of vegetation up to this period. In addition,
they were able to add some absoluterdating. They sugéest
that the low birch-hazel-willow woodland with an understorey
of tall herbs and ferns lasted untii about 5000 bp. At
this time, which corresponds to the period of elm decline
elsewhere in Scotland; the 0pen.woodiand.was replaced by a

completely’tree-leés vegetation with high values for the

grasses (Gramineae), ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolata)

and buttercups (Ranunculaceae) associated with decreasing

values for birch (Betula), hazel (Corylus) and ferns (Filicales)
Plantago lanceolata is commonly seen as an indicator of
vegetation disturbance due to land being used for pasturing
domestic animals. This, in conjunction with the overall
pattern of change noted around this time appears to have been

interpreted by pollen dnalysts as strong evidence for the

introduction of agriculture by the (presumably'newly-arrived)



Neolithic inhabitants of Orkney. As Davidson and Jones
have written

", .when there is well-documented archaeological
evidence, as is the case for the Orcadian:Neolithic, it
is reasonable to infer that high values of grass, ribwort,
and a range of other herbaceous pollen toxa including

cruciferae (Cauciferae) and mugwort (Artemisia) reflect

agrariaﬂ‘practices, probably of a predominantly pastoral

kind" (Davidson and Jones, forthcoming).
There is danger of a circular argument here. Archaeologists

accept as a new insight a particular conclusion produced by
pollen analysts which may be based partly on archaeological
information. In this case, Neolithic occupation of Orkney

has been shown by archaeologists, and so a change in vegetation

patterns at approximately the beginning of that occupation
(the earliest radiocarbon date from a human occupation being
from Knap of Howar where a midden has produced dates of

4765 * 70 bp. (SRR-348)) is attributed to the effects of the
proven Neolithic colonisation. Déébite this caution, the
evidence does seem to argue strongly for an introduction of
. pastoral agriculture into Orkney, and furthermore, to date
that introduction to about 5000 bp.- In the absence of any
positive evidence for pre-agricultural settlement of the

islands, it is reasonable to argue that the first human

inhabitants of Orkney arrived about this time.
This tree-less landscape with many pastoral, herbaceous
plants continued throughout the next millennium or so, as is

confirmed by the analysis of pollen found at the archaeological
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sites of the Stones of Stenness, (Caseldine and Whittington,
1976) and Maes Howe (R.L. Jones, 1979). Such an environment
may well have continued into the third millennium bp: the
evidence for vegetation in the Bronze Age is as scanty as

the reliable evidence for human settlement during the period.
There do seem to be signs that growth of peat began about

the end of the fourth millennium bp (Keatinge and Dickson,
1979), pefhaps associated with a deterioration of the climate.
This evidence for Bronze Age environments suggest an

increasing use of the land for pastoral purposes resulting

in the initiation of blanket peat formation on the hills.

This peat growth continued well into the third millennium bp,
but there is no indication of radical changes in agrarian
practices with the grazing of animals and minimal signs of
the cultivation of cereals continuing into the Iron Age.
Peat growth was acceleraéed about 2500 bp due to the advent
of colder, wetter conditions throughout the whole of the
British Isles - the sub-Atlantic period. Vegetation became
dominated by heathland with Calluna';ulgaris typical of the
species which became more widespread.

A source of bias in all of the palynological evidence
for Orkney must be pointed out. All of the analyses which
have been carried out have been on material from the Orcadian
Mainland. Skara Brae, Skaill, Buckquoy, Birsay, Quanterness,
Mae§ Howe, and Stenness are all situated on the major island
and little, if any, pollen analysis has been performed to

date on sites in the north and south isles. Due to the

generalised nature of the conclusions which may be drawn from
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pollen analyses, it is not likely that a different story

will emerge from the small isles, but the possibility that
vegetation on the Mainland differed in some way from that

of' Westray or Stronsay must be borne in mind.

