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Executive Summary 
 
Why research Iron Age Scotland? 
 
The Scottish Iron Age provides rich data of international quality to link into broader, European-wide 
research questions, such as that from wetlands and the well-preserved and deeply-stratified 
settlement sites of the Atlantic zone, from crannog sites and from burnt-down buildings. The nature 
of domestic architecture, the movement of people and resources, the spread of ideas and the 
impact of Rome are examples of topics that can be explored using Scottish evidence. The period is 
therefore important for understanding later prehistoric society, both in Scotland and across Europe.  
 
There is a long tradition of research on which to build, stretching back to antiquarian work, which 
represents a considerable archival resource. There are also opportunities through highly favourable 
preservation conditions, as noted above. The Scottish Iron Age can produce rich, dense data of 
international quality, and there is great potential to exploit it more fully.  
 
Many topics remain to be explored, from the details of regional chronologies and settlement 
sequences that have long been a key factor of research, to more innovative approaches to social 
structures, concepts of landscape and society, craft processes and the use of material objects to 
ǎƘŀǇŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀǾŜƴǳŜǎ to explore 
more fully the richness and diversity of life in Iron Age Scotland. 
 
 
Panel Task and Remit 
 
The Iron Age panel was asked to critically review the current state of knowledge, and consider 
promising areas of future research into the Scottish Iron Age. This is intended to help with the 
building of testable, defensible and robust narratives that describe and explain societies from the 
end of the Bronze Age to the formation of post-Roman kingdoms and the arrival of Christianity 
(c.800BC ς AD500). This will facilitate the work of those interested in the Scottish Iron Age and help 
set a trajectory for future research. Although the remit of the current project is Scottish, it is 
important that this research is undertaken within the wider context of developments in the rest of 
Britain, Ireland and on the Continent. 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭΩǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳŜΥ History of research; Land 
as arena; Land as resource; Building in the Round; Settlements, communities and enclosed places; 
Relations between people; and Scotland in a bigger world. The themes reflect the desire to uncover 
the people of the Scottish Iron Age in their local, regional and wider European context. The 
document, which outlines the different areas of research work and highlights promising research 
topics, is reinforced by material in an on-line Wiki format which provides further detail and 
resources. The Iron Age Scottish Archaeological Research Framework is intended as a resource to be 
utilised, built upon, and kept updated, by all those interested in this period of ScƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ƴƻǿ 
and into the future. 
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Future Research 
 
The main recommendations of the panel report can be summarised under five key headings: 
 

¶ Building blocks: The ultimate aim should be to build rich, detailed and testable narratives 
situated within a European context, and addressing phenomena from the longue durée to 
the short-term over international to local scales. Chronological control is essential to this 
and effective dating strategies are required to enable generation-level analysis. The 
ΨǎŜǊŜƴŘƛǇƛǘȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΩ ƻŦ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ōȅ recognising and getting the 
most out of information-rich sites as they appear.  

o There is a pressing need to revisit the archives of excavated sites to extract more 
information from existing resources, notably through dating programmes targeted 
at regional sequences ς the Western Isles Atlantic roundhouse sequence is an 
obvious target. 

o Many areas still lack anything beyond the baldest of settlement sequences, with 
little understanding of the relations between key site types. There is a need to get at 
least basic sequences from many more areas, either from sustained regional 
programmes or targeted sampling exercises. 

o Much of the methodologically innovative work and new insights have come from 
long-running research excavations. Such large-scale research projects are an 
important element in developing new approaches to the Iron Age. 

 

¶ Daily life and practice: There remains great potential to improve our understanding of 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ LǊƻƴ !ƎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ fresh approaches to, and integration of, existing and 
newly-excavated data.  

o House use. Rigorous analysis and innovative approaches, including experimental 
archaeology, should be employed to get the most out of our understanding of daily 
life through the strengths of the Scottish record, such as deposits within buildings, 
organic preservation and waterlogging. 

o Material culture. Artefact studies have the potential to be far more integral to 
understandings of Iron Age societies, both from the rich assemblages of the Atlantic 
area and less-rich lowland finds. Key areas of concern are basic studies of material 
groups (including the function of everyday items such as stone and bone tools, and 
the nature of craft processes ς iron, copper alloy, bone/antler and shale offer 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜύΦ hǘƘŜǊ ƪŜȅ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ŀǊŜΥ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŀǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ 
decoration and comparative approaches to assemblages to obtain synthetic views of 
the uses of material culture. 

o Field to feast.  Subsistence practices are a core area of research essential to 
understanding past society, but different strands of evidence need to be more fully 
ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǎǘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 
working of agricultural systems is poorly understood, from agricultural processes to 
cooking practices and cuisine: integrated work between different specialisms would 
assist greatly. There is a need for conceptual as well as practical perspectives ς e.g. 
how were wild resources conceived? 

o Ritual practice. There has been valuable work in identifying depositional practices, 
such as deposition of animals or querns, which are thought to relate to house-based 
ritual practices, but there is great potential for further pattern-spotting, synthesis 
and interpretation. 
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¶ Landscapes and regions:  

¶ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
explored, because they are contentious, poorly defined and highly variable. What did 
Iron Age people see as their geographical horizons, and how did this change? 

¶ Attempts to understand the Iron Age landscape require improved, integrated survey 
methodologies, as existing approaches are inevitably partial. 

¶ !ǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǳƭƭȅΣ ƛƴ 
terms of vegetation (known only in outline over most of the country) and sea level 
change in key areas such as the firths of Moray and Forth. 

¶ Landscapes beyond settlement merit further work, e.g. the use of the landscape for 
deposition of objects or people, and what this tells us of contemporary perceptions and 
beliefs. 

