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As advisers to the World Heritage Committee, ICOMOS has

drawn up guidelines for the management of World Heritage

Sites and for research programmes to promote and co-ordinate

research in the area.  In Orkney this important task has been

carried out with the contribution of a number of partners. It has

been a collaborative venture involving many experts who have

generously given freely of their time. I know that Historic

Scotland has been delighted to support the Orkney College

UHI in organising and co-ordinating the production of this

Research Agenda for Scotland’s first archaeological World

Heritage Site, The Heart of Neolithic Orkney.  

We very much hope that this Research Agenda will prove a

model for Site managers throughout the world, as well as others

dealing with the challenges and opportunities of their local

archaeological inheritance elsewhere in Scotland. 

Patricia Ferguson 

Minister for Tourism, Culture and Sport
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Dedicated to Daphne Home Lorimer, 

prime mover in the setting up of 

Orkney Archaeological Trust 

and Chairman of the Trust 

1996-2004

6



13 Foreword

15 List of contributors

17 Acknowledgements

Part 1: Agenda setting

20 Background
20 Description and status of the Heart of Neolithic Orkney World Heritage Site 

Jane Downes
21 The context and purpose of the Research Agenda

Jane Downes
23 Formulating the Agenda – the Archaeological and Historical Research Co-

ordination Committee 
Jane Downes

24 Structure of the Heart of Neolithic Orkney Research Agenda
Jane Downes and C R Wickham-Jones

25 Management of the World Heritage Site 
25 Boundaries of the Site and its buffer zones

Jane Downes and Sally M Foster
29 Setting of the WHS 

Jane Downes and Sally M Foster
30 The Management Plan

Jane Downes
31 Management issues and threats

Sally M Foster and Management and Interpretation Group
Protect and maintain
Present and interpret
Access

33 Management and research 
Sally M Foster and Management and Interpretation Group

35 Defining the spatial and temporal research context of the 
World Heritage Site 

35 Researching the landscape
Dave Cowley, Jane Downes, Mark Edmonds and Landscape Group

37 Period-based research and temporality
Colin Richards and Temporality and Period-based Research Group

Contents

7



Part 2: Resource assessment

40 History of prehistoric research
Nick Card

46 Assessment of the prehistoric periods
Nick Card

46 Pre-Neolithic Orkney
The pre-Neolithic World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

47 Neolithic Orkney
The Neolithic World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

56 Bronze Age Orkney
The Bronze Age World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

61 Iron Age Orkney
The Iron Age World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

66 Assessment of the historic period 
Sarah Jane Grieve with Julie Gibson

66 Orkney Viking period (c800-1065)
The Viking period World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

69 Orkney late Norse period (1065–1231)
The late Norse period World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

71 Late medieval Orkney (1231-1615)
The late medieval World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

74 Post-medieval Orkney (1615–1840)
The post-medieval World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

77 Modern Orkney (1840–1945) 
The modern period World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones

Part 3: Research themes

80 Artefacts, monuments and cultural identity
Siân Jones, Colin Richards and Artefacts, Monuments and Cultural Identity Group

81 The materialisation of memory and identity
83 The social construction and constitution of monuments: questions of architecture,

place, the human body and materiality
84 The past in the present: the rôle of monuments in the production of contemporary

narratives, memories and cultural practices
86 Representing monuments: the place of archaeological materials in folklore,

literature, map-making, art and other forms of visual depiction

87 The formation and utlilisation of the landscape
Ingrid Mainland, Ian A Simpson, Richard Tipping, Palaeoenvironment and Economy
Group, and Formation Processes and Dating group

89 Climate change and Holocene environments 
92 Biogeography: migration, colonisation and extinction
93 Agricultural landscapes, diet and subsistence
95 Exchange circulation, status, identity and ritual activity

8



Part 4: Techniques
96 Introduction

96 Dating 
Patrick Ashmore and David Sanderson

96 Background
96 Radiocarbon/AMS Dating
97 Luminescence dating
97 Palaeomagnetic dating
97 Tephra
98 Cosmogenic nuclides
98 Radiogenic chronometers

98 Geophysics
John Gater

98 Background
99 The World Heritage Site and Inner Buffer Zones - summary of results
100 Development
100 Prospecting
100 Database

