
1 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Neolithic Scotland: 
ScARF Panel Report 

ScARF Summary Neolithic Panel Document 
June 2012 

Images © as noted in the text 
 



i 
 

 
 
ScARF Summary Neolithic Report 

 
 

Kenny Brophy & Alison Sheridan (editors) 

With panel member contributions from John Barber, Kenneth Brophy, Vicki Cummings, Gavin 
MacGregor, Jane Murray, Gordon Noble, Alison Sheridan, Richard Tipping, and Graeme Warren.  

For contributions, images, feedback, critical comment and participation at workshops: Patrick 
Ashmore, Torben Bjarke Ballin, Richard Bradley, Nick Card, Anne Clarke, Gabriel Cooney, Rebecca 
Crozier, Mark Edmonds, Julie Franklin, Shannon Fraser, Dorothy Graves, Ann MacSween, Rowan 
McLaughlin, Nigel Melton, Roger Mercer, Kirsty Millican, Jane Murray, Yvan Pallier, Emma Philip, 
Colin Richards, Alan Saville, Rick Schulting, Richard Strachan, Julian Thomas, Scott Timpany, Clive 
Waddington, Alastair Whittle, and Caroline Wickham-Jones, and Rebecca Younger. 

 

 

NB: 1st June 2012 - Some figures, references and 
bibliography will be updated in this report over the next 
few days. If you wish to be notified when the report is 
finalised, please email the ScARF team at 
scarf@socantscot.org or check the ScARF website at 
www.scottishheritagehub.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

mailto:scarf@socantscot.org


ScARF Neolithic Panel Report 
 

 

ii 
 

Executive Summary 

 
Why research Neolithic Scotland? 
 
The appearance in Scotland of domesticated animals and plants, and of novel technology (pottery 
manufacture), material culture, monuments, traditions, practices and beliefs ς the elements that 
define what we call the Neolithic ς marks a major change from what had gone before, and 
profoundly affected what came afterwards. How these novelties appeared has been the topic of 
heated debate for the last 25 years (and for less heated speculation for over a century. 
Characterising this change, ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ and 
building a narrative for subsequent developments (which include the secondary spread of the 
Neolithic ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ then an interesting broad spread of beliefs and 
practices associated with Grooved Ware use around 3000ς2900 BC), are vital tasks. To this end, this 
document seeks to take stock of what we can say and do know, to highlight the principal gaps in our 
knowledge, and to suggest ways in which these can be filled.  
 
We are fortunate in that Scotland is very rich in Neolithic sites and artefacts, and there have been 
many recent discoveries through developer-funded and research excavation. This, plus an ever-
growing body of high-quality radiocarbon dates, and the results of several exciting research projects 
(e.g. on human remains and on absorbed lipids in pottery), allows us to make sense of the mass of 
information now available to us: at the most basic of levels, we now have a clearer picture of what 
happened and when (if we cannot always explain how and why). 
 
Lǘ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ ōȅ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-scale approach, 
situating developments here within a broader picture of European developments from the fifth to 
the mid-third millennium BC and developing narratives at the (present-day) national, regional and 
local scales. That is what we set out to do in this document. 
 
 
Panel Task and Remit 
 
The Neolithic panel was tasked to undertake a critical review of the current state of knowledge, and 
identify areas requiring future research into the Scottish Neolithic. This was undertaken with a view 
to identifying the key research areas that will help build narratives that describe and explain what 
happened in Scotland from the first appearance of new lifeways, some time between 4300 BC and 
4000 BC, until the appearance of Beaker pottery and other associated novelties during the 25th 
century BC. The panel also sought to maintain a balance between describing the Scottish overview of 
ƳŀƧƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀǘŜ 
ΨNeolithicǎΩΦ 
 
The result is this report, outlining by theme the different areas of research in which work is taking 
place and highlighting the research topics to which archaeologists aspire. The report is structured by 
the following themes: The Overall Picture; The Detailed Picture - Issues of Regional and Chronological 
Resolution; Lifeways and Lifestyles; Material Culture and Use of Resources; Identity, Society, Belief 
Systems; and Research and Methodological issues. The document is reinforced by material on-line 
that provides additional (and alternative) discussion and further information. The Neolithic ScARF 
(Scottish Archaeological Research Framework) is intended as a resource to be utilised, built upon 
and kept updated, by those it has helped inspire and inform as well as those who follow them. 
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Future Research 
 
The main recommendations of the Panel report can be summarised as follows: 
 
The Overall Picture: more needs to be understood about the process of acculturation of indigenous 
communities; about the Atlantic, Breton strand of Neolithisation; about ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
spread of Grooved Ware use and its associated practices and traditions; and about reactions to 
Continental Beaker novelties which appeared from the 25th century. 
 
The Detailed Picture: Our understanding of developments in different parts of Scotland is very 
uneven, with Shetland and the north-west mainland being in particular need of targeted research. 
Also, here and elsewhere in Scotland, the chronology of developments needs to be clarified, 
especially as regards developments in the Hebrides. 
  
Lifeways and Lifestyles: Research needs to be directed towards filling the substantial gaps in our 
understanding of: i) subsistence strategies; ii) landscape use (including issues of population size and 
distribution); iii) environmental change and its consequences ς and in particular issues of sea level 
rise, peat formation and woodland regeneration; and iv) the nature and organisation of the places 
where people lived; and to track changes over time in all of these. 
 
Material Culture and Use of Resources: In addition to fine-tuning our characterisation of material 
culture and resource use (and its changes over the course of the Neolithic), we need to apply a wider 
range of analytical approaches in order to discover more about manufacture and use.Some basic 
questions still need to be addressed (e.g. the chronology of felsite use in Shetland; what kind of 
pottery was in use, c 3000ς2500, in areas where Grooved Ware was not used, etc.) and are outlined 
in the relevant section of the document. Our knowledge of organic artefacts is very limited, so 
research in waterlogged contexts is desirable. 
 
Identity, Society, Belief Systems: Basic questions about the organisation of society need to be 
addressed: are we dealing with communities that started out as egalitarian, but (in some regions) 
became socially differentiated? Can we identify acculturated indigenous people? How much 
mobility, and what kind of mobility, was there at different times during the Neolithic? And our 
chronology of certain monument types and key sites (including the Ring of Brodgar, despite its 
recent excavation) requires to be clarified, especially since we now know that certain types of 
monument (including Clava cairns) were not built during the Neolithic. The way in which certain 
types of site (e.g. large palisaded enclosures) were used remains to be clarified. 
 
Research and methodological issues: There is still much ignorance of the results of past and current 
research, so more effective means of dissemination are required. Basic inventory information (e.g. 
the Scottish Human Remains Database) needs to be compiled, and Canmore and museum database 
information needs to be updated and expanded ς and, where not already available online, placed 
online, preferably with a Scottish Neolithic e-hub that directs the enquirer to all the available 
sources of information. The Historic Scotland on-line radiocarbon date inventory needs to be 
resurrected and kept up to date. Under-used resources, including the rich aerial photography 
archive in the NMRS, need to have their potential fully exploited.  Multi-disciplinary, collaborative 
research (and the application of GIS modelling to spatial data in order to process the results) is vital 
ƛŦ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ΨǎƛƭƻΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜss key research questions from a range 
of perspectives; and awareness of relevant research outside Scotland is essential if we are to avoid 
reinventing the wheel. Our perspective needs to encompass multi-scale approaches, so that 



ScARF Neolithic Panel Report 
 

 

iv 
 

developments within Scotland can be understood at a local, regional and wider level. Most 
importantly, the right questions need to be framed, and the right research strategies need to be 
developed, in order to extract the maximum amount of information about the Scottish Neolithic. 
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1. Background: the history of research into Neolithic  Scotland,  1840ς2007  

This account of the progress of archaeological 
research into the Neolithic (New Stone Age) in 
Scotland will be divided into four 
chronological stages.  It will reflect the 
national, indeed the international stage, upon 
which this research has taken place over a 
century and a half.  
 
