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Executive Summary 
 
Why research Palaeolithic and Mesolithic Scotland? 
 
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeology sheds light on the first colonisation and subsequent 
early inhabitation of Scotland.  It is a growing and exciting field where increasing Scottish 
evidence has been given wider significance in the context of European prehistory. It extends 
over a long period, which saw great changes, including substantial environmental 
transformations, and the impact of, and societal response to, climate change. The period as 
a whole provides the foundation for the human occupation of Scotland and is crucial for 
understanding prehistoric society, both for Scotland and across North-West Europe.  
 
Within the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods there are considerable opportunities for 
pioneering research. Individual projects can still have a substantial impact and there remain 
opportunities for pioneering discoveries including cemeteries, domestic and other 
structures, stratified sites, and for exploring the huge evidential potential of water-logged 
and underwater sites. Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeology also stimulates and draws 
upon exciting multi-disciplinary collaborations.  
 
Panel Task and Remit 
 
The panel remit was to review critically the current state of knowledge and consider 
promising areas of future research into the earliest prehistory of Scotland. This was 
undertaken with a view to improved understanding of all aspects of the colonization and 
inhabitation of the country by peoples practising a wholly hunter-fisher-gatherer way of life 
prior to the advent of farming. In so doing, it was recognised as particularly important that 
both environmental data (including vegetation, fauna, sea level, and landscape work) and 
cultural change during this period be evaluated. 
 
The resultant report, outlines the different areas of research in which archaeologists 
interested in early prehistory work, and highlights the research topics to which they aspire. 
The report is structured by theme: history of investigation; reconstruction of the 
environment; the nature of the archaeological record; methodologies for recreating the past; 
and finally, the lifestyles of past people ς the latter representing both a statement of current 
knowledge and the ultimate aim for archaeologists; the goal of all the former sections. The 
document is reinforced by material on-line which provides further detail and resources. The 
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic panel report of ScARF is intended as a resource to be utilised, 
built upon, and kept updated, hopefully by those it has helped inspire and inform as well as 
those who follow in their footsteps. 
 
Future Research 
 
The main recommendations of the panel report can be summarized under four key 
headings: 
 

¶ Visibility: Due to the considerable length of time over which sites were formed, and the 
predominant mobility of the population, early prehistoric remains are to be found right 
across the landscape, although they often survive as ephemeral traces and in low 
densities. Therefore, all archaeological work should take into account the expectation of 
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encountering early prehistoric remains. This applies equally to both commercial and 
research archaeology, and to amateur activity which often makes the initial discovery. 
This should not be seen as an obstacle, but as a benefit, and not finding such remains 
should be cause for question. There is no doubt that important evidence of these 
periods remains unrecognised in private, public, and commercial collections and there is 
a strong need for backlog evaluation, proper curation and analysis. The inadequate 
representation of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic information in existing national and local 
databases must be addressed. 

 

¶ Collaboration: Multi-disciplinary, collaborative, and cross- sector approaches   must be 
encouraged ς site prospection,  prediction, recognition, and contextualisation are 
key areas to this end. Reconstructing past environments and their chronological 
frameworks, and exploring submerged and buried landscapes offer existing examples of 
fruitful, cross-disciplinary work. Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeology has an 
important place  within Quaternary science and the potential for deeply buried 
 remains means that geoarchaeology should have a prominent role.  

 

¶ Innovation: Research-led projects are currently making a substantial impact across all 
aspects of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeology; a funding policy that acknowledges 
risk and promotes the innovation that these periods demand should be encouraged. The 
exploration of lesser known areas, work on different types of site, new approaches to 
artefacts, and the application of novel methodologies should all be promoted when 
engaging with the challenges of early prehistory.  

 

¶ ¢ŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨōƛƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΩ: Archaeologists should engage with the big questions of 
earliest prehistory in Scotland, including the colonisation of new land, how lifestyles in 
past societies were organized, the effects of and the responses to environmental 
change, and the transitions to new modes of life. This should be done through a holistic 
view of the available data, encompassing all the complexities of interpretation and 
developing competing and testable models. Scottish data can be used to address many 
of the currently topical research topics in archaeology, and will provide a springboard to 
a better understanding of early prehistoric life in Scotland and beyond.  
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1. Introduction to the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic Periods 
The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods1 
are concerned with the fundamental 
developments in physical and cultural 
evolution which brought humanity from 
its very earliest hominin ancestry to a 
stage (the Neolithic) at which agricultural 
food production became the economic 
norm. These developments took place 
over an enormous extent of time ς several 
million years ς and against a backdrop of 
major climatic, geophysical, and ecological 
changes during the Pleistocene and early 
Holocene (Bell & Walker 2005). 
 