100 Field Survey
Graeme Wilson

101 Underwater exploration
Ian Oxley with Bobby Forbes

101 Background
102 Archaeological investigation of submerged environments in Orkney
102 Standards
102 Collecting known information
103 Assessing archaeological potential
103 Evaluation techniques
103 Excavation 
103 Underwater methodologies

104 Aerial survey
Kenneth Brophy

105 Geographical information systems
Angus Mackintosh

106 Excavation
Jane Downes and C R Wickham-Jones

107 Soil and sediment analyses 
Ian A Simpson

107 Background
107 Field survey
107 Thin-section micromorphology and associated techniques 
108 Biomarkers
109 Modelling

9



109 Artefact analysis
Andrew Jones and C R Wickham-Jones

109 Backgound
110 Ceramics

Ceramics and community identities
Ceramic technology and settlement histories

111 Stone tools
Flaked stone tools
Provenance and exchange
Social context

112 Bone tools
112 Haematite and ochre

112 Experimental archaeology
C R Wickham-Jones

113 Skeletal studies: human origins, diet and lifestyle
C R Wickham-Jones

113 Ecofactual analysis
C R Wickham-Jones

114 Palaeoenvironmental studies
C R Wickham-Jones

115 Historical and cartographic sources
Sarah Jane Grieve 

115 Historical sources
117 Cartographic sources

117 Qualitative interviewing and participant observation
Siân Jones and Angela McClanahan

118 Museum-based studies
Anne Brundle

Part 5: Research  strategy
120 Introduction

120 Sustainable research 
Sally M Foster

121 Research rationale
Jane Downes and C R Wickham-Jones

122 Sample research

122 Sample research topics: artefacts, monuments and cultural
identity
Siân Jones, Colin Richards, Artefacts, Monuments and Cultural Identity Group, and
Temporality and Period-Based Research Group

122 Archival assessment and synthesis
122 Architectural life histories
123 The creation of the monuments
123 The life histories of artefacts
123 Review and strategy for detailed physical and chemical studies of artefacts

10



123 Residue analysis
123 Period-specific research on social identity
123 Typological reviews
124 Experimental archaeology
124 Landscape survey
124 Boundaries
124 Astroarchaeological meanings
124 Visitor surveys
125 Contemporary experience
125 The rôle of archaeology in education in Orkney
125 Local history
125 Literary research
125 Folkloric research
125 Visual representations and the perception of landscape
125 Place-name research

126 Sample research topics: the formation and utilisation of the
landscape

Ingrid Mainland, Ian A Simpson, Richard Tipping, Palaeoenvironment and Economy
Group, and Formation Processes and Dating group

126 Soil formation
126 Modelling of landscape changes over time
126 Monument formation processes
126 Agricultural and social landscape formation processes
126 A comprehensive programme of dating
126 Existing bioarchaeological data
127 Further excavation
127 Modelling climatic change
127 Initial post-glacial colonisation of Orkney 
127 Use of plants, especially cultivated plants, in prehistoric Orkney
127 Non-economic values and activities apparent in bioarchaeological evidence

128 Sample projects
All Discussion Groups

128 Background
128 Artefacts, monuments and cultural identity

Site specific
WHS specific
Zone specific
Orkney specific

130 The formation and utilisation of the landscape
Site specific
WHS specific
Zone specific
Orkney specific

131 Cross-theme
WHS specific
Zone specific
Orkney specific

131 Prioritisation of research 
Julie Gibson

11



133 Communication and dissemination
C R Wickham-Jones

134 Logistics and funding
C R Wickham-Jones and Jane Downes

136 Management
Jane Downes and C R Wickham-Jones

137 Concluding comments

Part 6: Appendices

138 Appendix 1: Select investigations at the monuments in the
WHS
Nick Card

138 Skara Brae
139 Stones of Stenness
140 Ring of Brodgar
141 Maeshowe

143 Appendix 2: Resources
Nick Card

145 Appendix 3: Current student research relating to the
archaeology of Orkney
Nick Card

146 Appendix 4: Table of archaeological fieldwork undertaken in
Orkney 1945-2003
Nick Card

147 Part 7: Extended bibliography
Nick Card

12



13

Foreword

The Orkney World Heritage Site is indeed
one of the glories of prehistory, not just of
Scottish or of British prehistory, but of
world prehistory. There can be few places
more numinous than the walkway between
the Loch of Harray and the Loch of
Stenness, with the Stones of Stenness on
one side, with the Ring of Brodgar in
prospect, and with the most perfect of
Neolithic tombs, Maeshowe, only a few
hundred metres away. It is always a
pleasure to celebrate these remarkable
monuments and their numerous
counterparts elsewhere in the Orkney
Islands.