¶ Concepts of inherited landscapes (how Iron Age communities saw and used this long-
lived land) and socal resilience to issues such as climate change should be explored more 
fully.   

 

¶ Reconstructing Iron Age societies. The changing structure of society over space and time in 
this period remains poorly understood. Researchers should interrogate the data for better 
and more explicitly-expressed understandings of social structures and relations between 
people. 
 

¶ The wider context: Researchers need to engage with the big questions of change on a 
European level (and beyond). Relationships with neighbouring areas (e.g. England, Ireland) 
and analogies from other areas (e.g. Scandinavia and the Low Countries) can help inform 
Scottish studies. Key big topics are: 

o The nature and effect of the introduction of iron. 
o The social processes lying behind evidence for movement and contact. 
o Parallels and differences in social processes and developments. 
o The changing nature of houses and households over this period, including the role of 
Ψǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŎǊŀƴƴƻƎǎ ǘƻ ōǊƻŎƘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 
architecture, and the shift away from roundhouses. 

o The chronology, nature and meaning of hillforts and other enclosed settlements. 
o Relationships with the Roman world.  
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1. Introduction 
 
The Iron Age has long been dominated by the 
archaeology of settlement and settlement 
design - the brochs, duns, wheelhouses, 
timber and stone-built roundhouse 
settlements, unenclosed platform 
settlements, crannogs, enclosed farmsteads 
and hillforts that are familiar and, often, so 
impressive. Uniquely, in the British context, 
such sites in northern and western Scotland 
have offered deep stratified sequences of 
development that have given the opportunity 
to observe developments, socially, culturally 
and architecturally over time in considerable 
detail. However, a broader vision of Iron Age 
society is coming into focus, including 
increasing funerary evidence, hitherto almost 
absent, that reveals more about the 
population itself. 
 
It is, of course, the people of the Iron Age that 
lie at the root of study. Personal identities can 
be explored, as expressed through identifiers 
of ranking, role, gender and age. The structure 
of society as revealed through its material 
remains shows evidence of segregation, 
differentiation and regional patterning. The 
question of regional identities and 
idiosyncracies as well as wider links to 
communities elsewhere in Britain and in 
Europe, and their variation over time, is an 
important area of enquiry. It has long been 
argued that the people of Iron Age Scotland 
were far from isolated and this has been 
dramatically demonstrated by the discovery 
of a burial accompanied by an assembled 
chariot located at Newbridge, west of 
Edinburgh, where dating and form show links 
with the Continent, but the technological 
details show insular origins. It is increasingly 
apparent that materials, goods and ideas 
were being moved for a variety of reasons 
over very wide areas. Key research questions 
revolve around the nature of these contacts 
and the role and extent of mobile people and 
groups. The role of warfare and violence 
cannot be under-estimated in this process, 

with the need for greater precision and 
interrogation of the archaeological evidence 
in order to specify its modi operandum.  
 
Important work has taken place in the 
elucidation of environmental change at this 
period. Further effort is needed to add detail, 
precision and clarity to the chronology of 
farming development, its nature, its place 
within the landscape, its productivity and its 
demographic outcomes.  
 
Ultimately, the nature of society remains the 
fundamental question. In tackling this, 
modern scholarhip must learn how to break 
free from simple models, often reflecting 
partial and patronising views of tribes and 
elites transmitted to us fragmentarily by 
classical writers, and develop richer, more 
rounded understandings of life in the Iron Age 
as it was lived by prehistoric peoples. 
 
The Iron Age panel was set up to incorporate 
the study of the Roman impact on what is 
now Scotland and it is important to consider 
the relationship that Iron Age peoples of this 
zone had with Rome and the wider world of 
Empire. This interaction with a literate society 
for the first time and what impact the Romans 
had on local communities, and in turn, what 
impact these peoples had on the rest of the 
Roman Empire, are all important issues for 
exploration. Traditionally, work has focused 
on aspects of military history. More recently 
there has been a more diverse appreciation of 
other aspects of enquiry including the 
organisation and nature of supply, the 
diversity of peoples among soldiers and 
civilians in the frontier zone, and a more 
subtle understanding of interactions with the 
local population. Roman Scotland is central to 
discussions relating to ethnicity and identity in 
the past and has a considerable voice to add 
to European and wider debates on frontier 
ƭƛŦŜΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴǎ άƭŜŦǘέΚ 
5ƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǾŜΚ  ²Ƙŀǘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨwƻƳŀƴΩ 
at this time? How did the longer-term 
influence of the Roman world and its legacy 
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influence the formation, nature and 
organisation of the Pictish and other 
emergent kingdoms? All of these issues form 
critical research areas to explore.  
 
For all its outwardly domestic character, 
evidence for ritual and belief is a key feature 
of Iron Age study. Can the apparently 
straightforward and intuitively interpreted 
evidence for the domestic sphere as retrieved 
ŦǊƻƳ ΨǎƛƳǇƭŜΩ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ōŜ 
ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭΩ ƻǊ 
unusual sites such as Mine Howe, Orkney or 
High Pasture Cave, Isle of Skye, with their 
evidence for activities such as feasting, 
sacrifice, deposition, hoarding, or metal-
working? Natural, wet/boggy or isolated 
places may also feature as ritual foci, with 
artefacts and other items being deposited, 
providing a rich resource in terms of 
craftsmanship, raw materials and the 
production and consumption of goods.  
 
The quality of evidence from the Scottish Iron 
Age represents considerable research 
strength. Drystone architecture provides 

detailed and still-standing information on the 
Iron Age built environment. Deep man-made 
soils contain proxy data that may indicate  
how people used the landscape, and how this 
changed over time. Wetland archaeology can 
provide the kind of immediacy of view of life 
in the past, through the unusual preservation 
of organic materials, that is more generally 
associated with shipwrecks. The long history 
of research into the Iron Age has provided an 
important archive that merits study. 
 