This review of the vegetational history of Orkney leads
to the conclusion that climatic conditions in the fifth and
fourth millenia bp may not have been altogether different
from th;ée which prevail today. The natural vegetation which
would thrive at the present, were the islands only minimally
affected by human disturbance, would not be dissimilar to
that which thrived in the fifth millennium bp and, in the
lack of any evidence to the contrary, it is tempting to
assume that a description of the climate today will suffice
for a description of the climate then. The essential
characteristics of the Orcadian climate today rest on three
features: pronounced oceanicity, high incidence of wind,
andhigh létitude. The islands are surrounded by ocean
currents, being at the nexus of the North Atlantic Ocean
and the North Sea. ‘This produces a marked evening—out of
extremes of temperature (Figure 2.6). Wind is a dominant
characteristic of every season of the year (Table 2.7)

The high latitude of Orkney (Kirkwall is 58°58' north of
the equator) means that there is a great variance in the
number of daylight hours between winter and summer (Figure
2.8). Rainfall, although not large in total is also

inequitably distributed between the seasons (Figure 2.9).
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One more aspect of the developing environment of Orkney
since glacial times remains to be discussed. The changing
configuration of land and sea has aroused much interest in
archaeology recently, and three récent conferences have .
been devoted to the subject (Thompson, 1980; Brothwell and
Dimbleby, 1981). In Orkney, prehistorians have alwa&s been
aware of rapid morpﬁological_change= both Skara Brae and
Links of'Noltland were buried by wind-blown sand at some
time in the past and are currently being e;humed. There are
two elements of coastal change which are of interest here:

l. changes in the altitudinal relationship between
land and sea

R+ ‘changes in the local areal configuration of land and
S

The first of these topics, vertical movements of the
coasﬁline since the last retreat of ice, has occupied much
of the geomorphological literature of Scotlanq during this
century. A convenient summary of the still-continuing debgte
is provided in Chapter IiI of Steers (1973). The general

F ) L

consensus of opinion is that there was once an ice cap centred
on Rannoch Moor. The removal of this weight ;f“ice resulted
in isostatic uplift of the land, with decreasing vertical

" movement away from the Moor. This rising of the land was
accompanied by a eustatic rise in sea=level - a traﬁsgression -
which in places on the periphery of Scotland may have resulted
in a relative subsequence of the coastline. There have been
'two recent still-stands of the sea which have left the
characteristic morphological signs of raised beaches and

platforms: the late-glacial still-stand and the post-glacial

still-stand, formerly known as the "100 ft" and the na25 £t
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beaches. Within the last ten thousand years (encompassing
the known human occupation) the overall movement on the

mainland of Scotland has been regression: the retreat of

the sea.

In contrast to the mass of information on vértical
movement of the coast from certain areas of Scotland, there
has been little work relating specifically to Orkney. As
noted aﬁove, Traill (1868) observed severai patches of
submarine peat, implying a lower sea-=level, and Steers (1973:
279) draws attention to a wave-cut platform along'tﬁe north
shore of Scapa Flow. The received opinion among geomorpholo-
gists is that Orkney lies.on, or close to, the zero isobase
of post-glacial sea-levels., That is, Orkney is located on
the line of tilt between areas which have undergone a resultant
emergence, and areas which have suffered submergence in the
last ten thousand years. A corollary of this is that the
total effect on land-sea relationships in Orkney is likely
to have been minimal: any changé_in sea level isulikely to

have been on the order of only a few metres. This view

seems coherent enough, but lacks published support based
on field-work.

Several recent observations may act as a beginning to
research aimed at describing these movements in detail.
Dr Donald Davidson (personal communication) has oﬂserved small
cliff-like notches about a metre above the preseﬁtwater
level in some of the inland lochs of the Mainland. At the

Loch of Tankerness in the East Mainland, Dr Raymond Lamb
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(personal communication) has found artificial structures

exposed at the water's edge during a time of drought when

the loch level was lower than normal. Close to the pre-
historic settlement at Links of Noltland, Westray, Dr John

S. Smith (personal communication) has noted a wave cut

bench capped with a former beach, the assembly being associated
with a sea level oné or two metres higher than at present.

