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1 The integrated study 

The aim of this research has been to assess how far the influence of local factors may 

have contributed to the organisation of Iron Age society in one part of Shetland.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to assess how far this study has met those aims.  It sets out 

the main findings of the research, noting those areas where further work is required 

and summarising its contribution to the discipline.   

The approach taken in this study has involved observation and prediction in order to 

construct a model of the landscape under discussion.  The usefulness of this method 

and its limitations are discussed below.  

For the future, this study has highlighted a number of considerations.  Perhaps the 

most significant finding is the need to set Iron Age monuments in the context of an 

evolving landscape of settlement.  This highlights the changing role of brochs in the 

landscape and raises wider questions with respect to their function and how this may 

have changed over the course of the Iron Age.   

The study has linked movements in settlement pattern to specific changes in the 

natural, economic and political situation.  Thus the sites of occupation chosen during 

the Early Norse period have been linked not only to changes in sea level and 

technological developments in boat design but also to social influences and 

pressures.  The potential for diversity within a very narrow geographical compass 

cannot be explained simply in terms of geography and resources.   

This study both complements and extends other local studies in Shetland, and the 

associated fieldwork has updated the related sites and monuments records.  The 

method adopted has shown the value of widening research beyond the narrow 

compass of the period under review to consider the resources and settlements of a 

locality through time.  This approach could be applied in other parts of Shetland and 

of North Atlantic Scotland as a cost effective means of appraising a locality and 

identifying sites worth further investigation.     

1.1  Findings of this study 

The detailed findings of this study were considered in Chapter 7: The landscape 

model and Chapter 9: Settlement and social organisation.  They may be summarised 

as follows. 



The Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) landscape of small and undifferentiated 

dwellings looks like much of the rest of Scotland.  Three districts begin to emerge 

with the development of a broch landscape during the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-

AD 400).  The built evidence suggests a re-orientation of settlement with brochs 

forming a focus in the landscape.   

The settlements of the central district of the study area are seen to be concentrated 

around Brough and Burland, with dwellings grouped in and around the two broch 

structures.  There are other isolated homesteads in the landscape, but these are no 

more than 1500 metres distant from the brochs.  It is suggested that this district 

represented a single sphere of influence with Brough as the dominant settlement.  

The broch at Burland may have been established in order not only to watch the 

western sea approaches but also to stake a claim to the south part of Trondra. 

The north part of the study area was overlooked by the broch at Upper Scalloway.  

The Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) was also a period of low sea level and the 

only sea access to Scalloway would have been through Scalloway Voe passing along 

the north coast of Trondra.  These aspects make it likely that the north part of 

Trondra was part of Scalloway’s sphere of influence.       

There appears to be no broch at the south end of the study area around Clett and 

House, and there is only slight archaeological evidence for occupation.  There may 

have been no need or desire to build a broch on the part of the community, but it is 

also possible that the area was near-empty at this period. 

During the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) it is proposed that the founding of a 

papar settlement and the parallel development of an estate at the south end indicate 

the presence of an important population applying Pictish ideas.  This would have 

affected the balance of power in the study area, potentially counter-balancing the 

primary status of Brough. 

From this model it is possible to attribute the pattern of Iron Age settlement in the 

area firstly to the location of the brochs and later to the combination of a monastic 

settlement and an estate. 

The study has shown how the local situation can intensify contemporary trends or 

add an extra dimension.  In the study area magnified changes in sea level acting in 

conjunction with the prevailing level of marine technology can be seen to have 

affected the settlement location and inter-relations.   



Iron Age sea levels were at their lowest during the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 

400) and considerations of accessibility by sea probably influenced the placement of 

brochs.  Conversely the south end of the study area is modelled as a centre of 

settlement during the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800), a period when rising sea levels 

will have re-opened the South Voe to navigation by shallow-drafted vessels.  The 

arrival of the Norse from c. AD 800 was eased by these higher sea levels.  Additional 

approaches to broch-settlements were probably created by the removal of two land-

bridges, and the shallow contours of the shoreline made local topography particularly 

suitable for beaching Viking ships.  Open to the Atlantic on the west, the study area 

will always have been accessible to sea-going vessels.  However the coming of the 

Norse in numbers and in reliable ships marked the end of Iron Age Shetland: until 

then visitors with new goods and ideas could reach the islands more easily than they 

could dominate them.   