Understanding the nature of settlement, 
landscape and subsistence remains a key 
research area and traditional focus of the 
Scottish Iron Age. Combining work on 
artefacts with buildings and environmental 
work will lead to a far more sharply defined 
view of the Iron Age in the future. Building on 
these strengths through incorporating the 
opportunities offered by human remains, 
wetland preservation, deeply-stratified sites 
and environmental work are important future 
areas of Iron Age research. 
 
 

 



Iron Age Scotland: ScARF Panel Report  

 
 

3 
 

Figure 1: Map of sites mentioned in the text, © RCAHMS
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History of Research 

2.1 Antiquarian work and early 
syntheses 

Interest in the Iron Age remains of Scotland 
can be traced back at least to the latter part 
of the eighteenth century. While the early 
antiquarians of England plundered barrows, 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ΨŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ ƻǳǘΩ ōǊƻŎƘǎ ŀƴŘ 
stone-lined souterrains. The earliest accounts, 
though often imprecise, give tantalising 
glimpses of finds now lost. William Roy 
surveyed hillforts in the course of his mapping 
of Scotland in the 1750s (Roy 1793), while it is 
known, largely from the Old Statistical 
Account that excavations took place in the 
latter half of the eighteenth century on a 
variety of sites. For example, the Rev. Playfair 
carried out the first recorded hillfort 
excavation, at Dunsinane Hill, digging a long, 
narrow trench across the interior (Christison 
1900, 86; Playfair 1819; Robertson 1799), 
while Sir Walter Scott excavated at Green 
Cairn, Fettercairn, Angus in 1796 (Brown 
2003, 55). Vitrified forts were a particular 
topic of early debate, focussed on whether 
they were natural or artificial, and some were 
excavated to cast light on this (e.g. Williams 
1777). The Society of Antiquaries of Scotland 
was founded in 1780, but its interests 
remained rather disparate for the first few 
decades, embracing history, numismatics, 
travel writing etc as well as archaeology, 
although there are some important early 
accounts of broch excavations (e.g. Joass 
1890). The Proceedings of the Society of 
Antiquaries of Scotland (PSAS) was first 
published in 1856, and it is only then that 
substantial excavation reports began to 
appear. 
 
One recurring theme in the history of Scottish 
Iron Age research is the role of the individual 
ς at key points the work of a very small 
number of researchers pushed knowledge 
forward. Early researchers were often working 
in the worlds of law and medicine with access 
to the Edinburgh intellectual circles of the 
day. Downturns in publication of excavations 

of Iron Age sites frequently coincide with the 
death or retiral of key individuals. Most were 
independently wealthy. For the late 
nineteenth century, examples include George 
Petrie and his work on the brochs of Orkney, 
{ƛǊ CǊŀƴŎŜǎ ¢ǊŜǎ .ŀǊǊȅΩǎ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
Caithness brochs, and, in a more eccentric 
vein Christian Maclagan, a Stirling lady whose 
independent means enabled her to crash 
through the expectations of her class and 
gender. Though her interests were not 
restricted to the Iron Age, or even to the 
British Isles, she did carry out various surveys 
and an excavation on the hillfort on Mither 
¢ŀǇ ƻΩ .ŜƴƴŀŎƘƛŜΦ  
 
Nineteenth-century archaeology benefitted 
from two great synthetic surveys. The work of 
Daniel Wilson (1851, 1863) drew together 
many widely-scattered references, much of it 
unpublished, including important sections on 
LǊƻƴ !ƎŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ WƻǎŜǇƘ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 
Scotland in Pagan Times (1883) synthesised 
many of the early antiquarian excavations. 
Anderson was a self-made man, whose 
archaeological career began as a 
corresponding member of the Society whilst 
ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ ƛƴ WƻƘƴ ƻΩ DǊƻŀǘǎΦ .ȅ 
1869, he was Keeper of the National Museum 
of Antiquities in Edinburgh, and many of his 
books and papers remain important today. 
For instance, without his work the results of 
Tress BaǊǊȅΩǎ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ōǊƻŎƘǎ ƛƴ /ŀƛǘƘƴŜǎǎ 
would have been lost, while he published 
important papers on brochs (e.g. 1873, 1877) 
and a wide range of artefact studies (e.g 1885, 
1904) These papers were placed firmly within 
what he referred to as the Early Iron Age, a 
term which he insisted should not be ascribed 
absolute dates (Graham 1976, 286). 
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Figure 2: Photograph of Tress Barry's excavation 
at Nybster broch, Caithness, © RCAHMS 

2.2 The roots of organised fieldwork 

The beginnings of organised fieldwork lay in 
this late nineteenth century period. Much of it 
was driven by interests in specific monument 
types, often with a regional focus. Examples 
ŀǊŜ aǳƴǊƻΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
crannogs (focussed in Ayrshire initially, but 
ranging much further afield; Munro 1882), the 
work of Petrie (and later Grant) on Orkney 
ōǊƻŎƘǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ !ƴǘƛǉǳŀǊƛŜǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 
hillforts such as Dunadd and Traprain Law. 
This focus on a region and a monument type 
has remained a recurring theme ς such as the 
work of Scott and Lethbridge on Western Isles 
wheelhouses in the mid-20th century, and in 
the post-²ŀǊ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ aŀŎYƛŜΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 
work on complex stone architecture in 
western Scotland or excavations on 
promontory forts in NE Scotland. 
 
The late 19th century saw the beginning of 
ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎΣ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 
on hillforts (1898), while the founding of the 
Royal Commission put this survey programme 
on a regular basis, with later prehistoric 
monuments being systematically recorded. 
From the earliest Inventories, survey was 
often followed by excavation, and many Iron 
Age sites were trenched by Commission 
surveyors, with important results, until the 
1970s. 
 