This accords with the writer's observation that deflation

of the machair system at Links of Noltland is conditioned by

a base level which may be a former beach platform. None of
these single observations are conclusive in.themse;ves, but
taken together suggest a time in Orkney's recent past when

the sea-level was of the order of one metre higher than present.
Such a transgression would not make a great difference to

the area of utilisable land above mean sea level in the

islands: the range of spring tides'in Orkney is currently
about 3.0 m (North Sea Pilot, 1934: 10). But a metre's
difference in sea-level could conceivably have a significant

» L |

effect on the second topic under discussion here - local

changes in land-sea relationships.

Changes in the local areal configuration of land and
sea are usually catastrophic events: they are geomorphological
events operating over short time-scales andfhence often attract
attention. Gordon Childe (1931: 95){ when describing the

interment of Skara Brae recognised the relative speed with

which the settlement was covered by sand. Again, there are

many prehistoric sites in Orkney which are seriously threatened

by coastal erosion: Links of Noltland in Westray is undergoing
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rescue excavation due to a rapid and unstoppable down-wasting

and back-wasting of a machair system. These two settlement
sites exemplify the two categories of geomorphological action

which may result in changes of the shape_ of the coastline:
deposition and erosion. | |
Depositional coastlines are rare in Orkney today. Where
they do occur they'ére invariably the result of sand or shingle
being blgwn onshore from submarine sourcesi One modern
egample %féthe build-up of sand around the four Churchill
Barriers linking the Mainland, Burray aﬁd South Rongldsay

(Kerr, 1979), involving a considerable deposition of sand
since the Barriers were built less than 40 years ago. This

example is exceptional and is solely'dﬁe to massive human
intervention in the environment. Other, relict, examples of

depositional landforms :I.ncludel "ayres" or shingle bars and
machair systems. The latter have several representatives in
Orkney including the Bay of Skaill area and the Birsay area

of the Main}and,and the North Link§_and.Mae Sand in Westray
(Mather, Smith and Ritchie, 1974) ('F:igurec 2.4). ".Unfortunately,
no work has ever been attempted ﬁhich*would firmly date these
depositional features and so the relationships of periods .

of coéstal formation to the periods of prehistory are as yet
obséure. An excellent opportunity has recentlyarisen to_

link the geomorphology and archaeology of the Links of Noltland

(North Links) machair system. This work 1s being undertaken

by Dr John S. Smith in conjunction with the writer but it is

too early yvet to build up a chronological and interpretational.:

history of the Noltland area.
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Erosional coastlines are much more common. To take
just a single class of prehistoric monument, there are

several cases of chambered cairn which_are actively eroding

into the sea. These cases are discussed inﬂAppendix A,

but the worst examples are undoubtedly Point of Cott ﬂ(om{ 41)
and Tresness (ORK 50). The extent of erosion at Point of_ﬁ
Cott is . vividly demonstrated in flate A. The cairn of
Tresness is located on a peninsula connected to the island
of Sanday by a long line of sand dunes which is occésionally
breached during winter storms (Lamb, personal communication).
Once again, no work has ever been published in modern'times
which attempts to describe the serious and potentiallf
catastrophic. extent of coastal erosion. Archaeologists are
well aware of the problem - it was thought neceésary to
build sea walls for protection from thé sea at Skara Brae,
Midhowe broch, Gurness broch, and the Brough of Birsay -
but without a systematic geomorphological study, it is:
impossible to gauge the possible course of coastal erosion
in the future or to extrapolate“backwards in time. The
only point which can be made with some degree of certainty
is that the predominance of erosional coastlines over
accretional coastlines in Orkney today is some indication
that the island-group is in a state of overall submergence.
Unfortunately, this limited conclusion may not be extended
back to the Neolithic‘period without a concerted programme

of StudY-
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Is it possible to draw any useful conclusions from
this brief look at the history of the natural environment
of Orkney? It is certain that our knowledge of that history
is very uneven: we know in some detail about the geology
and glacial geomorphology of the island-group and we have
some notion of its vegetational history due to pollen analysis.
But there are largé gaps in our knowledge of the geomorphologi-

cally recent landforms and our knowledge of past climates is
even more skimpy, being based solely on the vegetational
evidence.:

