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1 Introduction to the research 

The diversity of Iron Age structures in the north and west of Scotland suggests an 

underlying complexity in the relationships between settlements.   

This study uses an inter-disciplinary approach to examine a specific location which 

contains a range of evidence for Iron Age settlement including two monumental Iron 

Age structures, believed to be brochs.     

The aim of this research is to assess how far the influence of local factors may have 

contributed to the pattern of settlement and social organisation in one part of North 

Atlantic Scotland during the Iron Age.   

In this context the term “social organisation” refers to the relationships between 

settlements sharing a landscape, not the relationships between individuals within a 

community.   

The selected location is discussed in terms of: 

 the distribution of Iron Age settlements,  

 what this suggests about the relationships between them, and  

 specifically local factors which may have affected this situation 

An appraisal is then made of the possible social relationships between the different 

settlements during the Early, Middle and Late Iron Age. 

This approach avoids pre-judging the role of the most archaeologically visible 

structures and allows for the changing role of monuments and settlements not only 

before and after the Iron Age but also during it. 

The outcome reveals complexity not only across the landscape but over the course of 

the Iron Age, as settlement patterns first coalesce around the brochs then become re-

orientated on a different basis.    

1.1 Research aim and objectives 

A series of research objectives was identified in order to meet the aim of this study.  

These were as follows: 

 

 Select study area  



  

Each locality presents its own opportunities and problems with regard to study.  In 

order to contribute to a corpus of local studies, the area chosen needs to contrast with 

and to complement other recent work.  It needs to contain not only representative 

monumental dry stone buildings of the Iron Age but also well-preserved archaeology 

of all periods.  The locality’s hypothetical exploitation territory needs to be reasonably 

discrete, ideally a geographical unity with natural boundaries.   

 Establish regional characteristics  

Because this study is centred on the settlement patterns of a small area it is necessary 

to establish the expected parameters within which variation might occur.  Shetland has 

a long-lived yet distinctive pattern of landscape use and its characteristics provide a 

framework for interpreting the development of settlements and resource exploitation 

over time.  This allows research tools to be identified which are specific to the 

Shetland environment.     

 Appraise wider trends and events of the Iron Age 

The study looks at local factors in a small area, and these need to be set in the context 

of what was happening elsewhere in Iron Age Shetland.  Such a review needs to 

consider not only what is happening, but why and how it is happening, and to link 

recent archaeological evidence to the prevailing natural and social conditions.  

Modern techniques used in recent excavations have provided a suite of radiocarbon 

dates and these allow developments in Shetland to be placed more readily in the 

context of trends and events on Mainland Britain.   

 Evaluate known sites and monuments in the study area 

The first step in constructing the model is to check the completeness and accuracy of 

the archaeological evidence in the field.  This entails comprehensive re-assessment of 

the known record for the study area in respect of all periods.  Extensive fieldwalking 

is required in order to assess which sites and monuments may be relevant to 

interpreting the landscape in the Iron Age.  

 Develop research tools to amplify the archaeological record 

There is a risk that analysis based solely on the evidence of visible sites may be 

distorted by the accident of survival.  A series of research tools is required to identify 

likely areas of shortfall in the record and to compensate for these.  The anthropogenic 



  

nature of agricultural soil in Shetland, and the legacy of Norse place names both offer 

a means of identifying settlements which are candidates for occupation during the 

Iron Age.  It is anticipated that if the likeliest predicted locations were investigated 

further, then they would be found to contain corroborative archaeological evidence.  

 Construct model 

Settlements thought to have been occupied need to be mapped, distinguishing 

between those which contain archaeological evidence and those where occupation is 

predicted on the basis of other evidence.  In order to reflect the dynamics of the 

evolving landscape, it is necessary to present the modelled landscape at different 

points during the Iron Age, and also to set it in a timeframe which is longer than the 

focus of this study.   

 Plan how to test model 

Both the archaeological and the other evidence used to construct the model needs to 

be examined further, as does the assumption that they may be expected to occur 

together.  There are a number of archaeological techniques which would be suitable 

for testing the model in the field, should the opportunity present itself. 

 Consider implications for social organisation  

The likely status and authority of different settlements will have changed over time as 

will the local factors influencing the situation.   Considering each stage of the Iron 

Age separately should allow the more prominent settlements to be viewed as elements 

in a complex landscape without pre-judging the socio-economic role which they may 

have played at any one point.   

 Identification and discussion of research outcomes 

The outcomes of the research require to be assessed and discussed in the context of 

previous work concerning Iron Age settlement in Shetland, particularly with respect 

to brochs.  The implications and significance of the research outcomes will be 

highlighted, and areas for potential future research considered. 