The death of Christison in 1912 and the 
retirement of Joseph Anderson in 1913, 

followed by the outbreak of WWI, correspond 
with a drop in archaeological activities in 
Scotland. The following years saw a lull in 
activity, but with notable exceptions, in 
particular ! h /ǳǊƭŜ ŀƴŘ W 9 /ǊŜŜΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ 
excavations on the hillfort at Traprain Law 
(Cree 1923; 1924; Cree and Curle 1922; Curle 
1915; 1920; Curle and Cree 1916; 1921) and 
work on the brochs of Midhowe and Gurness 
on Orkney (1930-1939) (Callander and Grant 
1934; Hedges et al. 1987).  
 

2.3 Synthesis and survey in the mid-20th 
century  

The arrival of Gordon Childe makes a useful 
marker for the inception of professional 
archaeology. He arrived in Edinburgh in 1927 
to take up the Abercromby Chair of 
Prehistoric Archaeology. His particular 
interest in the phenomenon of vitrified forts 
led to excavations at Finavon, Angus and 
Rahoy, Argyll, as well as some experimental 
work (Childe 1935a; 1936; Childe and 
Thorneycroft 1938). Childe also provided two 
highly influential syntheses of Scottish 
archaeology, the first since Anderson (Childe 
1935; 1946), which included important 
summaries and interpretations of the Iron Age 
evidence. 
 
During World War II, the hiatus in 
archaeological activity is less noticeable. 
Indeed, wartime service even provided 
archaeological opportunities for some; J K St 
Joseph used his time at Scone airfield to carry 
out aerial reconnaissance of the area and 
Peggy Piggott was engaged by the Office of 
Works to excavate sites commandeered for 
civil defence purposes. Gerhard Bersu was 
invited to Scotland in the immediately post-
war years, after his internment and before his 
return to Germany, to excavate on a number 
of sites (Bersu 1948a. 1948b; Close-Brooks 
1983), and his work was significant 
methodologically in the excavation of timber 
roundhouses. 
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The post-war years were dominated by 
atǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ IŀǿƪŜǎΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
of the British Iron Age to Scotland (Hawkes 
1959). This was championed by Stuart Piggott, 
/ƘƛƭŘŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ƛƴ 9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ 
key element in the interpretations of the 
RCAHMS surveys of the Border counties 
(Piggott 1966; RCAHMS 1956, 1957, 1967). It 
was supported by excavation to provide type 
sequences, much of it conducted under the 
auspices of the Scottish Universities Field 
School, sponsored and funded by the ancient 
universities in Scotland. Peggy Piggott 
directed Scottish Field School excavations at 
Hownam Rings (Piggott 1948), Hayhope 
Knowe (Piggott 1949), Bonchester Hill (Piggott 
1950) and Milton Loch Crannog (Piggott 
1953). In the first three, her research aim was 
to elucidate the development of the hillforts 
of southern Scotland by testing the Hawkes 
and Piggott model (1948). Hownam Rings was 
to become a type site for Iron Age forts of 
eastern Scotland; concerted deconstruction of 
tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ 
late 1970s (Armit 1999). The publication of 
The Iron Age in Northern Britain (Rivet (ed.) 
1966) represents the culmination of this 
ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΣ CŜŀŎƘŜƳΩǎ 
ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
{ǘŜǾŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƻn other artefacts, all framed 
within a Hawkesian ABC Iron Age. 
 

 
Figure 3: Hownam Rings, Roxburghshire © 
RCAHMS 

 

2.4 Rescue and research in the later 20th 
century 

Two things served to destroy this framework: 
the development and increasing availability of 
radiocarbon dates, and the explosion of 
excavated evidence from the first rescue 
άōƻƻƳέΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ LǊƻƴ !ƎŜΣ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ άwƻŎƪŜǘ ǊŀƴƎŜέ ǎƛǘŜǎ 
of the Western Isles (e.g. Young & Richardson 
1960; Fairhurst 1971a), although their often 
slow publication and lack of synthesis has 
limited their impact. From the 1970s the 
amount of excavated settlement sites 
exploded. In the Atlantic zone, examples such 
as the roundhouses of Bu and Quanterness 
and the broch complex of Howe (Hedges et al. 
1987, vol 1; Renfrew 1979, 181-198; Ballin 
Smith 1994) led to radical reappraisal of the 
development of brochs, questioning earlier 
work such as Hamilton (1968, 97-101) and 
MacKie (1965a-b, 1971), while work in the 
sand and gravel landscapes of southern and 
eastern Scotland included important work on 
souterrains at Newmills and Dalladies 
(Watkins 1980a-b), developing the key earlier 
synthesis and excavation of Wainwright 
(1963). East Lothian was a particular focus, 
including the key sites of Dryburn Bridge and 
Broxmouth. This work was synthesised in an 
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important conference which was published in 
1982 (Harding 1982), destroying the Hownam 
sequence for the south-east. Sadly the energy 
devoted to this deconstruction was not 
matched by the will to create another 
paradigm, partly due to the lacuna created by 
the delayed publication of Broxmouth and 
other sites. 
This unfortunate situation was identified by 
Historic Scotland as a cause for concern and 
resulted in the initiation of The Historic 
Scotland Backlog Project (Barclay and Owen 
1995). This was successful in bringing to 
completion many important delayed 
publications, mostly in PSAS. Scottish 
Archaeological Internet Reports (SAIR) should 
now be able relieve such pressure on print 
publication. 
 