Despite the uneven nature of our understanding, it
should be possible to achieve a minimal description of
Orkney for the fifth and fourth millennia bp. Inevitably,
such a description will constantly use the present state of
Orkney as a comparison, but this is a strength since the

reference points of all modern archaeologists and palaeoenviron-

mentalists are in the pfesent.

The basic layout of the islands of Orkney in the fifth
and fourth millennia bp was much ég it is today. Mean
sea level was within the present tidal range and the islands
which are separate land masses today were separate land masses
then. (It has beeﬁ suggested that Papa Westray may have
been linked to Westray in the early Neolithic period: this
proposition remains to be proven). There may have been minor
differences in the configuration of the coastline and these
minor differences may have had the effect of obscuring or

destroying valuable archaeological evidence, but considering

the island-group as a whole, any changes in coastal land forms
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have been minimal. As an obvious corollary, Orkney was

separated from the ScottishiMainland,hahd a Sea-crossihg

of the Pentland Firth was necessary to reach the islénd-group.

At the beginning of the fifth millennium a low birch-

hazel scrub vegetation'waslreplaced by a tree-less vegetation

of grassland with common floral species including ribwort

plantain and mugwort. Such vegetation today can be found

on lowlfing-uncultivated ground. At the same time, some

areas of machair vegetation may have been in existence. These

vegetational changes are associated with the introduction of
pastoral agriculture and help to date the first human

occupation of Orkney. This pastoral landscape was relatively

stable throughout the next two thousand years. The climate
may have been slightly warmer and wetter than today but
the prevailing oceanity of Orkney's position would have
ameliorated extremes of climates.

Since the fifth millennium bp there has been only
superficial change in the landforms of Orkney. Coastal changé

» -

has already been mentioned and no other natural agent of

landform change has had as much effect as those of the littoral

fringe.

In essence, the natural environment of Orkney has under-

gone very little change since the Neolithic period. This is
true in absolute terms but also in relative terms: compared
with much of the mainland of Scotland and with Atlantic
Europe in general, the northern archipelagos including Orkney

have suffered a lesser degree of environmental change in post-
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Glacial times. It is not an intention here to minimise

the extent of changes which have occurred, but simply to
state that if a study which requires knowledge of Neolithic
environments is going to be attempted, and if a secure
knowledge of those environments depends to some extent on

analogy and interpolation of present-day environments, then
Orkney is one of the places in Europe where that study will

best succeed. Both of these stipulations apply to the

‘present thesis.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF ORKNEY

3.1. THE EVOLUTION OF THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

This study is concermed with the human occupation of an
island=-group for a period of time. .Such a study is of
interest in its own right but acquires more meaning when it
can be related to the entire history of the island-group.
Neolithic Orkney should not be seen in isolation: it is but
one part of a continuous and continuing story. Accordingly,

in order to place the subject of this thesis in perspective,

the following pages consist of a brief review of the .

succession of occupation in Orkney from earliest times. to
the present, from the cairn-builder to the archaeologist.

There is no trace of human occupation before the arrival
of the tomb-builders. According to Morrison (1980: 164)

the furthest north that material of putatively Mesolithic date
has been found in Scotland is at Freswick Sands in Caithness.
Similar material has been found between Golspie and Dornoch

in Sutherland and at the Culbin Sands in Moray. Nomne of

these finds can be securely attributed to the Mesolithic

and so it seems likely that, if pre-Neolithic hunter-fisher

people did penetrate into the extreme mnorth of Scotland,
then their presence there was ephemeral. This is not to say .
that evidence of a Mesolithic people might not be forthcoming
from Orkney in the future: there is no a priori reason .

why they could not have reached the islands.