The Stages nominated are: 
 

¶ Stage I:  The Development of an Idea 

¶ Stage II:  The Advent of Childe ς the 

Idea Rebuilt 

¶ Stage III:  The Attainment of Expertise 

¶ Stage IV: The Attainment of Critical 

Mass 

1.1 The Development of an Idea   

1.1.1 Foundations  
 
The articulated study of the New Stone Age in 
Scotland began in a sun-burst of 
enlightenment generated by Daniel Wilson 
(1816-1892) with the publication of his 
seminal work Prehistoric Annals of Scotland in 
1851.  Wilson was a Secretary of the Society 
of Antiquaries of Scotland (henceforward 
SoAS) at this juncture, a body preoccupied 
with the burden of the accommodation and 
curation of its collection of some 7000 
objects, and he it was who, with David Laing 
(1793-1878), bibliophile and Treasurer of the 
Society, negotiated the transfer of the 
collection to the Crown in this same year ς 
although the fruit of these new arrangements 
was not to be seen for some seven or eight 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀǘŜΦ  ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƘŀŘ ƭŜŘ 
him to follow closely the ideas of Christian 
Jurgensen Thomsen (1788-1865) who, as 
Secretary of the Danish Royal Commission 
charged with forming a National Museum of 
Antiquities in Copenhagen from 1816, 
ultimately was made first curator of the 
Museum and published a guide book, Het 
Ledetraad til Nordisk Oldkyndighed (An 
Introduction to Nordic Antiquities), that 
ordered the content of the museum according 

to the three ages of Stone, Bronze and Iron, in 
1836.  This volume was translated into English 
by Lord Ellesmere as A Guide to Northern 
Antiquities (1848). Thomsen (who was 
ultimately to be made corresponding fellow of 
SoAS at its Anniversary Meeting of 1851) was 
assisted by Jens Jacob Asmussen Worsaae 
(1821-85) who, in due course, succeeded 
Thomsen in his post and, in addition, became 
¢ƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ !ƴǘƛǉǳŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ 
Archaeology in the University of Copenhagen. 
Worsaae was eventually made an Honorary 
Fellow of SoAS in 1874.  He was already a 
noted barrow excavator and made a truly 
remarkable contribution by cross-linking 
¢ƘƻƳǎŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ-based 
system to differential archaeological contexts 
across Denmark thereby establishing, for the 
first time, an extended archaeological system 
that recognised that an age of polished stone 
was represented only in certain types of 
sepulchral monuments and associated with 
certain classes of ceramic artefacts.  He 
published this work in 1843, Danmarks Oldtid 
oplyst ved Oldsager og Gravhoje (5ŜƴƳŀǊƪΩǎ 
Antiquity shown through Ancient Objects and 
Grave Mounds, linking the antiquities with the 
burial monuments), a book that was 
translated by William Thoms, Secretary of the 
Camden Society, and issued in Britain as The 
Primeval Antiquities of Denmark in 1849. 
 
Wilson had met Worsaae during his visit to 
Edinburgh in 1846 when a copy of his book 
was presented to the SoAS Library.  With this 
example he prepared and published his 
Synopsis of the Museum of the Society of 
Antiquaries of Scotland (Edinburgh 1849) and 
this led directly to his completion of the work 
cited above that he states had been his 
intention since his return to Scotland from 
London and his election to the SoAS in 1846. 
¢Ƙǳǎ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ όŀƴŘ 
ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊƛƭȅ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎύ 
archaeology to the forefront of European 
progress in this sphere.  Thus his initial 
ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ Ψ{ǘƻƴŜ !ƎŜΩ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ς 
polished axes, perforated axes and discoid 
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knives but also menhirs, cromlechs, stone 
circles and megaliths. 
 
But Wilson also, (in conjunction with David 
Laing, and, later, Laing with the support of 
Arthur Henry Rhind (1833ς1863, and elected 
fellow of SoAS in 1853), also sought to 
address a number of inadequacies in the 
current arrangements for the retrieval of 
material for the museum.  The Law of 
Treasure Trove lacked any of the precision 
contained in equivalent enactments in 
{ŎŀƴŘƛƴŀǾƛŀΦ DƻƻŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ 
Lord Treasurer and Remembrancer, a Fellow 
of SoAS, eventually brought these issues to a 
solution including appropriate compensation 
for the finder.  Other initiatives included 
correspondence with the authorities to allow 
the routine inclusion of antiquities 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ hǊŘƴŀƴŎŜ όΨƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΩύ ƳŀǇǎ 
again successful and a move that was to lead 
eventually to the foundation of the 
Archaeology Division of the Ordnance Survey 
under OGS Crawford ς a development of 
equally huge significance to researches in 
British archaeology as a whole.  Finally 
circulars corresponding with school masters 
and local landowners drawing attention to the 
potential for, and responsibilities of, finds 
recovery were at least initiated and had a 
locally varied but important impact. 
 

The Accumulation of Resources  
The revival of SoAS by these dynamic 
individuals also led to the resolution, after the 
70 moribund years since the enthusiasm of 
foundation in 1780, to publish biennial 
Proceedings  that would appear annually from 
1878 onwards ς in itself a principal aid to 
archaeological and (and historical) research in 
Scotland. 
 
¢ƘŜ Ψbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aǳǎŜǳƳΩ όbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aǳǎŜǳƳ ƻŦ 
Antiquities of Scotland, henceforth NMAS) 
came into being in 1859, and from 1860 was 
attracting more than 70,000 paying visitors 
per annum.  The impact of the efforts of 
Wilson, Laing and Rhind in the 1850s is 
illustrated by figures given fifty years later 

(Mitchell 1902, 11).  Here Arthur Mitchell 
indicates, in the area of Neolithic artefacts 
alone, that: 
 

Table 1: Neolithic artefacts held by National 
Museum of Antiquities of Scotland in 1902, after 
Mitchell 1902. 

1 stone ball held in the 
collection in 1851  

increased to 134 
acquired by 1901 

0 Skaill knives in 1851                                                       32 acquired by 
1901 

61 flint arrowheads                                                                        3460 by 1901   
49 stone axes and 
hammers 

629 by 1901 

му ΨǳǊƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎΩ  358 by 1901 

 
While the era of infrastructural construction 
and agricultural intensification must account 
for some of this, awareness and eager 
anticipation of a reward must also have 
played a major role.  It is probably significant 
to note that, over the same period as well as 
the Museum increasing from 1560 catalogued 
objects in 1851 to 70,654 by 1901, the Library, 
another major energiser of research, 
expanded from 226 volumes in 1851 to 
10,875 in 1901.  These are crude measures, 
but must surely be (and shall be seen clearly 
are) a measure of research intensity and yield. 
 
By 1860 Wilson had disappeared from the 
scene.  Having failed to attract by his 
extraordinary accomplishments a Chair in a 
Scottish University, he emigrated to Canada to 
take up the Chair of English and History at 
Toronto University.  This, however, was not 
the sole reason for his disillusion as Wilson 
ŀƭǎƻ ŦŜƭǘ ŀŎǳǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ άǘƘŜ 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘέ ƛƴ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
study of the past ς plus ça change. 
 

1.1.2 The first Research Framework 
 
Nevertheless by 1860 Archaeology had 
attracted a new champion ς Sir James Young 
Simpson (1811ς1870), probably the greatest 
friend of womankind, who developed 
chloroform as an anaesthetic and proved, and 
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perhaps more importantly fought for (it was 
seen as harmful to health, morals and 
religion) its application in obstetrics ς he was, 
effectively, the founder of the study of 
obstetrics and gynaecology in the UK and also 
a primary pioneer of anaesthesia ς although 
to his discredit, an opponent of Listerian 
antiseptics.  His statue stands in Princes Street 
Gardens and his most appropriate monument 
used to be the Simpson Maternity Hospital.  
He was also an enthusiastic and devoted 
Antiquary who addressed the Society in 1860 
in inauguration of its new (Government 
funded) premises (Simpson 1862, 5ς51).  His 
ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ΨwŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΩ ƛƴ 
Scottish Archaeology ς and idiosyncratic, 
top/down, incoherent and impressionistic as 
ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ΨǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ-ƭƛǎǘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
light of its time. 
 
There are about forty (it is impossible to be 
ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ {ƛǊ WŀƳŜǎΩ ƭƛǎǘΦ  
Many are Ossianic/Dalriadic.  Some are 
Toponymic/Philological.  Some are quite 
specific, some very general.  However the 
New Stone Age attracts his attention and he 
seeks to know more of the chambered 
barrows and cairns at Clava, Yarrows and 
Brogar and who lies buried there.  He also 
recommends enquiry into the significance of 
cup and ring marks and Megalithic Circles and 
Monoliths.  He exhorts the Fellowship to 
contribute to the accurate drawing and 
description of all classes of antiquity ς a 
theme that is to dominate Scottish prehistoric 
and historic studies for a century and more ς 
leading ultimately to the initial foundation of 
the Royal Commission ideal in Scotland in 
1908.  
 
By 1863 Rhind, who had been elected an 
Honorary Fellow of SoAS in 1857, died at the 
age of 30 and his will, as well as diverting 
monies (£5,500) originally intended for the 
University to the Society to establish a 
ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ϻплл άǘƻ ōŜ 
expended in practical archaeological 
ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ b9 ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΧΦ 
And I point more particularly, but not 

exclusively, to the upland districts of 
/ŀƛǘƘƴŜǎǎΣ {ǳǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ wƻǎǎέΦ  ¢Ƙǳǎ ǿŀǎ 
enabled the investigation of one component 
ƻŦ {ƛƳǇǎƻƴΩǎ άǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ-ƭƛǎǘέΦ  .ȅ мусс WƻǎŜph 
Anderson was reporting on the exploration of 
cairns in the Yarrows area of Caithness, work 
that continued until a final report in PSAS 
1870-72. 
 
Here was a most auspicious commencement 
to research.  A formulated research proposal 
stimulated the accrual of resources, which led 
to a planned campaign of excavation in order 
to isolate and understand, as we shall see, a 
specific monument type ς the horned cairn.  
The procedure is very close to Worsaae (see 
!ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ²ƻǊǎŀŀŜΩǎ  Museum Guide 
dated 1862 in which the Danish text is 
translated into English by Anderson) and 
vastly ahead of any equivalent archaeological 
work in Britain and Ireland.  (Thomas 
.ŀǘŜƳŀƴΩǎ ¢Ŝƴ ¸ŜŀǊǎΩ 5ƛƎƎƛƴƎǎ was published 
in 1861).  Sadly, it will emerge that this 
momentum was not to be maintained. 
 