Archaeological aerial survey has played an 
increasing role in the post-war years, from its 
earliy beginnings in the 1920s (Crawford 1930, 
276). The end of the war saw the RAF 
undertaking a survey of the entire country 
from the air, while from 1948 oblique aerial 
photographic reconnaissance was sponsored 
by the University of Cambridge Committee for 
Aerial Photography (CUCAP), conducted by J K 
St Joseph. His interests were principally 
Roman, but the results often included the 
discovery of cropmarks indicating the remains 
of later prehistoric sites (St Joseph 1951; 
1955; 1958; 1961; 1965; 1969; 1973; 1977; 
мфтуύΦ {ǘ WƻǎŜǇƘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ 
1980 but from 1975, archaeological aerial 
survey was also undertaken by the Royal 
Commission on the Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS 1994, 6), 
while flying in north-east Scotland was 
undertaken by Aberdeen Aerial Surveys and 
by Barri Jones (Shepherd & Greig 1996; Jones 
et al. 1993). Today, the corpus is dominated 
by the massive amount of data accumulated 
since 1975, much of it documenting new 
discoveries of cropmark sites. The most recent 
RCAHMS regional surveys (1990, 1994, 1997, 
2007) represent important steps in 
synthesising and understanding this mass of 

evidence; it is to be hoped that further such 
synthetic regional efforts will be pursued. 
 
 
The 1980s saw the foundation of long-running 
University-based excavation and survey 
programmes, especially in the Northern and 
²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ LǎƭŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ .ǊŀŘŦƻǊŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 
Sanday (Hunter 2007; Dockrill 2007) and 
southern Shetland (Nicholson & Dockrill 1998; 
Dockrill et al. 2010 & forthcoming), 
9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ [Ŝǿƛǎ ŀƴŘ bƻǊǘƘ ¦ƛǎǘ 
(e.g. Harding & Dixon 2000; Harding & 
Gilmour 2000ύΣ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊŘƛŦŦ ŀƴŘ {ƘŜŦŦƛŜƭŘΩǎ 
work on S Uist (e.g. Parker Pearson & Sharples 
1999; Branigan & Foster 1995, 2000). This has 
proved a great stimulus for the archaeology in 
these areas, with modern excavation results 
and interpretations leading to fierce debates 
and radical reinterpretations of the Atlantic 
Iron Age. Other areas have seen less research 
effort, but notable exceptions are landscape 
approaches in E Lothian (Haselgrove 2009), 
Angus (Dunwell & Ralston 2008) and 
Caithness (Heald & Jackson 2001), while the 
under-studied areas of Wigtownshire (Cavers 
2008) and the Moray coastal plain (Hunter 
2002; Jones et al. 1993) have seen badly-
needed work. 
 
Much of this more recent research has 
operated in synergy with the second rescue 
boom, with developer-funded archaeology. 
The provision for archaeology in Scottish 
planning policy (NPPG5) since the early 1990s 
has had a huge impact on Scottish 
archaeology in general, as can be observed 
from a review of Discovery and Excavation in 
Scotland. Major infrastructure projects in 
particular have resulted in the excavation of 
some extremely important later prehistoric 
sites, such as Forest Road, Kintore, 
Aberdeenshire (Cook & Dunbar 2008) and 
Phantassie, East Lothian (Lelong & MacGregor 
2008). This has included areas outwith the 
traditional foci of research, such as the Moray 
plain (Murray 2007; Cressey & Anderson 
2011) and Renfrewshire (Ellis 2007ύΦ IŀǊŘƛƴƎΩǎ 
(2004ύ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ άƭƻƴƎ 
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LǊƻƴ !ƎŜέΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ 
of Anderson, Childe and Piggott, sought to 
draw some of this material into broader 
interpretations, although the pace of 
development means that much material is 
unsynthesised, or unpublished in sufficient 
detail. 
 

2.5  Controversies 

It was noted above that key individuals have 
often played an important role in driving 
research. Disputes between individuals have 
also been an important motor for research ς 
such as the controversy over the finds from 
crannogs on the Clyde, subsequently revealed 
as modern fakes (Hale & Sands 2005), or 
views on the evidence of material culture as 
indicators of contacts and chronology (MacKie 
1965a-b, 1971; cf Clarke 1970, Lane 1987). 
Brochs and related complex drystone 
architecture has been a long-running source 
of controversy, from the disagreements 
between Anderson and Ferguson in the late 
19th century (Anderson 1877; Ferguson 1878), 
the debates between Scott and Graham in the 
mid 20th century (Scott 1947, 1948; Graham 
1947), Harding versus MacKie in more recent 
years (e.g. Harding 1984, 2000a; MacKie 
1965a-b, 1983, 1994, 2008, 2010), and 
debates between the Edinburgh and 
Sheffield/Cardiff field projects on the Western 
Isles (Parker Pearson et al. 1996; Armit 1997a, 
1997b; Sharples & Parker Pearson 1997; 
Gilmour & Cook 1998). This vibrancy of 
debate and variation of opinion has been 
important feature in keeping the subject 
fresh, although at times the debate has 
become a little self-absorbed. 