For the moment, it is assumed that a Neolithic people,

with its cultural baggage of chambered cairns, pottery, stone
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tools, and agriculture, were the first to reach and live in
Orkney. An occupation which began about 3000 bc (the earliest
dated site is Knap of Howar - see Table 9.11), this earliest

settlement showed itself in the Orcadian landscape by a

change in the vegetation cover and by a scatter of chambered
cairns across the plains and hills. In additioﬁ, there

must have been setélements, built éf stone and turf. Sadly,
few of these survive to oﬁr knowledge.

At some indeterminate time later, the cairn-builders no
longer lived in Orkney: instead, the dead were interred in
tombs which were not intended to 59 reﬁsed. There are literally
hundreds of cists, barrows, tumuli, and mounds:in the islands.
Not all of them need date from the Bronze Age but a sufficient
number have been excavated to confirm that there were certainly

Orcadians in the second and first millennia bc whose burial

practices conform to those of the Beaker people and

subsequent Bronze Age cultures of Scotland (M.E. Hedges, 1977).
Until recently, the settlements of these péople were un-
discovered but excavations by J. ﬂéﬁges (1975) have shown

that a class of monuments hitherto undated in the prehistoric
record should perhaps be regéfded as the settlements of the
Bronze Age in Orkney. Burnt ﬁounds, of which there are over
200 in the islands are heaps composed of fire-cracked stone,
carbon and ash. They have no regular shape and are frequently
situated close to water. At fhe excavationﬂof two of these
mounds, at Liddle in South Ronaldsay and Beaquoy iﬂ the West

Mainland, Hedges found evidence of stomne-built structures
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underneatﬁ the mounds. These structures, or houses, contained
flagged floors, hearths, and large lined troughs. The
interpretation is that these troughs were filled with water
and used for the cooking of meat by boiling;hihe water being
heated by stones from the adjacent fire. Thus the material

of the burnt mound itself is the debris from a method of
food preparation. These people left behind stone and'flint
foolé, aﬁd a few shards of bucket-=-shaped flat-rimmed pottery
were found at Liddle. The dating of burnt mounds rests on
physical methods of dating which would suggest thef;were in

use around the turn of the first millennium bc. Further
excavation might show the burnt mound builders‘to have
occupied Orkney for centuries before and after this date.
The next change in the settlement record of Orkﬁey 1s
signalled by a change in the design of domestic structures,
and by a correspcnding'change in thé material culture. From
the first half of the first millennium bc and into the next
millennium, the islands were peopled by a group who built
large, round, defensible, houses and who used some tools of

metal. éonventionally, the périod is known as the Iron Age

and is characterised by the broch - a stone built circular tower
of which there may be (deﬁending on definition) around fifty

to eighty extant examples in Orkney. The literature on

this period of prehistory is.voluminous and, for once, Orkney
does not stand alone as an lsolated, aberrant region of
Scotland. Recént excavations of Iron Age round houses in

Orkney include Renfrew's (1979) discovery of a roughly
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circular domestic structure overlying Quanterness chambered.
cairn. The artefacts, and particularly the pottery, from
this site can be paralleled from post-Bronze Age contexts
at Jarlshof and Clickhimin and the radiocarbon dates place

the round house firmly in the mid first millennium bc. The
debate continues as to the connection, or indeed distinction,
between round housés and brochs (Hedges and Bell, 1980).