1.1.3 The Neolithic Defined  
 
In 1865 there appeared, perhaps, the next 
ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ 
άǎǳƴōǳǊǎǘέΦ  IŀƭŦ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ 
ǘŜǊƳ όƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀƎǊƛƴύ {ƛǊ WƻƘƴ 
Lubbock (later to be created Lord Avebury and 
to play a vital role in the ultimate passage 
through the House of Lords of the first 
Ancient Monuments Act of 1881) published 
his important study of archaeology and 
ethnography Pre-historic times as illustrated 
by ancient Remains and the Manners and 
customs of Modern Savages (1865 and 
successive editions until 1913).   The book is 
important, from this immediate standpoint, as 
ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ [ǳōōƻŎƪΩǎ ƻǿƴ 
ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΤ ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻǊ 
polished Stone Age: a period characterised by 
beautiful weapons and instruments made of 
flint and other kinds of stone; in which, 
however, we find no trace of the knowledge 
of any metal, excepting gold, which seems to 
have been sometimes used for ornaments.  
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¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ άbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎέ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦέ  Sir 
John was eventually elected Hon Fellow SoAS 
in 1873. 
 
By 1874 Joseph Anderson (1832ς1916) had 
been appointed as salaried curator of the 
NMAS, a development that must have 
severely restricted any future capacity in him 
to carry out excavation.  Indeed his time was 
limited for he was appointed Rhind Lecturer 
for four successive years (1879ς82) ς lectures 
that provided the foundation for his 
important contribution to Neolithic research 
in Scotland.  With logic seldom emulated, and 
only logical in dealing with periods with no 
understood internal chronology, Anderson 
began his account from the most recent time 
proceeding backwards chronologically.  His 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ !ƎŜ ƻŦ {ǘƻƴŜΩ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ 
occurs in the second part (p 229 onward) of 
the last volume of the four that cover the 
entirety of Scottish archaeology as it was seen 
at the time. 
 
Iƛǎ ŀǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ƛǎ 
indicative, in that he, clearly, felt little point in 
differentiating that which was, in the Scottish 
context at that time, unnecessary.  We must 
note that it was clearly seen as necessary by 
John Evans in 1872 when, working principally 
in Southern Britain, but perusing material 
from Scotland to France, he did feel the need 
to adopt the term in his Ancient Stone 
Implements and, furthermore, to invent 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ΨtŀƭŀŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ 5ǊƛŦǘΩ ς even if he 
recognised the singularity of Upper 
Palaeolithic industries. 
 
!ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ƛƴ 
Scotland is firmly Worsaaean.  He opens 
Lecture IV (Scotland in Pagan Times ς Bronze 
and Stone Ages 1886, 229) by noting the 
different, collective, highly ordered nature of 
Ψ{ǘƻƴŜ !ƎŜΩ ǎŜǇǳƭŎƘǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ 
research in 1865-66 mentioned above which 
saw excavations of the chambers of a series of 
cairns, two long cairns at Yarrows and that at 
Camster, short-horned cairns at Ormiegill and 

Garrywhin as well as a series of round cairns 
at Camster and at Warehouse and the 
example at Bruan all in the County of 
Caithness.  Cairns excavated at Skelpick and 
Rhinavie in Strathnaver (Munro 1884, 228-33) 
are described and the character of these 
northern long cairns compared to examples 
elsewhere in Britain ς notably in 
Gloucestershire as well as Yorkshire, Wiltshire 
and Somerset with the congruity of material 
culture in terms of flint knives and leaf 
arrowheads also noted.  Lecture V proceeds 
to expand upon this, using the observed 
research of others ς Dr R. Angus Smith at 
Achnacree, Argyll (Smith 1872, 396) and the 
work of Canon W. Greenwell at Largie, 
Kilmartin also in Argyll (Greenwell 1866, 336-
351).  Anderson goes on to examine the work 
of Farrer at Maes Howe (where interest is 
almost completely monopolised by the Norse 
inscriptions!), the work of Thomas in 1851 
(Archaeologia 34, 127) at the Holm of Papa 
Westray and the excavation conducted by 
Farrer and Petrie (Farrer 1868, 398) and the 
exiguous description of the entry of 
Quanterness by George Low as transmitted by 
the Rev Barry (1805).  
 
Much of this is unsatisfactory but brought to a 
ŎƭƛƳŀȄ ōȅ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ account of R.S. 
/ƭƻǳǎǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ¦ƴǎǘŀƴΣ ƴŜŀǊ {ǘŜƴƴŜǎǎ 
(Clouston 1885, 341-351) and an analysis of 
the associated ceramic assemblage assigned 
to the period by the association with leaf 
arrowheads.  Anderson recognised the 
similarity embodied in the design of all of 
these Orcadian tombs and the relationships, 
intimate or distant with parallel monuments 
in Caithness and Argyll. 
 
Finally he considers the rather different 
situation in the cairn cemeteries of Nairn 
encountering some difficulty over the 
associated stone circles which, when not 
apparently associated with a cairn, available 
artefactual associations recognised at that 
time suggested a Bronze Age date ς a 
difficulty that thanks to the efforts of Richard 
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Bradley can now be overidden with 
confidence. 
 
Finally Anderson moves from this courageous 
associational analysis of immobile and mobile 
artefacts to a descriptive chapter on the 
mainly unassociated, randomly located, 
diagnostic stone tools and weapons ς 
perforated and polished hammers, axes and 
mace-heads and unperforated polished axes 
and adzes of stone and of flint, leaf and 
barbed arrowheads, discoid knives and flake-
knives and scrapers which, by dint of 
ingenious experiment, Anderson was able to 
try to relate to particular functions.  He is 
acknowledged by John Evans as having read 
and commented upon the Scottish 
component of his book, Ancient Stone 
Implements of Great Britain, published in 
1872, and Anderson uses that source critically 
to enlighten his own account. 
 
Within the publication of AndersƻƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 
the expansion of Neolithic research seems to 
have received new stimulus after a period of 
relative stasis in the 1870s.  Two scholars 
enter the field who are to make an important 
contribution ς David Christison (1830ς1912) 
and Frederick R. Coles (c.1860ςc.1925) ς 
ǿƘƻǎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎΣ ǎǘƻƴŜ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
other monuments, which Simpson had 
demanded, are a leitmotif of the coming 30 
years. 
 

1.1.4 An International Profile? 
 
Another important development at this time 
was a quite perceptible inclination for the 
interest in Scottish archaeology (prescribed by 
Prof Simpson as the search for a Scottish 
prehistory just as there is a Scottish history) to 
move towards a more international 
perspective.  An important figure in this 
regard is the Rhind lecturer for 1888, Dr 
Robert Munro, who had published Ancient 
Scottish Lake-Dwellings or Crannogs, 1882 
(Edinburgh) after engaging for some years in 
investigation of such sites in SW Scotland.  He 

was engaged to lecture on Lake Dwellings in 
Europe ς an excursus on the Balkan, North 
Italian, Swiss, S German, SW French Lake 
dwellings, the Dutch Terpen as well as English, 
Welsh and Irish sites.  Munro was eventually 
to endow an important lectureship in the 
University of Edinburgh ς modelled on the 
Rhind antecedent ς lectures to explore the 
spheres of both Archaeology and 
Anthropology.  He published a successor to 
!ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ όPrehistoric Scotland and 
its Place in European Civilisation, 1899, 
Edinburgh) which was an important advance 
of that broader view of prehistoric study. 
 
That development is, however, to be quite 
abruptly curtailed shortly before the turn of 
the century.  In 1896 Oscar Montelius 
(Professor, National Museum of Sweden, 
Stockholm) and Sophus Müller (Director of 
the National Museum, Copenhagen) were 
elected as Honorary Fellows thus re-affirming 
that umbilical research link to the Baltic 
established by Wilson.  Furthermore the focus 
of SoAS energy moves away from prehistory 
with the limelight shed upon the important 
Early Christian Monuments project, being 
pursued by Anderson and Romilly Allen and 
the long series of resource-hungry Roman 
period excavations largely around the course 
of the Antonine Wall, but commencing at 
Burnswark in 1898 and continuing until 
Cappuck, Roxburgh in 1912.  It is also 
interesting and puzzling that, apparently at a 
date around 1900 the steady rise in number 
of the fellowship of SoAS ceases and the 
attendance figures at the NMAS as recorded 
and published show a quite sudden reversal of 
their steady increase [linked to the move in 
1891 from Princes Street to the Findlay 
Building in Queen Street (Stevenson 1981, 
173)]  until, from 1907, they are no longer 
published. 
 
The steady and valuable recording of stone 
circles continues by F.R.Coles, a landscape 
painter as well as archaeologist living in 
Kirkcudbrightshire prior to his taking up post 
as curator of the Museum. There is, however, 
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relatively little other indication of interest 
ŀƳƻƴƎ CŜƭƭƻǿǎ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ 
perhaps, than the intervention of another 
important individual who is to shape the way 
forward. 
 