1.2 Addressing the limitations of the model 

A number of issues need to be addressed before the findings of the research can be 

relied upon fully.   

The approach taken in this study involved the selection of a study area and the 

creation of a landscape model of how that area may have appeared during the Iron 

Age.  The creation of the model involved not only a range of assumptions with 

respect to the archaeology but also the development of research tools drawn from 

other academic disciplines.   

The decisions involved at each of these stages introduced their own limitations.  A 

programme of archaeological work designed to address the completeness and 

accuracy of the model was set out in Chapter 8: Testing and using the model.  

Considered below are the ways in which the definition of the study area and the 

necessarily superficial use made of other disciplines may have influenced the 

analysis. 

 

 

1.2.1 Definition of area 

A study needs to define the area being examined, but this can act as a self-limiting 

factor.   



At the outset of this study, islands appeared to represent an obvious unit of analysis, 

and the modern topography of Burra, Houss and Trondra suggested that they formed 

a geographical unity.  However the study has shown that the island is not necessarily 

the most appropriate unit of analysis, despite its apparent circumscription by the sea.  

The social dynamics of what islands mean for people who live there need to be 

considered in conjunction with the dynamics of a maritime culture (Broodbank, 

2000: 33).    

At a wider compass, this aspect becomes more apparent in the centuries which 

followed the Iron Age.  The importance of seaways can be seen in the way the 

Orkney earldom was shared between joint earls (Thomson, 2008).  To a modern eye 

the archipelagos of Orkney and Shetland represent discrete units, but joint earls often 

shared Orkney between them.  This meant that the holder of Shetland and the north 

part of Orkney controlled the seaway between, whilst the holder of the south part of 

Orkney might also have lands in Caithness allowing him to dominate the Pentland 

Firth.  Similar distributions of land on either side of a seaway are seen in the Western 

Isles and the west coast of Scotland at a slightly later period. 

In the course of the study it became clear that this principle could also apply on a 

small scale and that the study area also represented an islandscape of land and sea.  

The group of three islands appeared on a map to form a natural group but it became 

clear that the history of one part, the north-east corner of Trondra, might belong 

more properly to a consideration of the adjacent parts of Mainland Shetland, around 

Scalloway and Uradale.   

With the exception of the broch at Upper Scalloway (Sharples, 1998) the 

archaeology is relatively unexplored.  The NMRS lists seven sites in Uradale itself, 

all drawn from early Ordnance Survey maps and therefore probably in crofting use at 

that time.  No oval houses or possible broch sites have been noted to date, but field 

walking might extend this list and there are mounds on the shore at Uradale which 

should be examined further.  The wider area around the skáli settlement of 

Scalloway is also of interest but visual survey would be less productive because the 

area is so extensively built over. 

A deeper perspective on Iron Age society might be provided by extending the 

current study to cover neighbouring areas such as Uradale and Scalloway on 

Mainland Shetland.  The resources of the islands of Havera and Papa to the south 

and west of Burra, and the tiny areas of land on the Mainland Shetland side of Clift 



Sound at the foot of the Clift Hills were also potentially available to the inhabitants 

of Burra, Houss and Trondra and might usefully be included.  

1.2.2 Other disciplines 

This study has drawn from other disciplines in order to develop research tools which 

might expand the archaeological evidence.  Of necessity this has involved the use of 

broad generalisations.  The availability of in-depth investigations by specialists in 

these disciplines would allow a more subtle and focussed analysis to be made.  Two 

studies in particular would be helpful. 

Regarding its use of place names, this study began by identifying the settlements and 

then examined the names.  This approach limited the information to be gained 

because it looked only at sites where signs of domestic occupation had already been 

recognized.   