1.2 Choice of study area 

There are sufficient similarities in Iron Age archaeology to allow a Scottish Atlantic 

province to be defined (Piggott, 1966: 4-5) but there are also considerable variations 



  

not only in the type of monumental Iron Age architecture present, but also in the 

number and type of other contemporary structures in landscape.  The region might 

even be called a community of diversity (Harding, 2004: 303).  This prompts 

questions concerning how far these differences might be the result of specifically 

local factors as communities adapted widespread socio-cultural trends and ideas to 

local circumstances. 

In order to investigate the potential for complexity in social organisation, it was 

suggested (Hingley, 1992: 25) that a series of locally based studies should be carried 

out in Atlantic Scotland, focusing on changes in patterns of settlement through time as 

well as through space.  This research represents one such study. 

The Atlantic province is huge 

and varied: see Figure 1-1: 

Piggott’s Scottish Atlantic 

province.  It includes a large part 

of mainland Scotland but it is the 

islands which offer particular 

diversity (Evans, 1973: 517).  

The Shetland archipelago lies 

between the Atlantic Ocean and 

the northern North Sea, and 

between Scotland and 

Scandinavia.  The archaeology 

of Shetland reflects the main 

Iron Age cultural trends and 

ideas, but notwithstanding 

similarities with the rest of 

Scotland and Britain it also 

exhibits a degree of regional  

and chronological variation. 

The locality chosen for study is situated on the west side of the south part of Mainland 

Shetland (see Figure 1-2: Map of Shetland) and comprises three small islands: West 

Burra, East Burra and Trondra.  There is a broch site at Brough on West Burra and 

another at Burland on Trondra.  As may be seen from the modern map of the area 

Source: Lamb 
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(presented as Figure 1-3: Modern map of study area) the islands lie to the south of 

Scalloway.  East and West Burra have long been joined by a bridge at “Bridge End” 

(the modern name for Grunasound) where the islands are separated by only a few 

metres of shallow sea itself less than a metre deep.  Burra is only recently connected 

to Trondra and Trondra to Mainland Shetland, the two bridges being constructed in 

the 1970s.  The main centre of modern population in the study area is Hamnavoe on 

West Burra. 

The broken topography of the study area will provide a contrast with work on the 

brochs of the South Mainland of Shetland (e.g. Fojut, 1982b, Dockrill, 2002, Dockrill 

et al., in press) where the rolling and agriculturally rich land is more like Orkney and 

less representative of the Shetland landscape.  The study area will also complement 

earlier work on Scalloway broch (Sharples, 1998) by providing an assessment of the 

Iron Age settlements found in the wider countryside around a broch-settlement.   

Pressure of time limited work at Scalloway to excavation of the broch structure.  This 

left unexamined the potential for dependent households dispersed into the landscape 

(Sharples, 1998: 208).   

1.3 Terms and definitions 

Certain words and phrases in common use are intended in this study to convey a 

particular meaning.  Detail is discussed in context but important conceptual 

definitions and distinctions are introduced below. 

1.3.1 Broch and broch site 

The Ordnance Survey maps mark two sites in the study area as “brochs”.   

Some writers use the term “broch” only to describe a relatively narrow class of 

monument with the proportions of a tower (e.g. MacKie, 2002: 2,7) whilst others use 

the term more loosely to describe a particular range of complex Atlantic roundhouses 

(Shepherd, 1994: 267-268).  Without excavation it is difficult to assess the 

architectural features of the buildings contained within the mounds, but it is clear that 

they were massive drystone structures.   
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INSERT FIGURE 1-3: MODERN MAP OF STUDY AREA



  

Because of the impression of monumentality gathered from field survey and in view 

of the lack of more precise information, this study uses the term “broch” in the wide 

sense applied by the National Monuments Record for Scotland and the Ordnance 

Survey (Armit, 2005a: 5-6). 

1.3.2 Chronology 

This study uses particular phrases to refer to certain periods.  They are as follows: 

Neolithic  3500-1500 BC 

Late Bronze Age  1500-800 BC 

Early Iron Age 800-400 BC 

Middle Iron Age 400 BC-AD 400 

Late Iron Age  AD 400-800 

Early Norse / Viking AD 800-1000   

Late Norse  AD 1000-1300  

Historic period AD 1300-1700  

Modern  AD 1700-now   

These periods relate to particular phases in Shetland’s archaeology, and these are 

discussed in Chapter 4: Island landscapes and the North Atlantic Iron Age. 

Any chronology proposed for Shetland’s Iron Age must not only be relevant to the 

study area but also allow meaningful comparison to be drawn with other Iron Age 

societies.   

The beginning of the Iron Age is less readily defined than its end and suggested 

starting dates have varied widely (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 4).  A date of 500 BC 

has been suggested for Shetland (e.g. Turner, 1998: 63, Owen and Lowe, 1999: 269).  