 
Figure 4: One of the artefacts 'recovered' from 
Dumbuck crannog, which were later shown to be 
fakes, © RCAHMS 

2.6 Chronological Schemes 

The Three-Age System was embraced in 
Scotland before England (Rowley-Conwy 2007 
and see also the ScARF Neolithic Panel 
report). In the first synopsis of the Scottish 
Iron Age, Joseph Anderson (1883) insisted 
that this period should not be assigned 
absolute dates as he felt, understandably at 
the time, that prehistory could have no 
specific chronology. Since then the ǘŜǊƳ ΨLǊƻƴ 
!ƎŜΩ has been used in Scotland for a period 
beginning as late as the first century BC, a full 
four centuries after it was understood by 
Hawkes and Kendrick (1931) to begin in 
southern England on the basis of theories 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ άƛǊƻƴ-using, Celtic-speaking 
Ŏƻƭƻƴƛǎǘǎέ spreading slowly up-country 
(Piggott 1958, 75). This diffusionist 
perspective (together with its exaggerated 
time-lag), however, became unsustainable in 
the face of new evidence and Piggott (1966, 3) 
subsequently backdated the inception of iron-
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using to 550BC. Following the radiocarbon 
revolution (Renfrew 1973), later writers 
moved the date even earlier, to the seventh-
eigth century BC (e.g. Harding 1974, 14; 
Ritchie and Ritchie 1981, 89). The Iron Age has 
in the past been understood to terminate 
with the Roman invasion of AD78 or in the 
ǘƘƛǊŘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ !5 ƻǊ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛŦ tƛƎƎƻǘǘΩǎ όмфссΣ оύ 
scheme is followed. Despite problems 
discussed in more detail below, this is still 
used by some researchers (e.g. Armit 1997; 
Armit and Ralston 2003), sometimes in a 
modified form (e.g. Hingley 1992, in which the 
terminal date was set at AD200, in order to 
separate clearly the Picts as an early Medieval 
phenomenon).  
 
However, a project by Needham et al. (1997), 
aiming to establish an independent 
chronology for British Bronze Age metalwork 
through a programme of radiocarbon dating 
of associated organic materials, has led to a 
revision of the dating of LBA metalwork 
assemblages. This includes the backdating of 
the end of Ewart Park metalwork from 700BC 
to c. 800BC, suggesting that the LBA-IA 
transition should also be backdated by about 
a century (Needham 2007; ōǳǘ ŎŦ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ 
2006). There is no good reason in the 
evidence to suggest a time-lag between the 
development of styles of metalwork in later 
prehistory in different areas of Britain. There 
is a danger, of course, that the dating of 
events in the Early Iron Age is propelled 
backwards as a result of the ΨǇƭŀǘŜŀǳΩ in the 
radiocarbon calibration curve, which begins at 
around 800BC. Such uncertainties can only be 
resolved through future work, and for now it 
would seem reasonable to use 800BC as a 
useful marker for the beginning of the Iron 
Age (though the question of the introduction 
of iron is another contentious one; there is 
some evidence for its use in Britain from the 
10th century BC (Collard et al. 2006), but very 
little sign of its early use in Scotland. The use 
of Bayesian statistics to separate out the AMS 
dates that fall within the plateau on the 
radiocarbon calibration curve is a highly 
promising avenue for further research.  

 
Since the late 1970s/early 1980s, however, 
some archaeologists working in Scotland have 
adopted a chronological scheme known as the 
long Iron Age based on a Scandinavian model, 
breaking down perceived barriers between 
the Late Bronze Age, the Iron Age and the 
Early Historic period and taking incursions by 
the Norse, rather than the Roman army, as 
the terminus of the period (e.g. Chapman and 
Mytum 1983; Ralston 1980; Haselgrove et al. 
2001, 3; Harding 2004; Haselgrove et al. 2001, 
3). The long Iron Age therefore covers the first 
millennia BC and AD (as epitomised in the 
naming of the First Millennia Studies Group), 
and has been summarised by Parker Pearson 
and Sharples (1999) 1 thus: 
 
Table 1Υ tŀǊƪŜǊ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƘŀǊǇƭŜǎΩ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 
for chronological divisions within the Long Iron 
Age 

Label Chronological Span 

Early Iron Age 700-100BC 
Middle Iron Age 200BC-AD400 
Late Iron Age AD300-900 

 
A somewhat looser definition of the Later Iron 
!ƎŜΣ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ !5 ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
bƻǊǎŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘέ ό!ǊƳƛǘ мффлōύ ǿŀǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ 
for the Scottish Archaeological Forum of 1988; 
as Armit (1990b, 1-нύ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ άΧƴƻ ǇǊecise 
ŘŀǘŜǎ ώǿŜǊŜϐ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎΧǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ώǿŀǎϐ 
ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƴ ŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ ƻƴŜΧέΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ 
term Late/Later Iron Age has been used more 
precisely. Sharples and Parker Pearson (1999) 
define it variously as AD300-900 or AD400-
800. Downes and Ritchie (2003) quote it as 
AD300-800. Most recently, Harding (2004, 3) 
Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ άΨƭƻƴƎΩ LǊƻƴ !ƎŜΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ΨŜŀǊƭȅΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǎǇŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ 
Southern Britain would cover the whole of the 
pre-wƻƳŀƴ LǊƻƴ !ƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ 
the first millennium AD from around its 

                                                           
1
 This is the chronological scheme outlined in 
tŀǊƪŜǊ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƘŀǊǇƭŜǎΩ όмфффΣ орфύ 
concluding chapter. It is contradicted in Chapter 
One, where the scheme is outlined as Late Bronze 
Age/Early Iron Age (c. 1200-100BC), Middle Iron 
Age (c. 200BC-AD 400) and Pictish or pre-Viking 
Late Iron Age (c. AD400-800) (ibid. 1999, 15). 
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ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊέ. The 250 years between 
these two brackets becomes the Roman Iron 
Age.  Harding rejects the use of the term 
Middle Iron Age in a Scottish context, arguing 
that it constrains the occupation of brochs to 
άŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǎǇŀƴ ƻŦ two or three centuries 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳέ. This 
perceived failing would seem to be no more 
than conventional depending upon a rigid 
classification ƻŦ ōǊƻŎƘǎ ŀǎ ΨƳƛŘŘƭŜ LǊƻƴ !ƎŜΩΦ 
 