Baron Abercromby of Aboukir and Tullibody 
(1841ς1924) was a soldier in the Rifle Brigade 
who had developed a very considerable gift 
for foreign languages (he spoke Italian, 
French, Spanish, German and Russian and had 
some knowledge of Finnish and Old Irish 
Gaelic.  He was elected to SoAS in 1879, and 
became President in succession to Sir Herbert 
Maxwell in 1913.  From 1904 to 1907 he 
published three papers in PSAS (Abercromby 
1904, 323ς410 ς Chronology of Beakers; 
Abercromby 1905, 326ς44 ς Ornament of 
Beakers; Abercromby 1907, 185ς274 ς 
Relative chronology of  Cinerary Urns (which 
were eventually expanded and given final 
form in his two volume A Study of the Bronze 
Age Pottery of Great Britain and Ireland 
(1912).  For this work Abercromby travelled 
extensively, commissioned photographs on a 
massive scale and set an entirely new 
standard for prehistoric studies in Europe.  His 
achievement matches that of his 
contemporary soldier, Augustus Lane-Fox, 
later Pitt-Rivers, in the field.  The somewhat 
insular (with exceptions indicated), faltering 
performance of the Society with its two 
decade-long focus away from prehistoric 
study may well have been sufficient to 
persuade Abercromby that rather than see 
any further sums made available to the 
Society consumed in such pursuits he would 
turn to the University (in yet another link in 
the long chain of conflict of interest between 
the two organisations ς beginning in 1782), to 
expend his bequest in a manner more closely 
allied to his interests ς prehistoric in focus, 
European in extent and internationalist in 
attitude. 
 
Thus it was that, by 1916, the Abercromby 
bequest in favour of the University of 
Edinburgh for the foundation of a Chair to be 
named after its benefactor was made, to 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ !ōŜǊŎǊƻƳōȅΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ 
October 1924. 
 
By this time the catastrophe of the First World 
War had been enacted (although it was by no 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ΨƻǾŜǊΩύΦ  ¢ƘŜ {ƻ!{ ƘŀŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ 
continue from 1914-24 its excavation at 
Traprain Law (although suspended in 1916-
муύΦ  CΦwΦ/ƻƭŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ {ǘƻƴŜ /ƛǊŎƭŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƻǾŜǊ 
ς his desire to continue the work possibly 
eroded by the death of his son, a brilliant 
young composer and protégé of Gustav Holst, 
at the Third Battle of Ypres.  Joseph Anderson 
had died in 1917, David Christison had died 
just before the War. 
 
J.G. Callender ultimately succeeded Curle 
(who became Keeper of the Royal Scottish 
Museum) as Keeper of the National Museum 
of Antiquities and A.J.H. Edwards, returned 
from service with the RAMC, to become his 
assistant.  The latter commenced a series of 
excavations in the far north (Chambered 
Tomb at Ham, Caithness) very much in the 
Andersonian tradition, if not method; 
Callender (see Graham 1981, 221) was to 
produce useful studies of artefacts located in 
the collection including a seminal, if rather 
conservative, study of Scottish Neolithic 
pottery (Callander 1929, 29-98) which, 
however, did not draw in any comparison 
with wider British or Continental material, 
indeed Graham recollected that Callender 
held anything to come from south of the 
border in low regard. 
 

1.2  The advent of Childe ς the Idea 
Rebuilt   

At this point begins, very suddenly, the 
second phase of Neolithic research in 
Scotland.  Vere Gordon Childe (1892-1957) is 
appointed to the newly established 
Abercromby Chair in the winter of 1926-27 ς a 
man of single-minded and seemingly 
boundless energy who had already reshaped 
contemporary thought about early farming 
prehistory.  In 1925 he had published The 
Dawn of European Civilisation in which was 
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evolved, quite suddenly, an entirely new 
vision of archaeological material ς 
encompassing in both the widest geographical 
sense and in the totality of its view of the local 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ ǿŀǎ 
much more than the sum of its parts.  
Hitherto with a few hesitant further steps 
within the Worsaaen approach, most 
archaeologists had looked only at the parts.  
Now the archaeological imagination was 
liberated, and was offered a disciplinary 
framework, a model, within which it could 
operate efficiently, usefully and consistently. 
 

1.2.1  The Accumulation of Data  
 
Childe had virtually no extended experience 
of excavation but was almost immediately 
invited by the Office of Works to conduct 
excavation in advance of consolidation of the 
site at Skara Brae, Orkney.  He was also 
elected a Fellow of SoAS in 1927, immediately 
on his arrival, and was a member of Council 
by 1930 ς he was, in other words, well-
integrated into Scottish Archaeology 
(although his unorthodox persona inevitably 
alienated some of the more conservative 
element).  What was the effect of this 
integration? 
 

1) Orkney replaces the Northern 
aŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊȅΩ ŦƻǊ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 
!ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΦ  Ψ!ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ [ŀƴŘΩ 
ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ Ψ/ƘƛƭŘŜκǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ Renfrew 
[ŀƴŘΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƳōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǎǘƛƭƭΣ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ 
extent, embarrasses the discipline 
now, just as it formerly did. 

2) Skara Brae was ultimately well dealt 
with in narrative, but not in detail.  
Consequently as an internationally 
important site it has generated its 
own harvest of off-shoot projects 
(including Rinyo), only one of which 
has been thus far adequately 
published.  Childe went on digging 
important sites on Orkney at the peak 
of his reputation. 

3) Ψ¢ƘŜ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΩ ƛǎ ǎǳōǎǳƳŜŘ ōȅ 
Childe and for some years his reports 

of Skara Brae PSAS 63 (1928-29), PSAS 
64 (1929-30), PSAS 65 (1930-31), 22-
77 (Callender J.G. Relics from Skara 
Brae) dominated the menu.  Childe 
also excavated Kindrochat Chambered 
Tomb, (PSAS 65 (1929-30), 78-114) 
and Chambered Tombs at Kilfinan, 
Argyll (PSAS 66 (1931-32).  He also 
conducted work at Old Keig 
Recumbent Stone Circle, Abers. (PSAS 
68, 1933 -34) when his research 
students Margaret Mitchell and 
Howard Kilbride-Jones also played a 
part carrying out work in Neolithic 
sites (Mitchell at Nether Largie 
Chambered Tomb (PSAS 64 (1929ς30) 
and Kilbride-Jones ς Recumbent stone 
circles at Loanhead of Daviot and 
Cullerlie (PSAS 69 (1934ς35) 168ς
223).  Margaret Mitchell also was to 
publish her Doctoral thesis in PSAS 68 
(1933ς34), 132ς89, on A New Analysis 
of Beaker pottery. 

 
Sir W. Lindsay Scott was a close friend of 
/ƘƛƭŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ Řŀȅǎ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ŀǎ 
librarian of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute.  After service in the Great War he 
became a civil servant living in London. With 
/ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
Chambered Cairn at Rubh an Dunain, Isle of 
Skye (PSAS 68 (1933ς34), 194ς223, that at 
Clettraval, N.Uist (PSAS 69 (1934ς35), 480-
536) and that at Unival, N Uist (conducted in 
1935 and 1939 and fully published in PSAS 82 
(1947ς48), 1ς49).  In 1937 he undertook the 
excavation of the island occupation site at 
Eilean an Tighe, N Uist (PSAS 85 (1950ς51), 1-
37). 
 
/ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ {ƪŀǊŀ .ǊŀŜ ƘŀŘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ 
him close Orcadian associates, among them 
Walter Grant who went on to excavate a 
number of Orcadian chambered cairns 
(Westness, Rousay (PSAS 68 (1933ς34), 71ς
73), and Taversoe Tuick (PSAS 73 (1938ς39), 
6ς31).  His initial work at Rinyo led to Childe 
taking over the work in 1938.  J.G. Callender, 
Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities 
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and C.S.T. Calder, Investigator in RCAHMS, 
were also active at this time in Neolithic 
matters.  Callender, one may suspect in direct 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ /ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΣ ǇǳǊǎǳŜŘ Ƙƛǎ 
Neolithic interests excavating three of the 
long stalled cairns of Orkney (Knowe of Yarso 
(PSAS 69 (1934ς35), 325ς51) (Knowe of 
Rousay PSAS 70 (1935ς36), 407ς19) and 
(Blackhammer PSAS 71 (1936ς37), 297ς308). 
 
Altogether this was a magnificent display of 
the outcome of archaeological energy in the 
twelve years between 1927 and the advent of 
the Second World War.  It furnished a massive 
accession to the data available for 
interpretation and broadened, quite 
ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ /ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ 
geographical evenness with which the country 
was covered.  The development of research in 
Aberdeenshire, Perthshire and the Western 
Isles was to balance previous emphasis on 
Caithness and Orkney and where work 
continued in Orkney emphasis shifted 
somewhat towards settlement archaeology 
and broadened approaches to funerary sites.     
 