The reverse approach, where names are considered first before looking for evidence 

of human activity, would avoid pre-judging likely locations of early human activity.  

Such a study should look at names applied over the centuries to natural as well as to 

man-made features.  Subsequent analysis may provide indications not only of nearby 

domestic occupation but also of agricultural activity or other resource exploitation 

and thus suggest additional lines of archaeological enquiry.      

With respect to changing coastal geography, the local nature of the variation in sea 

level change has led to a number of regional studies elsewhere in Great Britain 

(Clayton, 2003: 16).  A local oceanographic survey of the changes in sea level 

around Burra, Houss and Trondra might provide a clearer indication of the size of 

local sea level fluctuations over the last three millennia, and also establish when the 

three islands became separated from each other and from Mainland Shetland.   

No single discipline draws a completely definitive picture but each will provide a 

different perspective on the conclusions of this study.   

1.3 Wider questions 

Notwithstanding the limitations of the study, its findings raise wider issues.  A 

particular question is how far the findings with respect to the study area apply 

elsewhere in Shetland and further afield, and how this possibility might be examined.    

This study has advanced the argument that the inter-visible brochs at Brough and 

Burland formed a single sphere of influence separate from that of Scalloway.  



However the presence in Shetland of contemporary non-broch dwellings already 

suggests a complexity of relationships between different kinds of settlement.  

Shetland contains over eighty attested broch sites and this complexity may have 

extended also to relationships between the brochs. When the length of the Iron Age 

(c. 800 BC-AD 800) is taken into consideration, there is also scope for these 

relationships to have changed over time.   

During the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) this study proposes that, contrary to the 

impression given elsewhere in Shetland, population might be drawn to non-broch 

settlements as well as to the better-studied broch-settlements.  The question arises of 

how far this development may have been unique to the study area.  

This study has also noted the effect of changes in sea level on the shallow 

topography of the study area.  Changes in sea level will have affected settlement 

patterns in other parts of Shetland, but the degree will have varied.  This, combined 

with the nature of contemporary maritime capability, prompts questions about 

patterns of accessibility during the Iron Age. 

1.3.1 Social relationships between brochs 

In the study area it is suggested that in the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) 

brochs formed a focus for settlements in the surrounding area, with near-neighbours 

Brough and Burland working in association with each other but separately from 

Scalloway. 

Did other small groups of brochs in Middle Iron Age Shetland function in 

association with each other? 

Brochs occur in inter-visible pairs or small groups in a number of places in Shetland 

(Fojut, 1982b: 41) and there is scope for complexity in their inter-relations too.  The 

interactions within a small group of brochs may have included a balance between 

defensive and socio-economic considerations.  Inter-visibility has already been 

mentioned but one of the other strands of evidence for regarding Brough and 

Burland as a pair concerned differences in arable capacity.  These have also been 

observed between brochs in the South Mainland (Guttmann et al., 2008).   

Associated questions concern how such groups may be identified and how long their 

community of interest lasted.  Groupings may have emerged over time, developing 

in response to local conditions but even neighbouring brochs may have been built for 

different primary purposes by different generations.  These origins may have been 



obscured or reinforced by subsequent developments.  Inter-visibility is only one 

consideration.  As has been pointed out, it may be the result of local hostility as 

much as local co-operation. 

This study has advanced the argument that the inter-visible brochs at Brough and 

Scalloway represented separate spheres of influence.  Depending on the view taken 

of how widely communities may have co-operated across Shetland, it would be 

possible to make a case for both of them being part of a single group.  This might 

have encompassed the Tingwall valley and the whole of Burra, Houss and Trondra, 

with Scalloway broch dominating the main land route from the north of Mainland 

Shetland.   

This interpretation implies a need and desire for mutual defence and also a degree of 

co-operation between communities which may have stretched more widely across 

Shetland.  As stated earlier, the archaeological evidence indicates that social 

organisation in Shetland’s Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) was broadly egalitarian.  