There is still uncertainty about when 
people were first present on the land 
mass now known as Scotland. It is 
probable that inhabitation took place 
during the Lower Palaeolithic, of the same 
character as that for which there is 
accumulating evidence in southern Britain 
in the time range of as early as 700,000 to 
500,000 years ago (Ashton et al 2011; 
Pettitt & White 2012; Stringer 2006). Yet 
it is equally probable that evidence for 
such inhabitation will continue to elude 
archaeology, in particular because of the 
effects of major climatic events and 
geomorphological processes which have 
affected Scotland between then and now. 
Most significant in terms of the masking, 
disruption, and erosion of all earlier land-
surfaces has been the last major glacial 
cycle, the Weichselian (Devensian), during 
which Scotland was completely 
submerged beneath ice at the Last Glacial 
Maximum. 
 
In a sense, it is the Last Glacial Maximum 
which sets the archaeological clock ticking 
for Scotland, because it is only with the 

                                                           
 
1
 Note that using cal BC dates for the time 

before the earliest reliable radiocarbon dates 
for lithic assemblages from Scotland [i.e. the 
early Later Mesolithic dates from Cramond] is 
fraught with various difficulties and those 
given here must be regarded with caution. 

 

ameliorated conditions following this 
event that the survival of any 
archaeological residues in their 
contemporary or near contemporary, 
contexts can be expected. The date by 
which conditions favourable to human 
habitation in Scotland were in place is 
currently taken to be c.14.7 ka cal BP 
(12,700 cal BC), and there are now 
positive indications that people were here 
during the earlier stages of the Lateglacial 
Interstadial, probably by 14 ka cal BP 
(12,000 cal BC) if not sooner.  
 
Human presence during the Lateglacial 
may well not have been continuous, and it 
must be remembered that at this period 
Scotland was merely the outermost 
component of the north-west European 
peninsula, since much of what is now the 
southern North Sea was dry land 
(Doggerland). Humans, and the herds of 
animals on which they were primarily 
dependent for their livelihood, are likely 
to have roamed widely across this massive 
expanse of land and probably subsisted at 
quite low-level densities. Subsequently, 
during the rapid and extreme (but 
relatively brief) climatic downturn of the 
initial Younger Dryas (Loch Lomond 
Stadial) around 12.65 ka cal BP (10,700 cal 
BC), a possible complete depopulation 
episode for Scotland can be anticipated. 
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.  
Figure 1: Time-chart: the Late Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods in Scotland occupy the time 
slot on the right-hand side between c.14,000 and c.4000 cal BC, © Caroline Wickham-Jones.   

 
Thereafter, however, a continuous human 
presence in Scotland can be envisaged, 
perhaps regularly reinforced with 
incomings as, with the progressive rises in 
sea-levels, the extent of Doggerland 
shrank and the available hunting grounds 
were reduced. Long before Britain was 
finally separated from the Continent 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ сллл Ŏŀƭ ./ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƭŀƴŘ 
connection was with England, but by then 
Scotland had itself almost been split in 
two by the marine incursions in the 
Central Belt. In adaptive terms it is clear 
ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛǎƭŀƴŘ-ƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǿŜƭƭ-
developed in Scotland by the early 
Holocene, reflecting the increased 
importance of water-transport and an 
economic shift from reliance on large 
game to exploitation of seafood of all 
kinds. 
 
 A distinguishing feature of the 
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeology of 

Scotland in contrast to that of all later 
periods is its low visibility ς there are very 
few sites known by anything other than 
surface scatters of lithic artefacts. 
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic habitation 
evidence, apart from being relatively 
ephemeral in the first place, is far more 
vulnerable than that of any subsequent 
period to the vicissitudes of time and 
chance; such factors as glaciation, 
permafrost, changing sea levels and 
consequent inundation, coastal erosion, 
alluviation, peat growth, colluviation, and 
talus formation have all contributed to its 
destruction or concealment. This presents 
a massive challenge for researchers, but 
very significant advances in knowledge of 
these periods have occurred over the past 
decade or so. Hopefully, the formulation 
of the present research framework will 
lead to and underpin further increases in 
understanding over the coming decades  
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2.  History and Current state of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic Studies 
in Scotland 

 
Aspects of the background to studies of 
the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods in 
Scotland have been considered in 
previously published papers (Saville 1997; 
1998a; 2004a), but it is appropriate here 
to provide an overview and to bring the 
story more up-to-date. 
    