1.2.2 The Childe Synthesis 
 A great deal of this influx of data was 
available to Childe for synthesis into The 
Prehistory of Scotland (1935) ς a stunning 
achievement for its time ς unrivalled 
elsewhere in Europe and a more than worthy 
ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ǘƻ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǾƻƭǳƳŜΦ  
The Prehistory of Scotland, however, stands 
prominently as the inspiration, whether by 
reaction or support, for all subsequent work 
on the period.  In the course of two chapters 
the Neolithic in Scotland is given its current 
ΨǎƘŀǇŜΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴd its 
classification ς with the exception, perhaps, of 
Grooved Ware which Childe was only to 
understand correctly by 1938.  This is not to 
suggest that there is any single component of 
which our understanding has not changed 
since 1935. One may choose to eschew some 
ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ΨƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴƛǎǘΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ 
our current state of knowledge are all visible 
there.  It was a profoundly revolutionary 
decade for the evolution of the Scottish 

Neolithic in a way that it was not for any other 
period. 
 
The Second World War, of course, brought a 
quite sudden break to this extraordinary 
period of development.  Childe spent the war 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎǘΩ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅέ όмфпнύ ŀƴŘ  
άProgress and Archaeologyέ όмфпрύ ŀƳƻƴƎ 
them, but also produced Prehistoric Scotland 
(1940) a revision of the 1935 synthesis; 
carrying out the assessment and rapid survey 
of sites threatened by war-work with Angus 
Graham, and after the death of Edwards in 
1943, the general direction of the National 
aǳǎŜǳƳ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ wΦ.ΦYΦ {ǘŜǾŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ 
from war service.  In 1940 he did further 
service for Scottish prehistory by publishing  
Prehistoric Communities of Britain and Ireland 
(1940) a synthesis of British prehistory within 
which Scottish developments at all periods 
were accorded appropriate attention and 
incorporated within the over-arching 
narrative. (cf. Prehistoric England by J.G.D 
Clark, published in the same year)  This 
precedent imposed additional responsibilities 
upon Scottish researchers which had, 
perhaps, not received appropriate emphasis 
previously; and simultaneously ventilated, 
illuminated and stimulated research at every 
level and in all parts of the United Kingdom.. 
 
With the end of the War came changes of 
personnel across archaeology in Scotland and 
the valedictory survey by Childe, Scotland 
before the Scots,(1946), in which some of the 
ΨƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴƛǎǘΩ ŜȄŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ Prehistoric 
Communities were softened in order to lend 
weight to a more formally Marx/Engels 
related view of socio-economic stages of 
development ς a treatment that Childe 
himself felt was more appropriate than his 
1935 approach, and which certainly has, in 
some quarters, complied more readily with 
the thinking of the decades since 1946. 
 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŎŀƳŜ out 
of its Anderson shelter in 1946 (to use Stuart 
tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴύ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ 
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enormous challenges to face.  The 
archaeology of the Neolithic, as understood, 
was still almost entirely the archaeology of 
upstanding monuments.  There was no 
chronology that could be said to be clearly 
indicative of succession in the Neolithic and 
indeed the duration of the period was wholly 
misunderstood.  Excavation standards were, 
even with respect to the temporal limitations, 
below the standards of much that was being 
accomplished elsewhere in Britain.  And thus 
begins the third phase of research into the 
Scottish Neolithic. 
 

1.3  The Attainment of Expertise  

1.3.1 Post-World War II Developments 
 
Changes in personnel (Stevenson replacing 
Edwards as keeper of NMAS, Piggott replacing 
Childe etc) do not appear to this writer to 
have exercised quite the same impact as the 
appearance of Childe in 1926.  The change is 
subtler and more prolonged.  It is true that 
Stuart and C.M. (Peggy)_ Piggott (Stuart 
Piggott 1910ς1996) brought to Scotland an 
intimate knowledge of excavation techniques, 
much improved by (Pitt Rivers through 
St.George Gray to) Wheeler with Dorothy 
Liddell, the Curwens, Piggott himself and 
especially W.F. Grimes as important 
practitioners throughout the 1930s and the 
ŜȄƛƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ά5ŜŦŜƴŎŜ {ƛǘŜǎέ 
in the war years.  The opening of altogether 
larger areas, greater skills in the treatment 
and analysis of subsoil types and their 
anomalies, and a vastly greater awareness of 
the importance of accumulated stratigraphy, 
as well as an enhanced awareness of the 
nature of research-design were all formulated 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ²ƘŜŜƭŜǊΩǎ Archaeology 
from the Earth published after much delay in 
1954 ς the outcome of the 1951 Rhind 
[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ Discipline of Field 
!ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅέΦ !ǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
contribution by Richard Atkinson, published in 
1946 ς Field Archaeology ςwhich, in many 
ways, was more severely practical and suited 
ǘƻ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ²ƘŜŜƭŜǊΩǎ 

compendium.  It is not insignificant that 
Piggott sought Atkinson as his assistant in 
Edinburgh in 1949.  The 1958 publication of 
²ΦCΦ όtŜǘŜǊύ DǊƛƳŜǎΩ Excavation of Defence 
Sites, 1939ς1945, with its revelation, by 
example, of an entirely new standard of 
recording and publication, was also a key to 
the development of the new approaches 
emergent in the 1960s. 
 

1.3.2 The Piggott Synthesis  
 
As important (and even more delayed in 
coming to press) was the magisterial survey of 
the British Neolithic (that gave full and 
balanced weight to the Scottish dimension) 
that appeared from Cambridge in 1954, Stuart 
tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ Neolithic Culture of Britain and 
Ireland (reprinted in 1972). 
 

1.3.3 Aerial Prospection/Remote Sensing  
 
The principle of recording ancient sites from 
the air, details of which are invisible to the 
ground observer, had been well known since 
before the First World War and practised 
consistently for archaeological purposes since 
at least the 1924 season of photography 
undertaken by O.G.S. Crawford and Alexander 
Keiller in Wessex and published as Wessex 
from the Air (1928).  However Scotland was 
not initially seen as a propitious location for 
such prospection and transit costs rendered it 
a difficult subject for sorties from England.  In 
1945, however, the Cambridge University 
Committee for Aerial Photography was 
established and, under the direction of Dr 
(later Professor) J.K. St. Joseph, flew extensive 
sorties seeking, primarily, evidence for Roman 
military sites in southern Scotland but 
demonstrating the receptive nature of, 
particularly, lowland soils in Scotland to this 
form of remote sensing and, often, recording 
prehistoric sites.  These lessons were learnt 
and programmes of aerial photography were 
established that were eventually consolidated 
into the RCAHMS Aerial Photographic Survey 
programme begun in 1976. 
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The massive impact of the accretion of 
knowledge of sites of all periods, but not least 
the Neolithic, by means of this approach is 
difficult to overstate.  Most importantly, and 
particularly with the Neolithic in view, it 
rebalanced the modern view of the 
monument inventory revealing whole classes 
of site hitherto invisible (i.e. very largely 
speaking non-stone built) which often are the 
host to deposits, cumulative and undisturbed, 
able to offer stratified deposits of cultural 
material unlikely to have been disturbed.  
These are circumstances difficult to encounter 
with confidence in voids natural, or man-
made, in stone built monuments.  The 
number of such sites recorded since the 
1960s, in the Neolithic alone, numbers in the 
hundreds. 
 

1.3.4 Radiocarbon Chronology 
 
Finally among the very many laboratory 
techniques that have emerged to enable the 
analysis of residues upon, or the innate 
content of, archaeologically recovered 
materials, among the earliest and certainly 
the most consistently important to date, is the 
radiocarbon dating method developed in 
Chicago in the late 1940s with the first dates 
in Scotland becoming available in the 1960s. 
More and more dates of greater and greater 
internal precision have appeared since and 
the statistical and mathematical 
sophistication in their treatment has 
increasingly refined their interpretation. 
 
These innovations dependent upon 
availability of aeroplanes, fast film, the study 
of radioactive decay, and the advent of large-
ǎŎŀƭŜ ΨǊŜǎŎǳŜΩ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ 
other things, all products of war-time 
developments.  They have had the potential 
for the total re-shaping of the research 
environment in Neolithic archaeology, 
although, as will be explored below, this did 
not happen in Scotland with immediate effect 
due to relatively slow adoption.  

1.4  The Attainment of Critical Mass 

Since 1945 the progress of archaeological 
research in the Scottish Neolithic has been 
well summarised by Dr Ian Kinnes (PSAS 115 
(1985), 15ς57) and latterly by Dr Kenneth 
Brophy (PSAS 136 (2006), 7ς46) and the 
reader is referred to these papers for detailed 
analysis of Neolithic research since the  
Second World War.  
 