There is, for example, no sign of the monumentalised domestic architecture which is 

seen elsewhere in parts of Mainland Britain, nor of the kind of prestige burials which 

are found in Orkney.  This is compatible with the kind of  “primitive communal” 

society which might have undertaken large scale co-operative works (Smith, 2004: 

13).  However the success of such a venture would require related brochs to have 

been built within a short timescale and this raises a further question. 

What is the chronological relationship between Shetland brochs? 

This has a bearing on the interpretation of their initial function and the social 

interactions between the broch communities.  A date of c. 390-200 BC is proposed 

for the construction of Old Scatness (Dockrill et al., 2007c: 104) but a date closer to 

c. 100 BC is preferred for Scalloway (Sharples, 1998: 87), and a date sometime 

before c. 50 BC-AD 240 for East Shore, Virkie (Carter et al., 1995: 457).  This very 

limited evidence suggests that Shetland’s brochs might have been constructed at 

different points over a timespan of three centuries. 

Such temporal separation might explain some of the variation between brochs.  This 

study has also shown that the driving factors of the Iron Age are present to a 

differing degree and in differing combination in different places.  There are also 

issues of social relationships and the increased choice offered at a local level by the 

availability of small boats.  As was stated earlier, in an islandscape the presence of 



feuding groups might counteract convergence at a particular location (Broodbank, 

2000: 244) and encourage the development of an alternative venue.   

Thus within the bigger picture there is room for local considerations to have 

influenced when and where individual brochs were built and possibly even why, but 

in the absence of more dating evidence the degree of variation is still not clear.   

Burra, Houss and Trondra are clearly part of Shetland’s Iron Age mainstream but 

local choices may use similar elements to produce very different scenarios.  This 

study has shown how the local situation can intensify contemporary environmental 

developments or add an extra dimension to social trends.   

1.3.2 Influential non-broch settlements 

Evidence from other parts of Shetland suggests that by the Late Iron Age (c. AD 

400-800) population might be expected to have been concentrated in the broch-

settlements.   

This study proposes that during the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) the broch-

settlements in the centre of the study area continued to be inhabited, but that there 

was also a significant socio-economic focus at the south end which was not centred 

on a broch.  This possibility prompts a number of wider questions. 

Were there other influential non-broch settlements in Shetland during the Late Iron 

Age?   

What might this say about the changed role and status of broch-settlements?   

In the study area it is suggested that this non-broch concentration of population was a 

development associated with Pictish ideas, notably a monastic site and a group of 

farms being run as an estate.  If so, there is potential for non-broch centres of 

population elsewhere in Late Iron Age Shetland.  The study area’s situation on the 

west side of Mainland Shetland may have made seaborne contact with Orkney and 

Scotland easier, but signs of the papar (Crawford, 2002b) and of Pictish influence 

(surveyed in Dockrill et al., in press) are widespread.  These were discussed in 

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

By definition, non-broch settlements of this period are less visible and therefore 

difficult to locate and identify.  Structural remains of this period are often slight and 

this makes them more vulnerable to removal.  The occupation pattern and population 

density in Late Iron Age Shetland, as it is presently understood, may therefore be 

distorted. 



An associated question is whether the suggested influence attached to the estate or to 

the church.  Depending on which was established first, either may have conferred 

status on the other.  Was this a development associated only with monastic sites such 

as Papil and perhaps St. Ninian’s Isle to the south?  Or was it a pattern which may be 

found elsewhere in Shetland?     

Other questions relating to the Early Norse period (c. AD 800-1000) may cast light 

on events and trends at the end of the Late Iron Age (c. 400-800 AD).  

One of the strands of evidence for the influence of the non-broch settlements at the 

south end of the study area related to the pattern of Early Norse archaeology.   

There is therefore a wider question concerning how far across Shetland the initial 

settlement pattern of the incoming Norse may have been constrained in some 

locations by the presence of non-broch centres of population, whether secular or 

ecclesiastical.   