In Europe, however, the Iron Age is conventionally dated from the start of Hallstatt C 

culture in the years before 750 BC (Cunliffe, 2005: 32) and a date of c. 800 BC is 

accepted as suitable for Scotland in general (e.g. Ralston and Ashmore, 2007: 236).   

There are arguments for dating the change in the south and east of Britain to 800 BC 

(Needham, 2007) too.  This study therefore dates Shetland’s Iron Age from c. 800 

BC. 

In order to define the end of the Iron Age it may sometimes be useful to break the 

Late Iron Age into two segments with a Late Iron Age I ending in the mid-seventh 

century AD (Foster, 1989: 38-40) and a Late Iron Age II, which is marked by the 

growth of Pictish influence.  In the Northern Isles, however, it is the coming of the 



  

Norse which represents the major cultural break.  Norse raiding bases may have been 

established during the late eighth century AD (Crawford, 1987: 40), but their arrival 

in substantial numbers may be dated to c. AD 800 (Lamb, 2005: 41).   

1.3.3 References to archaeological records 

The records of archaeological sites and monuments in the study area are described 

more fully in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence. 

There are three main catalogues of sites and monuments in West Burra, East Burra 

and Trondra.  These are the national records held by the Royal Commission on 

Ancient and Historical Monuments in Scotland and a reference to these is introduced 

as “NMRS #”.  The local Sites and Monuments Record is maintained by the Shetland 

Amenity Trust and numbers which begin “SMR #” refer to these records.  Thirdly a 

coastal assessment survey of the study area was carried out during the 1990s by EASE 

Archaeology (Moore and Wilson, 2001b).  Their references include a marker to show 

which island is being discussed: WB stands for West Burra, EB for East Burra and T 

for Trondra, followed by a number.  References which begin “EASE #” refer to their 

survey report.  Objects which have been deposited with the Shetland Museum are 

referred to by their museum catalogue number e.g. Shetland Museum ARC 2002.152.   

Where the same site or object is referred to in more than one catalogue, all references 

are included and separated by a forward slash; thus EASE # T7 / SMR # 382 & 3505 / 

NMRS # HU33NE2 refers to a single site, in this case an oval house on Trondra. 

1.3.4 Shetland glossary 

A separate glossary is provided in the appendices (see Appendix 1: Glossary of 

Shetland terms), covering crofting and Shetland vocabulary e.g. townships, common 

grazing, plantiecrub etc.   

1.4 Significance of this research 

This study contrasts with the more traditional broch-centred approach, and takes the 

evolving landscape as its starting point.  This allows brochs to be viewed initially as 

only one long-lived element in an evolving landscape with a unique pattern of 

development.  By looking at the whole landscape through time - before, during and 

after the Iron Age – the brochs are set in a wider chronological context which takes 

into account the changing role that these highly visible monuments may have played 

in a developing landscape.   



  

The use of a chronological framework which is wider than the focus of the study also 

opens up the possibility of looking not only at the preceding landscape of settlement 

but also at the arc of subsequent historical trends and events.  The approach to the 

study may be represented thus: 

FIGURE 1-4: APPROACH TO STUDY 

In order to consider the complete Iron Age landscape, it is necessary to identify not 

only the location of known activity but also places where archaeological evidence 

may not be immediately apparent because of removal by natural and human processes 

such as coastal erosion or later occupation.   

Another specific aspect of this study is the development of research tools based on 

later historical evidence, which are used to identify such locations.  These tools relate 

to soil quality and to place names and are a product of Shetland’s unique 

circumstances.   

When archaeological structures are being investigated, it is becoming increasingly 

common to examine the surrounding soils in order to set sites in their agricultural and 

economic context (e.g. Parker Pearson and Sharples, 1999, Dockrill, 2002).  This 

study, however, turns this proposition on its head and suggests that places where there 

is good agricultural capability should be considered prima facie as sites of earlier 

human activity, even in the apparent absence of structures. 

This is a reasonable starting point in the particular context of Shetland for two 

reasons: firstly the availability of agricultural soil is limited, and secondly most 

agricultural soil is anthropogenic.  The deepest soils will have been occupied the 

longest, and Iron Age methods of manuring marked the beginning of the development 

of deep soils. 
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The location of good soil can be determined in Shetland because the introduction of 

crofting tenure in the late nineteenth century coincided with surveys for the earliest 

Ordnance Survey maps; in conjunction with the related documentation, these allow 

the location and area of cultivated ground to be established.  This information is 

relevant to this study because in the late nineteenth century Shetland’s population was 

at its highest documented level, and most cultivable land will have been occupied and 

therefore recorded in census data, rental ledgers, landowners’ maps and other similar 

records.   