What were these potentially re-shaping 
developments? 
 

a) tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ, still essential and 
foundatory to any understanding of 
the period, was rendered in one 
important regard obsolescent 
overnight.  His chronology was clearly 
wrong (and became progressively 
ΨƳƻǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 
surrounding calibration were fought 
out in the mid-1960s).  As a 
consequence there was no sense of a 
ΨƎǊŀƴŘ ƭŜƎŀŎȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 
stultifying effect that might have 
ensued. 

b) The rapid increase in palaeo-
environmental information, notably 
pollen analysis, through the 1950s 
and 1960s brought about the general 
rejection of the simplistic and 
ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ΨCƻȄƛŀƴΩ IƛƎƘƭŀƴŘκ[ƻǿƭŀƴŘ 
Zone determinist view (C.J. Fox The 
Personality of Britain, Cardiff, 1932).  
This, together with a re-appraisal of 
the nature of early agriculture, saw a 
rapid change in dealing with the 
question of farming settlement in 
remote Atlantic locations. 

c) Radiocarbon dating from the outset, 
but increasingly with calibration, 
physical dating demonstrated that the 
Neolithic was three to four times 
longer than originally thought ς 
ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ 
ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳǳŎƘ 
expanded time-span.  This changed 
attitudes to any sense of instantaneity 
of change, perception of continuity, 
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ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƴŜǎǎκƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀς
set. 

d) Absolute dating ς has had the effect 
ƻŦ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 
Neolithic as immediately and directly 
comparable chronology was available, 
so that meaningful and increasingly 
precise comparisons could be made 
from Orkney to S England, - or to the 
Pyramids for that matter (see the 
Historic Scotland erected walk-way to 
Skara Brae!).  New questions and 
narratives could thus emerge about 
directionality of influence, autonomy 
of design and cultural and social inter-
relationships. It may even be possible 
to predict a resurgence of the 
historico-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 
modelling the past. 

e) Recovery of evidence of new site-
types such as cursus monuments, 
henges (see Atkinson PSAS 84, (1949ς
50), 57ς66 as an early example), 
henge-enclosures, long barrows, 
ΨƘŀƭƭǎΩΣ ƭƻƴƎ ƳƻǊǘǳŀǊȅ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ŜǘŎύΦ   
These all provide additional specific 
comparators over and above the 
generalised links provided by 
megalithic building and ceramic 
techniques to the remainder of Britain 
and Ireland and indeed into Europe.  
This has been a further force in the 
development of wider perspectives 
for Scottish Neolithic studies. 

f) The Study of organic residues in and 
on artefacts, and of manufacture and 
use-wear traces offers limitless 
opportunities for international cross-
referencing, relative and absolute 
dating, and also, alongside palaeo-
environmental study, socio-economic 
investigation. 

g) The larger scale of excavations ς 
made possible by increased resources, 
the increased realisation of the 
sensitive control capacity of earth-
moving machines, and the feed-back 
of the questions asked of landscape 

and environmental approaches 
themselves (see 2 and 6 above). 

h) Diffusionist arguments. A number of 
the above considerations have 
applied considerable restraint to the 
consideration of the diffusion of the 
cultural record through artefactual 
typology. The advent of absolute 
dating has also diminished the 
perceived requirement for evidence 
for direct contact with locations 
where established chronology can be 
drawn upon has also resulted in 
arguments for migration and diffusion 
losing force, and the current of 
archaeological enquiry has been 
diverted in new directions. 

 
 

From 1945 until c.1960 there is a relatively 
slow reassertion of the research profile that 
had existed prior to the War.  Childe, his 
affection for the far north undimmed, was to 
continue investigation in Orkney even from 
his new eminence at the Institute of 
Archaeology in London ς continuing and 
completing his work at Rinyo and conducting 
for the Office of Works investigations prior to 
the conservation and restoration for public 
display of the chambered tombs at Quoyness 
and Maes Howe.  C.T.S. Calder also continued 
his work (after the publication of the 
Inventory for Orkney and Shetland in 1946) 
which brought to a profoundly important 
climax his work on prehistoric (notably 
Neolithic) settlement on Shetland as well as 
the distribution of chambered cairns there 
(PSAS 96 (1965), 37ς86). 
 
However the Piggotts were introducing a new 
style of excavation featuring complex project 
design to answer specific questions and 
consideration of diachronic development (at 
Cairnpapple PSAS 82 (1947ς48), 68ς123), 
while Audrey Henshall was initiating her 
creation of the tool-kit for the comparative 
analysis of the chambered tombs of Scotland 
ς following in the footsteps of Christison, 
Coles, Anderson and Romilly Allen, but 
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setting, with Jimmy Davidson, an elevated 
standard all of her own. 
 
These forces were combined in the 
prosecution of a series of excavations of Clyde 
Cairns by Stuart Piggott and Terence Powell at 
Cairnholy, Galloway (PSAS 83 (1948ς49), 103-
61); Audrey Henshall and Margaret Stewart 
(formerly Crichton Mitchell) at Clach na 
Tiompan, Perthshire (PSAS 88 (1954ς56), 112ς
24); Euan Mackie at Monamore, Arran (PSAS 
97 (1963ς64), 1ς35); J.X.W.P. Corcoran at Mid 
Gleniron, Galloway (1969a; 1969b);  and Jack 
Scott at Brackley, Kintyre (PSAS 89 (1955ς56), 
22ς54) and at Beacharra, Kintyre (PPS 30 
(1964), 134ςруύΦ  !ŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ /ƻǊŎƻǊŀƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 
at Loch Calder, Caithness (PSAS 98 (1966ς67), 
1ςтрύΣ IŜƴǎƘŀƭƭΩǎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭƭŀŎŜΩǎ  ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ 
Embo, Sutherland (PSAS 96 (1962ς63), 9ς36,  
ŀƴŘ /ƻƭŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ {ƛƳǇǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ tƛǘƴŀŎǊŜŜΣ 
Perth (PPS 31 (1965), 34ς57) and we will 
observe an enthusiasm for Neolithic funerary 
monuments that equals the ferment of the 
1920s and 30s, in the 1950s and 60s but in a 
far more proficient and technically 
accomplished way than the very best of 
ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ άǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ 
ōŜŦƻǊŜ ōǳǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 
dominant theme well into the 1970s. 
 
The vision began to broaden with the move, 
inevitable and inexorable, within Orkney to 
the questions of a broader nature prompted 
by the variety and sheer quantity of relatively 
well documented evidence within a defined 
landscape.  The modern phase of work was 
ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊŜŘ ōȅ DǊŀƘŀƳ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴŀ wƛǘŎƘƛŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 
at Stenness and the Knap of Howar, David 
/ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ {ƪŀǊŀ .ǊŀŜΣ WƻƘƴ IŜŘƎŜǎΩ 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ LǎōƛǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ WƻƘƴ IǳƴǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴ 
{ŀƴŘŀȅΦ  wŜƴŦǊŜǿΩǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
at Quanterness and the Ring of Brodgar 
offered a seed bed for ideas and research that 
has created tƘŜ ΨǇǳƭƭΩ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 
generations of scholars into opening a truly 
bewildering variety of sites, many producing 
astounding quantities of data.  An enlightened 
approach by Historic Scotland has selectively 
supported elements of this work enabling the 

introduction of excellent research design to 
the deployment of the highest standards.  The 
approaches pioneered by the Piggotts in 
{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ όǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
have called it that!) and large-scale 
exploration have been exploited widely.  In a 
sense, Orkney introduced the fourth phase of 
Scottish Neolithic research ς the stage of 
Ψ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ aŀǎǎΩΦ  wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
available that allow the input of effort and 
technique that promote a proportionate 
response to the challenge of the obtainable 
knowledge that waits untapped. 
 
Yet, in Orkney, these extraordinary 
developments have brought with them 
problems of their own making. 
 
The sheer volume of work has led to massive 
back-ƭƻƎǎ όƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ άǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ-
ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎέύ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǎ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 
thirty years long.  It is, however, a cautionary 
thought that more excavation is proceeding 
now than ever before, and the consequent 
data and conclusions not even prepared for 
general assimilation before equivalent or 
closely related sites are being excavated in 
succession. That cannot, of course, support 
ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ 
of good excavation and, therefore research 
practice, (as described by Martin Carver 
recently in his 2010 Rhind Lectures).  Perhaps 
the time has come to call at least a selective 
moratorium on further purely research work 
in Orkney until this mountain of undigested 
data is diminished ς bearing in mind that the 
capacity to diminish it, and any further 
account, may itself, in the future, decline with 
the public funds that, generally, are its chief 
means of support. 
 
Gordon Barclay has not been alone in 
questioning the legitimacy of sometimes 
ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŀƛƭΩ ƻŦ ²ŜǎǎŜȄ ό9ƴƎƭŀƴŘύ ƻǊ 
hǊƪƴŜȅ ό{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘύ ǘƻ ΨǿŀƎ ǘƘŜ ό{ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘύ ŘƻƎΩΦ  
It has been accepted that developments in 
Orkney may, perhaps, have unduly influenced 
research project design elsewhere in Scotland 
from a stand-point that is, presumably, 



ScARF Neolithic Panel Report 
 

 

13 
 

ǎŎŀǊŎŜƭȅ ΨǘȅǇƛŎŀƭΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ōǊŜŀƪǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
towards a resolution of this conundrum came 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ΨŘŜǾeloper funded 
ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ bttDрΣ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ 
archaeologists (usually commercial 
archaeologists) to dig in areas favoured by 
developers rather than by archaeologists 
themselves.  It is these interventions that 
have, in many instances, led to pattern-
breaking discoveries rather than the pattern-
determined ones chosen by the 
archaeologists themselves. 
 