2.1 Palaeolithic 
Scotland was largely immune to the 
excesses of eolith-mania other than those 
of the Revd Frederick Smith (e.g. Smith 
1909), which, however, never inspired 
widespread credence. Finds of genuine 
Lower Palaeolithic handaxes have been 
made in Scotland, but in every case 
source criticism suggests these are 
relatively recent introductions which have 
been lost and rediscovered (Saville 1997; 
1998b). There has never been any claim 
for in situ evidence of Middle Palaeolithic 
or Early Upper Palaeolithic activity in 
Scotland, and it is only in the case of the 
Later Upper Palaeolithic that there is any 
background of studies to consider. 
 
In the 1920s there was a flurry of 
speculation about evidence for 
Palaeolithic activity at the Creag nan 
Uamh bone caves near Inchnadamph in 
Sutherland (e.g. Cree 1927). In the 
absence of any definitive publication of 
the 1926ς27 excavations or the artefacts 
therefrom, such speculation faded until a 
revival of interest in the 1980s was fuelled 
by new studies of the extant faunal 
(especially reindeer) remains and their 
initial 14C dating (e.g. Lawson and Bonsall 
1986). Subsequent 14C dating and re-
evaluation of the reindeer antlers (Murray 
et al. 1993) and the human remains 
(Hedges et al. 1998), together with the 
rediscovery of the artefacts from the 
1920s excavations, allowed a thorough 
reconsideration of the facts which 
concluded there was no positive evidence 

for any human presence at the bone caves 
prior to the Neolithic (Saville 2005). 
 
A further strand of speculation began in 
the 1950s, following an initial suggestion 
that isolated finds of flint tanged points 
could represent Late Upper Palaeolithic 
activity (Livens 1956). Further similar 
suggestions were made on the basis of 
flint artefacts from Jura (Mercer 1980). 
This general concept was subsequently 
given support, amongst others by 
Morrison and Bonsall (1989), and 
elaborated upon following the 
identification of further possible examples 
of tanged points (Edwards and Mithen 
1995). A review by Ballin and Saville 
(2003) determined that at least two of the 
then known tanged points ς those from 
Shieldaig and Tiree ς were identifiable as 
likely Late Upper Palaeolithic 
Ahrensburgian points, potentially datable 
to the later stages of the Younger Dryas 
Stadial (Figure 2).  
 

 
Figure 2: Tanged point from Sheildaig ©NMS 

 
Aside from the possibilities presented by 
archaeological evidence, palaeo-
environmentalists have developed 
alternative arguments for Lateglacial 
human presence from the examination of 
cores taken through organic-bearing 
deposits of the period. In particular they 
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have suggested that relatively high 
occurrences of microscopic charcoal from 
Lateglacial horizons could be a proxy for 
local human activity (Edwards 2004; 
Edwards et al. 2000), although this 
remains speculative. 
 
However, the recent recognition of an 
actual early Lateglacial site in southern 
Scotland has changed the knowledge and 
perception of human presence in Scotland 
at this time (Ballin et al. 2010a; Pitts 2009; 
Ward 2009; Ward & Saville 2010). 
Fieldwork by the Biggar Archaeology 
Group at Howburn Farm, Elsrickle, in 
South Lanarkshire, recovered a large and 
distinctive lithic assemblage with precise 
parallels to late Hamburgian-type 
industries in southern Denmark and 
northern Germany, which date to the 
later Bølling chronozone (see Figure 13). 
The site appears to represent a hunting 
camp at which some retooling took place, 
and the lithic residues perhaps indicate 
several visits to the location spread over a 
long period. The most likely explanation 
for the presence of hunters at this spot is 
that it was close to a gathering point for 
herds of game animals, probably reindeer 
or wild horse. Howburn cannot be the 
only instance of a site of this period in 
Scotland, although to date there is just 
the single unusual and possibly 
Ψ/ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭƛŀƴΩ-type flint artefact from 
Fairnington, near Kelso in the Borders, to 
suggest otherwise (Pettitt 2008; Saville 
2004b). 
 