The usefulness of the term Ψlong Iron AgeΩ has 
become particularly apparent in the Western 
and Northern Isles (e.g. Armit 1990a; Downes 
and Ritchie 2003), where in the past cellular 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨtƛŎǘƛǎƘΩΣ 
despite the evidence for local continuity in 
architectural tradition, the lack of written 
records and the geographical distance from 
the Pictish heartland. The greater 
chronological fluidity offered by the term 
allows the archaeologist to appreciate the 
evolution of architectural traditions and social 
development in the longue dureé and over 
wide, and environmental very distinct, areas.. 
The use of this long Iron Age reflects a distinct 
movement of interest towards the study of 
the Northern and Western Isles over the past 
twenty years. In the south and east of 
Scotland, the Norse incursion can be no more 
a logical stopping point than the Roman 
invasion or the first historical mention of the 
Picts is in the Atlantic north and west. There is 
much to be said for the adoption of a 
chronological scheme that does not lay so 
much stress upon the significance of the dates 
of the earliest surviving written records, and 
the rather artificial divisions between later 
prehistoric, Roman and Early Historic periods 
which result from this. 
 
It is clear from this discussion that there is no 
universally accepted chronological scheme for 
the Scottish Iron Age. Although it has been 
said that the traditionally defined Iron Age 
(quoted as 700BC to AD500) merges 
ΨƛƳǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛōƭȅΩ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ό!ǊƳƛǘ 
1997c, 15), there is evidence for major 

changes in the settlement record of many 
areas from c. AD400 if not from c. AD200. 
 

2.7 Previous research frameworks 

Looking back over other syntheses and 
research frameworks, it is notable how often 
ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǊŜŎǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ /.!Ωǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǿƛŘŜ 
survey (Hawkes & Piggott 1948, 94-9, 104-7)) 
was framed in a diffusionist world view, but 
many of the issues are familiar: issues of 
chronology, regional patterning, ways of life 
on different settlements (with crannogs 
specified as a priority for investigation), the 
problem of hillforts (with a recommendation 
to sample the known types, followed by total 
excavation of a few), the lack of knowledge of 
burials and religion, and a sparsity of work on 
ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜΩΦ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ 
in all these areas, but as this document shows, 
all these topics are still current. 
 
IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜǎŎǳŜ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅ 
priorities (Barclay 1997) were necessarily 
more limited in outlook, and significant 
progress has been made on certain aspects. 
Our knowledge of roundhouses and 
souterrains is now much better, and we have 
teased out something of the sequence to 
cropmark sites in their identified key areas of 
south-east Scotland and Angus (Haselgrove 
2009; Dunwell & Ralston 2008). Other topics 
remain current and valid: responses to 
environmental change; the primary use and 
internal structure of brochs; burials; the 
chronology and significance of decorated 
pottery; and the need to study the context of 
ΨǎǘǊŀȅ ŦƛƴŘǎΩ ƻŦ ƳŜǘŀƭǿƻǊƪΦ 
 
Other recent reviews have all looked at 
versions of the same themes. Most synthetic 
ǿŀǎ IŀǎŜƭƎǊƻǾŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎ όнллмύ ¦Y-wide 
purview, which considered five themes: 
chronology; settlements, landscapes and 
people; material culture; regionality; and 
processes of change. Hingley (1992) split 
Scotland into Atlantic and non-Atlantic, and 
had a structure similar to this document in 
many ways: households/houses; 
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communities/enclosed sites; regional 
organisation; production, circulation and 
consumption; ritual belief and deposition. 
Armit & Ralston (2003a) used a threefold 
division of Atlantic, east, and south-west, with 
a more limited focus on settlement, 
environment and economy which fitted the 
theme of the volume. This ScARF document 
has engaged with parts of the problem in a 

different way, to try to encourage integration 
different sources of evidence. In looking back 
to 1948, our knowledge of and perspectives 
on the Iron Age have transformed 
dramatically, but many of the essential 
concerns of chronology, regionality and 
understanding settlements and material 
culture, remain. 
 

2.8 Future Research Recommendations 

 
The following have been identified as key future research areas and issues: 
 

¶ Existing archival and artefactual collections provide a valuable resource that would be 
rewarding to exploit, especially research into antiquarian work. The exploration of the social 
networks of the early archaeologists, tracing influences and the development of ideas would 
help enrich and clarify current understandings of the Iron Age.  
 

¶ Identifying current archaeologists (and their archives), from whom more recent oral history 
could be captured, would also provide a richly important potential source of information. 
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3. Land as arena ς place & 
territory  

3.1 Introduction 

ΨLandscapeΩ is the arena in which every local 
aspect of human settlement and life takes 
place. As such, land and water form the 
natural canvas and frame which on the one 
hand may shape human activities and 
responses, but equally may be adapted and 
changed by them. As a result it is easy to 
become overly deterministic in our 
approaches to landscape, reflecting what has 
become a traditional school of landscape 
history, which simply aims to find out what 
happened in the past and where. This is the 
approach which reads its history through the 
form of features that break the natural 
contour, stringing them together in 
sequences, based upon vertical and horizontal 
stratigraphy that trace a series of events 
cumulatively leading to the present day. Here, 
in a nutshell, lie the principles behind Historic 
Landscape Assessment and Characterisation, 
which seek to identify these fossils of the past 
in the modern patterns of fields and 
plantations. Furthermore, it is an approach 
ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǎǘȅƭŜŘ ΨǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎΩΣ ƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
itself to palaeo-environmental techniques for 
the examination of landscape change.  
 