More importantly the landowners of the eighteenth and nineteenth century continued 

to make use of a unit of land valuation known as the merk.  The value of the different 

holdings in the study area was also documented during the nineteenth century and 

may be matched with the area of the holdings.  This allows the relative soil quality at 

different locations to be compared, for a small holding with a high value will contain 

better soil than a larger one with the same value.  Better soil is likely to be both deeper 

and older. 

Expressed in merks, the values assigned to settlements in the nineteenth century can 

also be linked back through a series of earlier taxation records to the system used c. 

AD 1300.  It is reasonable to assume that settlements caught by taxation at such an 

early point were already well-established on agriculturally productive land, itself an 

indicator of prior and potentially Iron Age occupation.   

The gap between the end of the Iron Age and c. AD 1300 is potentially bridged by the 

analysis of place names, which forms the second research tool.  Shetland place names 

are almost entirely Norse and certain elements may suggest when and why a 

settlement received a particular name.  In some cases these can be related to the 

different phases of Norse expansion which took place in Shetland c. AD 800-1300.   

The Iron Age in Shetland ended around the ninth century AD with the coming of the 

Norse, and there is archaeological evidence to suggest that the earliest Norse 

settlement is found in and on the edges of pre-existing Iron Age settlement. 

Settlements occupied in the centuries between the end of the Iron Age and c. AD 1300 

are prime candidates for Iron Age occupation.   

Soil quality and place name analysis are therefore useful tools, but the settlements 

they identify would need to be tested archaeologically to establish whether or not Iron 

Age occupation had actually taken place.  



  

1.5 Research design and layout of thesis 

Having introduced the aims and objectives of this research and clarified certain 

definitions, this study describes the location and physical nature of the study area, 

noting the resources available which might permit economic sustainability.  The effect 

of the environment on the history of human development and on the archaeological 

record is also considered (Chapter 2: The shape of the country).  These circumstances 

represent the most local of factors influencing human settlement in the study area.  

Overall, Shetland has a long-lived and distinctive pattern of settlement and 

consideration of what might be expected in the Shetland context establishes the 

parameters of variation at the local level.  This middle range of factors is described 

next (Chapter 3: The character of Shetland settlement).  In both chapters reference is 

made to specific aspects which will be used to develop the research tools mentioned 

above. 

Notwithstanding the many distinctively local features of Shetland’s Iron Age, they 

can be seen to express widespread contemporary trends and ideas.  The most visible 

Iron Age monuments in the study area are the brochs, and the nature and form of the 

broch is considered in terms of the wider British Iron Age.  A framework for the local 

Iron Age is then presented by surveying Shetland’s archaeological evidence and 

setting it in this wider context.  Particular account is taken of recent excavations 

which have provided datable material (Chapter 4: Island landscapes and the North 

Atlantic Iron Age). 

This study is based on a model of Iron Age settlements and resources, particularly 

agricultural soil.  The archaeological record and recent archaeological work in the 

study area are described and appraised first (Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence).   

As a necessary precursor to the construction of the landscape model, a series of 

working papers was developed to ensure comprehensive and systematic appraisal of 

the archaeological evidence in the field.  Extracts have been incorporated into the 

thesis text and Appendices where relevant.  The working documents are described 

more fully in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence.  By their nature they are bulky 

and repetitive, but they also draw together a number of maps and extracts from 

records which might not otherwise be readily accessible.  For the reader’s ease of 

reference, therefore, a copy of these working documents is provided as additional 

material on a CD.  The format is pdf, prepared using Adobe Acrobat Version 9.3. 



  

The techniques used to gather evidence and to assess the likelihood of Iron Age 

activity in other locations are described separately (Chapter 6: Expanding the 

archaeology).   

The Iron Age model (Chapter 7: The landscape model) is constructed in three parts 

using the techniques and tools outlined in the preceding two chapters.  It shows the 

landscape of settlement in the study area as it may have appeared during Shetland’s 

Early, Middle and Late Iron Age.  A distinction is drawn between those locations 

where there are archaeological sites and monuments indicating Iron Age activity, and 

those where Iron Age occupation is predicted on the basis of other evidence such as 

soil quality or place name. 

Next consideration is given to how the model might be tested for completeness and 

accuracy using appropriate archaeological methods and techniques (Chapter 8: 

Testing and using the model).   

As modelled, the settlements and resources indicate certain patterns underlying 

contemporary use of the landscape and these in turn suggest how settlements might 

have related to each other.  These elements are traced back to the operation of local 

factors, and related to the brochs in the landscape and to the ongoing process of 

change during the Iron Age (Chapter 9: Settlement and social organisation). 

This study concludes by considering the significance of these findings and their wider 

application.  The implications and constraints of this study are noted, and areas for 

further investigation and research are identified (Chapter 10: The integrated study).  