 

Figure 1: Neolithic sites (starred) discovered as a 
result of developer-funded archaeology, 1990ς
2003; paler dots show all other archaeological 
sites thus discovered in Scotland over this period. 
From Phillips & Bradley 2004 

Since 1976 hundreds of potential Neolithic 
sites have been discovered that, usually in 
ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ ΨǊŜǎŎǳŜΩ ǎǘƛƳǳƭƛΣ 
ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ά/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ aŀǎǎέ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ 
(themselves engendered by the NPPG5, 
Ψ5ŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ tŀȅǎΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ōȅ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
the skilful exercise of legal and quasi-legal 
authority by Local Authority archaeologists 
and, of course, by Historic Scotland 
Inspectors), have resulted in dramatic rates of 
discovery.  These are, perhaps, best illustrated 

by the work of Philips and Bradley (PSAS 134 
(2004), 17-51) and the splendid series of maps 
prepared by them, most notably in this 
context their Illustration 4 for the Neolithic 
(reproduced here as Fig. 1). 
 
By this means since the mid 1970s the 
complexion of the Scottish Neolithic has 
changed to reveal cursus monuments, 
hengiforms, bank barrows, timber-built halls 
and enclosures, post-defined major 
ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ǊŜŎǘƛƭƛƴŜŀǊ ΨƘƻǳǎŜΩ 
structures. With the exception of the 
continued absence of causewayed enclosures 
this expanded inventory has a distinctly 
Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩ ŦŜŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦ ¢ǊŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ 
cultivation have been located but (as might be 
expected) are very rare.  The far greater 
(wider ς more sites; deeper ς more dates per 
site) availability of radiocarbon dating has also 
enabled far more directly valid comparison of 
related phenomena between Scotland and 
Southern England or Ireland where formerly 
precision in chronological parity was elusive 
(cf. Whittle et al. 2011).  Thus the complex 
relationships and associations of Grooved 
Ware from Orkney to Cornwall have been, if 
not simplified, placed on a more equitable 
footing. 
 
It is, thus curious that it is at this juncture that 
between Kinnes (1985), Barclay 2001 (PPS 67 
(2001), 1ς18) and Brophy there has emerged 
a prolonged debate about marginality, core-
periphery relations, parochialism in design 
and interpretation and unevenness of 
ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ άǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ 
ŦƛŜƭŘέ ǿƻǳƭd appear at last to have the wind 
blowing equally from both ends. 
 
Partly due to enlightened policies on the part 
of Historic Scotland, partly due to historic 
processes alluded to above with especial (but 
not sole) relevance to Orkney and mainly 
because exceptional archaeological conditions 
prevail in terms of preservation, Scotland has 
attracted the resources and input of numbers 
of English and Welsh Universities (Exeter, 
Cardiff, Reading, Birmingham, Sheffield, York, 
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Manchester, Durham and Newcastle come to 
mind) which is an unreciprocated gain to 
Scottish archaeology in general. The tradition 
of focused research (project) design has been 
ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ōȅ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
researches either brought ideas from familiar 
but non-Scottish sources ς as in the case of 
/ƻƭƛƴ .ǳǊƎŜǎǎΩ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ aŜƭŘƻƴ .ǊƛŘƎŜΣ 
Scottish Borders (Burgess 1976; Speak & 
Burgess 1999). These developments were 
taken up and expanded by excavators such as 
Barclay, Barber, McCullagh and perhaps 
Mercer tackling very large scale projects 
attempting to analyse entire monument 
complexes and landscapes echoed in later 
ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ CƻǊǘŜǾƛƻǘΩǎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-period 
complexity by Brophy, Noble and Driscoll. 
 
Despite this, however, the major impact on 
Scottish Neolithic is the growth of commercial 
archaeology in response to the planning 
improvements noted above.  The growth of 
archaeological fieldwork reported annually in 
Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, as 
reported by Jones R. and McKeague in 2007 
(DES 2007, 218) is presumably as good a 
measure as we can hope for of increased 
effort ς although we may wish to reflect upon 
whether there are more, smaller projects and 
fewer larger ones.  The emergent picture is 
striking.  From 1947ς1990 (43 years) the 
number of projects reported per annum rose 
from 16 to c.200.  After 1990 the figures rose 
from 200 to over 1000 in seventeen years.  
Development control inspired 300ς900 of 
these entries over this period. 
 
Scotland is lucky indeed to have succeeded in 
supporting DES consistently for sixty-three 
years.  Again Historic Scotland and the Royal 
/ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŜƴƭƛƎhtened policies 
have, alongside the dedication of Archaeology 
Scotland, ensured that it should.  This 
publication alone stands between the 
discipline in Scotland and its loss from sight of 
the majority of work it conducts.  Historic 
Scotland, LA archaeologists and all 
commercial archaeologists working in 
Scotland have adopted the procedure of 

placing archive reports with the central 
repository of the RCAHMS.  Thus it was that 
tǊƻŦΦ .ǊŀŘƭŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ  ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
easily used as an archaeological resource 
(pers. comm.).  Nothing, however could be 
worse than a false sense of security built upon 
such vulnerable foundations.  It is a matter of 
vital importance to establish how 
authoritative and relatively complete 
accounts can be furnished of all 
archaeological interventions in Scotland on an 
internationally available basis and that 
knowledge of their existence is easy to trace.  
Only then can Scotland seek to participate 
effectively in the new accessible atmosphere.  
The existence of Discovery and Excavation 
Scotland is an extraordinarily powerful asset 
for the Neolithic as for every other aspect of 
Scottish archaeology.  Nevertheless the 
growth of grey literature sources, the growing 
back-log of any sort of publication is, in the 
face of the volume of work proceeding since 
1990 a major hazard to effective project 
design and synthesis.  Scottish archaeology 
urgently needs to develop a more effective 
way of enabling scholars to gain easy access 
to their requirements and to a clear picture of 
the precise content of the source indicated, 
with clear instructions as to how the source 
may then be accessed.  But this is a problem 
of success, not failure! 
 
The current weakness in university-based 
Artefact Studies has been substantially 
avoided by Scottish Neolithic enquiry in 
recent years, with much of the ground-
breaking research being carried out by 
researchers not based in universities. Caroline 
Wickham-WƻƴŜǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ƭƛǘƘƛŎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ όPSAS 
109 (1977ς8), 7ςнмύΤ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ DǊŜŜƴΩǎ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ-
wide survey of arrowheads (Brit. Arch. Reps. 
15, 1980Τ ¢ǊŜǾƻǊ /ƻǿƛŜ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴ aŀŎ{ǿŜŜƴΩǎ 
work on Neolithic pottery (Cowie T.G. PSAS 
123 (1993), 13ς41; Cowie and MacSween A. in 
Cleal R. and MacSween A. eds. 48ς57) and 
other major contributions all emphasise this 
adherence to the study of the objects made 
by the people under study.  Among the 
contributions made to the study of Neooithic 
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{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ōȅ !ƭƛǎƻƴ {ƘŜǊƛŘŀƴ 
is her involvement, as Co-Ordinator for 
Britain, Ireland, the Isle of Man and the 
Channel Islands, in the recent (2006ς2010) 
international research project into axeheads 
of Alpine rock, Projet JADE (Sheridan et al. 
2011; Pétrequin et al. 2012).  
 
Perhaps Scotland now needs to take a leaf 
ŦǊƻƳ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 
Gabriel Cooney in his major research project 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǘƻƴŜ 
axes, the Irish Stone Axe Project (Cooney & 
Mandal 1999; Cooney et al. 2011). Here 
Scotland does lag, despite some false starts, 
behind developments elsewhere in Britain 
and Ireland, despite useful contributions from 
the 1950s to the 1990s by Roy Ritchie (e.g. 
P.R. Ritchie 1968) and despite excavations at 
Creag na Caillich (Edmonds et al. 1992) . 
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2.  The Scottish Neolithic: The Overall Picture  

2.1 Introduction 

 

Figure 2: Distribution map of sites mentioned in the text
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Research into Neolithic Scotland is currently 
at an interesting juncture since there is 
currently little consensus on key questions 
such as: 

¶ The agency, nature and timing of the 
transition from a lifestyle based solely 
on wild food resources to one based 
largely on food production using 
domesticates; and 

¶ The nature of the farming-based 
subsistence economy (and associated 
settlement pattern): sedentary, 
mobile, or somewhere in between. 

 
The Neolithic Panel needed to find a way to 
accommodate the radically differing 
perspectives of its own members on such 
matters, and so it was agreed to produce an 
ΨhǾŜǊǾƛŜǿΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 
ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ 
acknowledges the main areas where opinions 
differ. The resulting research questions 
address ways of resolving differences of 
opinion. 
 
{ƻƳŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΦ 
Theme  м ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ²ƻǊǎŀŀŜΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ς 
now long-since obsolete ς which had been 
based on the typology of stone artefacts; and 
/ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻŎǳǎed on the 
production of food using domesticated plants 
and animals ς in other words, farming. It is 
the latter which has been, and continues to 
be, the principal defining characteristic, 
although it is not the only one, since by the 
time that the use of domesticates appeared in 
Scotland, in northern France (whence 
{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎǎΩ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ς 
see below) this subsistence strategy was 
associated with a range of other practices, 
traditions and beliefs that had not previously 
formed part of the lƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ 
indigenous inhabitants: a novel technology 
(i.e. pottery manufacture); new styles of 
artefact (e.g. leaf-shaped arrowheads) and 
new ways of exploiting and working lithic 
resources;  rectangular (and other), timber-
built houses; funerary monuments; and other 
practices (e.g. modes of deposition) that 

indicate the appearance of novel ways of 
making sense of the world. As will be argued 
below, within the insular context of Britain 
and Ireland, it does indeed appear that these 
novelties apǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎΩΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
as individual traits that had been selectively 
ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎΦ 
 
The broad-brush approach used in this theme 
describes the main features of what 
happened in Scotland from the late 5th 
millennium to around the 25th century BC 
(when metal objects and other associated 
Continental novelties including Beaker pottery 
ǳǎŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊύΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƴŘ ŀōǊǳǇǘƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 
point; instead, some indication of the reaction 
to these novelties is provided, as a way of 
articulating with the Chalcolithic & Bronze Age 
Panel document. 
 
The following division of this 1500+ year-long 
period is proposed here: 
 

1. Beginnings - ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ 
bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŜǎƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ-
Neolithic transition, between 4300 BC 
and 3800 BC; 

2. Subsequent developments, c 3800ςc 
3000 BC (i.e. Early to Middle 
Neolithic); 

3. Late Neolithic developments, 3000ςc 
2500 BC; 

4. Endings: appearance of Continental  
novelties including Beaker use, and 
reactions to them, 25thς22nd centuries 
BC. 

 
For each of these sections, a summary of the 
main characteristics will be offered, together 
with the main outstanding research 
questions. 

2.2  Beginnings 

 
The appearance of the novelties outlined 
above needs to be seen within the broader 
context of the overall, long-term spread of 
farming across Europe from its origins in the  
Near East. Within this scenario, Scotland ς 
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and the rest of Britain and Ireland ς lie at the 
end of, and at the geographical periphery of, 
ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ 
bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΣ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
between 4300 BC and 4000/3900 BC, 
communities over most of the north-west 
European mainland had been practising 
farming for over a millennium and this fact 
must inform our understanding of the 
ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ 
first farmers. Furthermore, we can only 
understand the Neolithisation of Scotland 
(and the rest of Britain and Ireland) by 
understanding the broader dynamics of social 
and economic change in northern France: in 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ŎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
baggage of its own. And we should not 
ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƘƻŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿΩΥ ǘƘŜ 
novelties outlined above represent a radically 
different set of practices, traditions and belifs 
from those which had obtained over the 
previous four millennia in Scotland. 
 

 

Figure 3: Strands of Neolithisation in Britain and 
Ireland; Nos 2 and 3 pertain to Scotland (From 
Sheridan 2010a) 

The diversity in the material culture and 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ΨbŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
dealing with a single process of Neolithisation, 
but rather with two strands of a complex, 
multi-strand process that has been identified 
for Britain and Ireland, as summarised in 
Figure 3 (and see Sheridan 2010a for details). 
As will be argued below, these strands 
originated in different parts of northern 
France and were brought to Scotland by small 
groups of immigrant farmers. 
 
It should be noted, however, that the model 
presented here represents one of at least four 
models that have been  proposed to account 
for the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition in 
Britain and Ireland. The other three can be 
summarised as follows: 
 

1. Adoption of traits by indigenous 
Mesolithic communities ς i.e. hunter-
gatherer-fishers as the prime movers 
for this change. This view has been 
championed by Julian Thomas (e.g. 
Thomas 2003, 2004, 2007, 2008), with 
Clive Bonsall arguing that climate 
change played a role in this (Bonsall et 
al. 2002). 

2. Immigration of small farming groups 
from the far north of France to south-
east England around 4100ς4000 BC, 
and subsequent spread northwards 
and westwards, picking up 
momentum around 3800 BC (Whittle 
et al. 2011). 

3. Immigration of small farming groups 
from northern France to central 
Southern England, and then to 
Scotland, and expansion from these 
areas (Collard et al. 2010). 

 
A detailed critique of these other models has 
been presented elsewhere (Sheridan 2010a; 
2012) and need not be repeated here, other 
than to highlight the following principal 
objections:  
 

1. ¢ƘŜ ΨaŜǎƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ prime 
ƳƻǾŜǊǎΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 
model of acculturation borrowed 
from southern Scandinavia, where 
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fisher-hunter-gatherer communities 
came into contact with their farming 
neighbours ς with whom they shared 
the same landmass ς and selectively 
adopted  (and adapted) traits of their 
lifestyle. In Britain and Ireland, by 
contrast, there is not a shred of 
evidence for the existence of 
interaction between Mesolithic 
communities and their farming 
ΨƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ 
the appearance of the Neolithic 
ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩ ς and attempts to unpick 
ǘƘƛǎ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩ ό¢ƘƻƳŀǎ нллоύ ƘŀǾŜ 
been robustly rebutted (e.g. by  
Rowley-Conwy 2004 and Schulting 
2004). Furthermore, the evidence 
used to support the idea of selective 
acculturation ς e.g. the fact that 
hunting continued after the 
appearance of farming (Cummings & 
Harris 2011), or that some Neolithic 
sites coincide spatially with Mesolithic 
sites ς is weak:  farming communities 
in northern France hunted wild 
animals as well as herding 
domesticates, and in cases where 
Neolithic material immediately 
overlies Mesolithic material ς as at 
Glecknabae chamber tomb, or 
Warren Field, Crathes ς radiocarbon 
dating has demonstrated that the 
activity is separated by millennia. And 
finally, the characterisation of the 
ΨŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴ ǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ 
ΨƳŀǎǎƛǾŜΣ Ŏƻ-ordinated seaborne 
ƛƴǾŀǎƛƻƴΩ ό¢ƘƻƳŀǎ нллуΣ срύ ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 
a caricature, which misunderstands 
and misrepresents the scale and 
dynamics of the process. 

2. The Whittle et al. and Collard et al. 
models place too much reliance on 
radiocarbon dating and fail to account 
adequately for the observed 
variability in material culture and 
monuments across Britain and 
Ireland. Furthermore, Whittle et al.Ωǎ 
attempted negation of the Breton 
strand of Neolithisation (see below) 
betrays a misunderstanding of the 

sequence of pottery and monument 
building in Scotland, failing to grasp 
that the Achnacreebeag monument 
and its pottery lies at the very 
beginning of a long and complex 
sequence of developments, in both 
passage tomb building and in pottery. 

 
Having carefully considered the matter for 
over a quarter of a century, it is the firm 
opinion of this themeΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǳƭǘƛ-
ǎǘǊŀƴŘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŀŎŎǳƭǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ 
model offers the best fit with the evidence 
currently available; irrespective of whether 
the reader agrees, the text below will provide 
the evidential basis for understanding the 
ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎǎΦ  
 
The two strands of Neolithisation to affect 
Scotland can be characterised as follows (and 
see Sheridan 2010 a for further details): 
 

нΦнΦм ¢ƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎΣ Ψ.ǊŜǘƻƴΩ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ 
 

 

Figure 4Υ ¢ƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎ ŦŀœŀŘŜΣ Ψ.ǊŜǘƻƴΩ bŜƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ 
strand of Neolithisation: distribution of  
megalithic closed polygonal chambers and simple 
passage tombs. From Sheridan 2010 

This is found on the western seaboard of 
Scotland ς where it forms part of an Atlantic 
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façade  coastal scatter 

 

Figure 4) ς and is currently attested solely by 
funerary monuments (in the form of small 
closed polygonal megalithic chambers and 
simple passage tombs) and by pottery. These 
constitute the earliest funerary monuments 
and the earliest pottery in Britain and Ireland, 
and the origin of both lies in the Morbihan 
region of south-eastern Brittany (Sheridan 
2010a).  

 
The best-known site is  Achnacreebeag, Argyll 
& Bute (J.N.G. Ritchie 1970; Figure 5): this is a 
two-phase monument, consisting of a 
polygonal chamber in a low round cairn, 
succeeded by a simple passage tomb, with a 
cairn extension that makes the cairn pear-
shaped. (See Ritchie 1970 for other similar 
monuments in the region.)  
 

 

Figure 5: Plan and section of Achnacreebeag 
chamber tomb, with closed polygonal chamber 
and simple passage tomb. From Ritchie 1970; 
Crown copyright.  

The pottery (Figure 6) was found in the 
passage tomb and consists of a decorated 
bipartite bowl of Late Castellic style, along 
with sherds of two other pots that are of 
types in contemporary use with Late Castellic 
pottery in the Morbihan. (Incidentally, the 
resemblance between the Late Castellic bowl 
and its progenitors in Brittany had been 
pointed out as long ago as 1975, by Gérard 
Bailloud (Bailloud 1975). Furthermore, it 
should be noted that an attempt was made, 
by Gwenaëlle Hamon on behalf of Alison 
Sheridan, to determine through thin-section 
petrography whether the Achnacreebeag pots 
could have been made in Brittany; 
unfortunately, the fineness of the fabric made 
it impossible to determine this.)  
 




















































































































































































































































