The debate also continues as to the purpose and origin of

the broch, a structure unique to the north and west of Scotland
(Mackie, 1971 and Fojut, 1980). It seems likely that Iron
Age settlement of this type continued into the first centuries
of the first millennium AD. Excavations which are still in
progress at Howe, near Strommess, have revealed continuogs
occupatibn including two periods of broch and a village of
later date (B. Smitﬁ, pers. comm.). This viliage has been
termed "Pictish" and contained artefactual material not
dissimilar to that recovered from the Pictish phases of the
malti-period farmstead at Buckquoy (A. Ritchie, 1977). That
farmstead exhibited six phases of ;étivity and demonstrated
continuity of settlement from the Pictish éeventhcentury to
the Norse ninth century, with a later Norse burial. Thus

in these two sites Ritchie and the officers of the North of
Scotland Archaeological Services have demonstrated a sequence
of settlement spanning over a thousand years, from the Iron

Age into the historic era, which shows no signs of major

social discontinuity.

Throughout the entire prehistoric period in Orkney, the

economy of the islands was fundamentally undifferentiated.
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Orcadians have always been a paStoral farming folk, sﬁﬁblementing
the food of the land with food ffom the sea. 1Excafétions

of prehistoric sites dating from the Neolifhic to the Iromn

Age have yielded evidence of domesticated animals, iﬁcluding

cattle, sheep, goats, and occasionaiiy pig; Non-dbmesticated
animals such as deer were also eaten. Some grain was grown
throughqut Orkney's prehistor&. Sea-food included many
varieties of fish and shell fish, also large sea mammals. In
short, the evidence shows that Orkney's prehistoric inhabitants

have fully exploited the environmental resources of their

islands from earliest times.

With the exception of passing references by classical
authors, the historic period in Orkney began in the early
centuries of the present millennium. The Orkneyinga Saga,
or the History of the Earls of Orkney (Palsson and Edwards,

1978) was written down in Iceland in the early thirteenth

century but tells the story of the rulers of Orkney

from the ninth to the twelfth centuries, that story being
inextricably linked with the history of Scandinavia and the
islands of the North Atlantic.,

The saga 1s governed by certain literary and stylistic
conventions but nevertheless it is a valuable historical
source. It tells us that Orkney was gifted to a Norse earl,
Sigurd Eysteinsson,in the ninth century. Little mention is
made of the indigenous inhabitants, but very soon afterwards,
the islands were Norse in custom and rule. The Earl of Orkney

owed allegiance to a Norse king who controlled his dependancy



by ensuring that the earldom was always under contention.
Within the islands, an aristocratic hierarchical society
prevailed with a rigid social stratification from the earl
down to the slave. The archaeological record of the Viking

period in Orkney is voluminous but unplumbed. The upstanding
monuments of this period include the magnificent St. Magnus'!
Cathedral, the Earl{s palace and the Bishop's palace in
Kirkwall,'Cubby Roo's Castle in Wyre, and the round church

of Orphir. However, the only extensive archaeélogical
investigations have been at the early Christian and Norse
settlement of the Brough of Birsay. These have revealed a
church and palace, but also a range of Norse domestic houses -
long single rooms with a central hearth and side benches.
Excavations by Morris and Hunter continue at Birsay and

promise to add more to our knowledge of the transition between

Pictish and Norse Orkney.

Orkney continued in the thralldom of the Scandinavian _
kings until 1468, when the islands came under the sway of

' L |

Scotland. Throughout the Mediaeval period, Orkney was a

peripheral part of Scotland and operated economically and
politically. in the same spheres as Scotland. Feudalism was

the dominant social order with a superior class of land-owners
exacting levies from a numerically large class of peasant

farmers. This system persisted into the nineteenth century.

FFrom the end of the eighteenth century there is an abundance
of historical writings and excavation as a method of examining

past societies becomes less relevant. Descriptions and
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histories. of the islands abound: the most useful include
Low (1978), 0.S.A. (1978) and Barry (1975), all of which
are contemporary accounts of Orkney in the late eighteenth
century, and Tudor (1883) and Firth (1974) which include

descriptions of Orkney life in the mid-nineteenth century.