Nevertheless, further Upper Palaeolithic 
evidence has come to be recognized as 
probably dating from a slightly later stage 
of the Lateglacial than that at Howburn 
Farm, the Allerød chronozone, when a 
cultural shift from Hamburgian to 
Federmessergruppen or curve-backed 
point tradition industries had taken place 
in Denmark, Germany, and other parts of 
what is now the adjacent European 
mainland. Again the evidence comes from 
a single site, the Kilmelfort Cave, near 

Oban in Argyll, where it is now clear that 
the best parallels for what was originally 
thought to be a somewhat enigmatic 
Mesolithic lithic assemblage lie with those 
from Continental Federmessergruppen 
sites (Coles 1983; Saville 2004b; Saville & 
Ballin 2009). 
 

 
Figure 3: Fieldwalking at Howburn ©A Saville 

 
Now that the true identities of the 
Howburn and Kilmelfort sites, both of 
which were initially thought to be of 
Mesolithic age, have been recognised, a 
perceptual barrier has been lifted. This 
has been assisted by the prominence 
given in recent years to the existence of 
Doggerland, which has clarified the 
potential for connectivity and equivalence 
between Scotland and lands to the east in 
the Lateglacial (e.g. Gaffney et al. 2009). It 
is now possible to view Scotland as fully 
part of the Lateglacial world of Upper 
Palaeolithic hunters both before and after 
the Younger Dryas cold event.   
 

2.2 Mesolithic 
The first use of the term Mesolithic in a 
specifically Scottish publication seems to 
ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ [ŀŎŀƛƭƭŜΩǎ όмфолύ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻƴ 
ΨaŜǎƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ !ȅǊǎƘƛǊŜΩΦ 
!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ [ŀŎŀƛƭƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
the first appearance in print in Scotland of 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ΨaŜǎƻƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ǿƛǘƘ 
reference to Scottish artefacts, many of 
what are now recognised as key 
Mesolithic sites and finds in Scotland had 
already been discovered in the 19th 
century, and most were mentioned in 
[ŀŎŀƛƭƭŜΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōƻƻƪ The Stone Age in 
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Scotland (1954), which despite its title 
was principally concerned with the 

Mesolithic period.  
 

 
Figure 4: MacArthur Cave under excavation, ©RCAHMS. 

 
Thus Wilson (1851, 33) referred to the 
whale skeletons and antler implements 
from the draining operations in the Carse 
of Stirling, including the earliest recorded 
finding of what was probably an antler 
mattock in 1819 at Airthrey (Bald 1819) 
and another in 1824 at Blair Drummond 
(Drummond 1824). The best-known 
Mesolithic artefact from the carse clays of 
the upper Forth Valley, the Meiklewood 
antler-beam mattock, was found near a 
Rorqual whale skeleton in 1877 (Turner 
1889; Clark 1947; Smith 1989). For Wilson 
the relics from the carse clays were those 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨtǊƛƳŀŜǾŀƭ ƻǊ {ǘƻƴŜ tŜǊƛƻŘΩΤ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ 
of considerable antiquity, but not 
otherwise classifiable at a time when the 
antiquity of human evolution and cultural 
development was still generally 
underappreciated. Turner (1889, 791) 
supposed the mattocks from the carse 
clay to be Neolithic, but made a very good 
guess at their age being at least 5000 to 
7000 years ago. 

 

 
Figure 5: Antler-beam mattock from 
Meiklewood ©NMS 

 
Discoveries of highly important midden 
deposits in caves and rockshelters at 
Oban, Argyll, coincided with the 
expansion of that town at the end of the 
19th century ς MacArthur Cave was found 
in 1894 (Anderson 1895, 211) and 
Druimvargie rockshelter in 1897 
(Anderson 1898, 298) ς whilst exploration 
of the famous Oronsay shell middens 
started in 1881 (Grieve 1883, 480; 1885, 
48; Mellars 1987, 117). Barbed points 
from one of the Oronsay middens were 
exhibited at an exhibition in London in 
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1883 (Anderson 1898, 307) and the 
biserial barbed point from the River Dee 
at Cumstoun, Kirkcudbrightshire, was 
discovered in 1895 (Munro 1908, 231). 
The Campbeltown flint assemblages, 
which were to become so important for 
ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ Ψ[ŀǊƴƛŀƴΩ Ŏƻƴƴection with 
Ireland, were first noted in the 1890s 
(Gray 1894). 
 