Over the last thirty years, however, post-
processual perspectives have greatly 
influenced how landscape is perceived, and 
therefore studied, in archaeology (see Bender 
1993; Tilley 1994; Ashmore & Knapp 1999). 
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǳŎƘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ΨƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
seen as a backdrop for activities of the past or 
an analytical resource; instead it is a more 
ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ 
entity that exists by virtue of it being 
perceived, experienced and contextualised by 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ό!ǎƘƳƻǊŜ ϧ YƴŀǇǇ мфффύΦ CǊom this 
perspective the landscape is not separate 
from practices, and its understanding is 
gained through experiences. Research themes 
such as biographies, metaphors and 

phenomenology have their origins in these 
perspectives. 
 
British Iron Age studies are increasingly 
incorporating these approaches as 
researchers consider the variety of social 
relations, experiences and negotiations 
between people, place and landscape (see 
Bevan 1999; Sharples et al. 2008 for 
examples). This has been an important 
development for exploring Iron Age 
settlement ς moving away from only site-
based analyses to contextualise sites through 
a greater theorised approach to landscape 
and the environs. For Iron Age spaces 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǘŀǎƪǎŎŀǇŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ 
(Ingold, 2000), and archaeologies of 
inhabitation (e.g. Chadwick 2004), have 
provided new ways to consider the spaces 
between settlements and the meaning of 
living in the landscape.  
 
To these can be added questions stemming 
from two fundamental themes: population 
and territory. What was the size of the overall 
population? How was it disposed regionally? 
How did it develop through the 1st millennium 
BC? And what were the territories that 
regional and local populations were 
occupying? These are largely unattainable 
ambitions, but they feed into every aspect of 
our understanding of the past. For example, 
do the settlements that are recorded 
represent the totality of the population, or 
smaller subsets? What is the nature of the 
household that occupies a broch, for 
example? Are these the towers of the elite or 
the typical farmhouse of every farmer? And 
indeed, how large is this household and how 
does it relate to its neighbours, and do those 
relationships in, say, Shetland, hold true for 
Orkney or the Western Isles? Are there 
missing sectors of these societies that are 
simply leaving no recognisable signatures in 
the surviving archaeology?  
 
While these sorts of questions provide 
numerous avenues to progress Scottish Iron 
Age studies, it is important that it is 
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recognised that many areas are still locked 
firmly in the early days of data collection. To 
take forts and their landscapes as an example, 
since the first systematic attempt to solve the 
chronological puzzle that they present in the 
Borders at Hownam Rings some 60 years ago 
(Piggott 1948), only the low land hillfort at 
Broxmouth, East Lothian  has been almost 
entirely excavated, and that now thirty years 
ago. No unploughed example has ever been 
dug to this extent. Settlement studies 
necessarily must transpose what little is 
known for a tiny minority to the silent 
majority. For years yet to come any 
understanding of settlement patterns in the 
landscape will be extensively founded on 
uneven survey data in which the values and 
chronologies of the various constituents are 
barely explored and certainly not reliable.  
 
 
The sections that follow are fairly traditional, 
hedged around with the limitations of the 
data. Nevertheless, it is important not to lose 
sight of questions relating to how the 
landscape shapes the lives of those living 
there and vice versa, how these relationships 
change across space, and how they may be 
manifested in the cultural residues of 
archaeological deposits. By investigating such 
questions using different methodologies it 
allows assumptions about life and death that 
are embedded in more traditional approaches 
to the Scottish Iron Age to be challenged and 
tested.  
 

3.2 Reconstructing environmental 
change 

Climate and Climate Change 

The Iron Age is taken here to mean the period 
between c. 800BC and c. AD500, the latter 
date a median estimate given the 
diachroneity of this boundary across Scotland. 
Climate reconstructions which reflect the very 
long-term, Milankovitch-driven millenial 
relationship between the Earth and the Sun 
(Davis et al. 2003) suggest summer 

temperatures in north west Europe, including 
Scotland, to have been slightly warmer than 
today, and winter temperatures not dissimilar 
to today. It is the more abrupt, centennial 
scale climatic fluctuations superimposed on 
these trends that had at the very least, the 
potential to impact on human livelihood 
(deMenocal 2001; Berglund 2003; Turney et 
al. 2005; Charman 2010). The summary here 
is a description and synthesis of 
palaeoclimatic data only. Inferred human 
responses to Iron Age climate change are 
considered later.    
 
Bond et alΩǎ όмффтύ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǎŀƴŘ ƎǊŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ 
ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ άŀǊƳŀŘŀǎέ ƻŦ 
icebergs to the latitude of western Ireland, 
centred on c. 800BC, is a graphic though 
poorly resolved description of the 
hemispheric, probably global scale of this 
rapid climate change (Mayewski et al. 2004; 
Chambers et al. 2007). Oppo, McManus and 
Cullen (2003) report cold ice-bearing surface 
ocean water off western Ireland between c. 
1100BC and c. 400BC, the only time this 
occurred in the last c. 5000 years, because the 
άƎǳƭŦ ǎǘǊŜŀƳέ ǿŀǎ ǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘΦ aŀǊƛƴŜ 
resources would almost certainly have 
collapsed. 
 
Measures of storminess will have been 
related to the strength of the North Atlantic 
jetstream. Wilson et alΩǎ όнллпύ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎ 
identified the period c. 1100-450BC as one of 
widespread sand blow, as do Bjorck and 
Clemmensen (2004) in Denmark, but 
increased storminess is also recognised in 
several case studies after c. 500BC (Wilson et 
al. 2001; Wilson 2002; de Jong et al. 2009), 
and in the Outer Hebrides Gilbertson et al. 
(1999) found that only the centuries after 
AD200 were as affected. 
 
Temporal detail comes from more closely 
dated terrestrial records. Speleothem data are 
annually resolvable but complex in the 
climatic variables they describe. McDermott 
et alΩǎ ό2001) record from western Ireland is 
regarded as describing annual temperature 
































































































































































































