This splendid volume is, however, very
much more than a simple celebration. It
sets out to use the impetus offered by the
status of ‘World Heritage Site’ in a very
active way. Of course it considers fully the
various problems offered by the
management of what we now increasingly
realise to be a priceless heritage. But it
does more than that. It seeks ways of
understanding more fully just what that
heritage is, and of promoting the wider
dissemination of that understanding.

For the archaeologist, Neolithic Orkney is
one of the wonders of the ancient world. It
is quite exceptional anywhere, and without
parallel in Europe, to be able to visit the
well preserved settlement sites, like Skara
Brae and the Knap of Howar, and then
wonderful funerary monuments, like
Midhowe or Quoyness or Isbister, and
then to go on to view these in a landscape
in which the great central monuments,
including the Ring of Brodgar, become
increasingly intelligible to us in their
contemporary setting. For the pace of
discovery is considerable. Today, through
the revelations of the settlement at

Barnhouse, we understand very much
more than we did 30 years ago when I was
excavating at Quanterness and
investigating the Ring of Brodgar and
Maeshowe.

And as this admirable Agenda so clearly
indicates, our understanding of the World
Heritage Site is enriched and amplified by
our increased knowledge of the Orkney
Islands as a whole at that period. The
discovery and excavation of new
settlement sites, and their thoughtful
integration into a more ambitious notion of
the Neolithic landscape holds the promise
of a much more comprehensive and
coherent view of Neolithic Orkney. There
is a potential for further research here
which is very well outlined in this report. It
is admirably open-ended and invites both
the intelligent amplification of what we
already know and the acquisition of new
knowledge.

The report has a second great merit. It
recognises fully that although it is the great
monuments of the so-called ‘Neolithic’
period that first attract us to the World
Heritage Site, that Site and its landscape,
like any land that has been lived and
worked and loved for 6,000 years, is a
palimpsest. That is to say it is an overlay: a
record of the life and work of more than a
100 generations of Orcadians. It carries the
traces of the first visitors to Orkney in the
Mesolithic period. It has burials and
settlements of the still (to us) rather
obscure Bronze Age life of Orkney  which
succeeded the great floruit of the Neolithic
period. With the brochs of the Iron Age
and then the Pictish settlements we have a
new period of abundant evidence which is
soon succeeded by the Norse settlements
and their Scottish successors. There are



available in a very systematic way but also
the theoretical perspectives which may be
developed to inform such research, it
offers an encouraging exemplar. Themes
of cultural identity and of social
construction are developed here in an
admirably pragmatic way. For sometimes
in theoretical archaeology the theory is at a
rather abstract level which does not quite
engage with the practicalities of day-to-day
archaeological research. Here the theory
has been brought to bear upon the rich
available data for early Orkney with the
promise of generating further relevant
data, and hence new conclusions and
perhaps even new theory. This is cutting-
edge research. I predict that it will be used
quite widely, far beyond Orkney, as a
model of how such issues should be
tackled. The archaeology of Orkney is a
research field of quite exceptional richness,
by international as well as national
standards. It is well served by this
refreshing appraisal.

Colin Renfrew

Patron, Orkney Archaeological Trust
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ample indications of these phases within
the World Heritage Area itself. But again it
is to the Orkney Islands as a whole that
one has to look to obtain a fully diachronic
view, and to discern the full richness of
what the great Orcadian poet George
Mackay Brown described as the tapestry of
the past of Orkney.

This remarkable book is more than simply
a ‘research agenda’, generously grant-aided
by Historic Scotland, the Orkney Islands
Council and Orkney Heritage Society, with
support from Orkney College UHI. In the
first place it is an up-to-date review of the
state not only of the World Heritage Site
itself but of archaeology and of the historic
heritage in Orkney today. To realise so
comprehensively the vision that the true
heritage encompasses the whole of Orkney
is already an important contribution. Any
management plan has to be concerned not
only with the physical integrity of the great
sites in guardianship but with the
remarkable totality of the historic resource
which Orkney offers. By considering not
only the research techniques which are
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UK United Kingdom
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WHAGP World Heritage Area Geophysics
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