Gray (1894, 271 & 274) considered his 
Campbeltown flints to be Palaeolithic, 
while Anderson perceptively related the 
Oban and Oronsay finds to: 
 

... a horizon which has not 
heretofore been observed in 
Scotland, but corresponding with 
the intermediate layers in the 
ŎŀǾŜǊƴ ƻŦ aŀǎ ŘΩ!Ȋƛƭ ΦΦΦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ 
by M. Piette, and which he has 

seen reason to claim as filling up 
the hiatus ... supposed to exist 
between the palaeolithic and the 
neolithic (Anderson 1898, 313). 

 
Although Anderson was spot on in 
recognizing the true nature of the Oban 
and Oronsay material, his reference to the 
aŀǎ ŘΩ!Ȋƛƭ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
unfortunate and misleading, but quite 
long lasting, trend for describing Scottish 
Mesolithic finds as Azilian (e.g. Macalister 
1921, 516), which equated them with 
what is actually an Epiplaeolithic cultural 
tradition best known in southern France. 
The Azilian connection was not fully 
refuted until the 1950s (Lacaille 1954, 95; 
Thompson 1954, 206), by which time it 
had largely been replaced by the arguably 
equally confusing label of Obanian 
(Movius 1940; 1942). 
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Figure 6: Map of Key sites mentioned in the text ©RCAHMS 
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The Obanian 
 
¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨhōŀƴƛŀƴΩ ǿŀs coined by Movius (1940; 1942) and elaborated upon by him (1953) 
and by Lacaille (1954), as a cultural designation for the coastal, bone- and antler-tool using, 
apparently non-microlithic, facies of the Scottish Mesolithic, represented at sites in and 
around Oban, at Risga (on Loch Sunart), and on the island of Oronsay. The Obanian was 
thereby conceptualized as a localized, atypical, and very late manifestation of coastal, niche-
adapted foraging groups ς ΨǎǘǊŀƴŘƭƻƻǇŜǊǎΩ ς who did not manufacture microliths or other 
ΨǊŜŦƛƴŜŘΩ ǘƻƻƭǎ ōǳǘ ΨƳŀŘŜ ŘƻΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŀǊ-core flake industry. For several reasons this 
picture has now been revised. Firstly, the direct radiocarbon determinations which have 
been made on Obanian bone and antler tools have revolutionized understanding of the 
duration of the Obanian, which now extends from at least c.8340 BP (c. 6390 cal BC) to 
ostensibly well beyond 5000 BP (3000cal BC). Not only does this echo almost the full known 
extent of the Mesolithic in Scotland, it is the Obanian dates themselves which contribute 
substantially to infill this timespan. Secondly, the excavation of open-air sites both at Oban 
and on the island of Colonsay has demonstrated the existence of conventional microlith-
using Mesolithic groups in close geographical proximity to the classic Obanian sites (an 
association which had always seemed a possibility from the evidence at Risga). Thirdly, a 
rockshelter site with a midden deposit with Obanian-type bone points and bevelled tools 
(one dated to c.7590 BP) was found at An Corran on the north-east coast of the Isle of Skye 
(Saville and Miket 1994 a and b; Saville 2004d). Together with the evidence from Ulva Cave, 
off the island of Mull (Bonsall et al. 1992), and now that from the First Settlers Project in the 
Inner Sound region (Hardy and Wickham-Jones 2009a), this considerably extends the 
geographical range of the Obanian. In addition, the An Corran Obanian bonework was 
apparently associated with a rich lithic blade industry with microliths. 
 
In combination, these factors now make it highly plausible to see the Obanian as distinctive 
from the rest of the Scottish Mesolithic only in that: a) conditions for preservation of 
bonework are enhanced at the shell-middens; b) the middens result from specific processing 
tasks only appropriate in certain coastal locations; and c) those processing tasks require a 
specialized toolkit, not the full artefactual repertoire. This position, which has been 
thoroughly examined by Bonsall (1996; 1997), reunites the Obanian with the rest of the 
Scottish Mesolithic; it is a time-transgressive functional variant, not a cultural offshoot, and 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ΨhōŀƴƛŀƴΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƻƴƭȅ. 
 

 
Figure 7: View across an Oronsay shell midden to the Paps of Jura in the background, ©RCAHMS. 

 




































































































































































