The finest synthesis of all is Fentont's (1978) The Northern Isles,

a study of folk life in the historical periods.
The cultural landscape of Orkney is a palimpsest on
which successive societies have left their mark over a period

of at least five thousand years. In recent centuriés the
landscape has suffered increasingly heavy disruption as our
technological society built fields and roads and airports.
But the earth endures, as do some elements of these earlier
societies. It is the task of this study, as in most
endeavours in prehistoric archaeology, to peel away the

overlying layers, and expose something of the earliest

cultural landscapes.




CHAPTER FOUR: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF NEOLITHIC ORKNEY: A HISTORY

4.1, INTRODUCTION

Table 4.1 liéts the known excavations of sites of the
earliest prehistoric periods in Orkney. In all, there
have been 54 such excavations, more than half of which were
conducted this century. For such a.restrictéd time period
in such a small island-group, this‘represents a great
concentration of effort, a concentrétion which would be hard
to match elsewhere in the world of archaeology, and‘which
1s certainly unparalleled in Scottish prehistory. This
presents the possibility of gaining anundersténding of
the Orcadian Neolithic in greater depth than is possible
for other places and times of prehistory. Certainly it is
true that recent works of synthesis in British prehistory
such as MacKie (1977a) and Megaw and Simpson (1979) draw
heavily upon Orcadian examples.

As a brief introduction to the history of archaeological
investigation in Orkney, Figure 4.2 - shows the dates of
recorded excavations on chambered cairns, hengeé, and earlf
prehistoric settlement sites in Orkney. In all 40 investi-
gations have been made of 31 cairns, two ﬂénges have been “
explored, and twelve excavations have been conducted at
four settlement sites. There have been three periods of
activity: in the 1850s and 1860s when 13 investigations
were carried out, mostly by Petrie, Hebden, and Farrer:

between 1932 and 1941 when a further 17 investigations were

made, mostly by Calder, Callander, and Grant; and in the



1970s when Orkney received the attentions of several
archaeologists from Edinburgh and England. As is to be
expected, the standard of these excavations varies considerably,

both in excavation technique and in comprehensiveness of

publication. Although variety of small finds may not be

the best measure of archaeological value, a comparison of
these excavations of chambered cairns which produced many
finds (&efined as having recorded finds belonging to three

or more of the five categories: pottery, flint, stomne,

+ -y

animal bone, and human bone) with those that produced few

finds shows that the methods used by the antiquaries of

the nineteenth century may have been less efficient than

those of their modern counterparts. Four out of 17 excavations
(24%) of the nineteenth century produced many finds while

17 out of 23 (74%) this century produced many finds. 1T it‘

is taken into account that several investigaﬁions this

century have not been primarily concerned with the recovery

of artefactual material, these figures argue even more

strongly for the effectiveness of ﬁ;dern excavation techniques
(Fraser, 1980b:6).

It is plain that our picture of the earliest farmers
in Britain;would be different without such a depth of

information from Orkney, but it is equally clear that that

picture has not remained static over the last two hundred
years. Ever since archaeology became a recognised discipline,
1ts rationale and objectives have been in constant change.

Archaeologists themselves have held differing attitudes to

their work, and the societies around archaeologists have



regarded them in different ways. Both of these relationships
are crucial to the type of work which is done by archaeologists,
and to the statement of that work in published form.
Accordingly, it is the object of this chapter not only to
discuss the archaeological investigations of the Neolithic

period in Orkney during the last two centuries but also to
note how those investigations have changed in character as

modern society has changed in character.

be2. 1792-1901: GENTLEMEN AND PIONEERS

The earliest recorded excavation of a Neolithi§ site

in Orkney is noted in Sir John Sinclair'!s Statistical Account

of Scotland (0 S A ,1978: 326-7). There the rifling of the
Earl's Knoll (ORK 14) on Papa Stronsay is described by the
incumbent minister of Stronsay and Eday, John Anderson,

among a description of the chapels and kirks of the i1slands.
This indicates that, at the end of the eighteenth century
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