As discussed in earlier chapters, there is evidence of Norse activity in and around a 

number of broch-settlements.  If they were attracted to these, was it because those 

settlements were more powerful than non-broch ones, or because they were weaker?  

These questions have large implications for how the Pictish-Norse interface is 

interpreted in the Northern Isles. 

 

 

1.3.3 The effects of sea level change 

The model also highlights the importance of taking into account the effect of 

changes in sea level and contemporary maritime capabilities on the shape of 

settlement in Shetland.   

Sea level rise was not uniform around Shetland so how far is it possible to adjust 

modern land-maps to reflect the lower sea-level of the Middle Iron Age?   

If this can be done, what land-bridges are created?  What areas of shoals and 

sandbanks?  Bearing in mind the dynamics of an islandscape, what communities of 

interest become apparent?  Does this assist in identifying other small groups amongst 

known broch-sites?   

At the beginning of the Early Norse period (c. AD 800-1000) sea level was rising 

and this, combined with the shallow draft of Viking ships, made certain areas of 

Shetland newly accessible.  Early Norse settlement in the Northern Isles has been 



considered in terms of whether the incoming Norse were attracted to, or avoided, 

broch-settlements.   

If the patterns of Early Norse settlement are instead considered in terms of 

accessibility by longship, how far are they still congruent with broch-settlements? 

These wider questions point to a number of areas for future research. 

1.4 Areas for future research 

The conclusions of this study have raised a number of wider questions which need to 

be addressed, but its methods and fieldwork records would also benefit from 

expansion. 

Questions concerning the relationships between broch-settlements during Shetland’s 

Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) might be addressed initially by comparative 

studies within Shetland.  Conversely a Shetland-wide strategy is suggested in order 

to assess the location and influence of non-broch settlements in the Late Iron Age (c. 

AD 400-800).  Consideration of sea level changes around Shetland would require 

specialist oceanographic knowledge.  

The key aspects of the landscape model are the consideration of a timeframe which 

is longer than the focus of the study, and the use of a multi-disciplinary approach in 

order to develop a full picture of the evolving landscape.  This framework could be 

used in other settings. 

This study also involved the preparation of a detailed gazetteer as an essential 

precursor to developing the landscape model; this was described in Chapter 5: The 

archaeological evidence.  In the course of the related fieldwork, a number of 

individual sites and monuments were identified which lie outwith the terms of this 

thesis but would repay further study.   

A number of areas are suggested for future research.   

1.4.1 Examining the wider questions 

This study demonstrates that the analysis of monuments and resources can produce a 

coherent picture of one Iron Age landscape, but a series of locally-based studies is 

needed in order to understand the complexities of society in the Scottish Iron Age 

(Hingley, 1992: 25).   

More light might be shed on the social relationships between Shetland brochs by a 

series of studies which looked at other small groups of brochs; their conclusions 



would need to be tested by survey and ground intervention.  There are several 

possible groups (Fig. 47 in Fojut, 2005c: 155).  Some of these lie adjacent to an area 

which does not contain a broch but which might have been expected to do so, and 

these places should provide particular points of comparison and contrast with Burra, 

Houss and Trondra.   

Bearing in mind the judgements implicit in the definition of a study area, a number 

of options should be considered in defining each group before selecting appropriate 

parameters for the study area.  The differing dynamics of a small tightly-defined 

group as against those of a wider mini-network should also be assessed.   

Ideally these studies would include the recovery of samples which would allow the 

establishment of a sound framework of scientifically established dates for the brochs 

involved.   

A less costly appraisal would involve examining the small clusters for indications as 

to whether the brochs are likely to have been peers in the Iron Age or whether one is 

likely to have been pre-eminent.  This will include modelling the wider landscape of 

settlement as was done in this study.  Where resources complement each other, such 

as one broch having good soil and another a good viewshed, or where one appears to 

have enjoyed continued prominence into later history, there may have been a 

dependent relationship.  Groups of particular interest would be those where one 

broch is likely to have had better sea access under the Iron Age conditions. 

A different approach is suggested to address the question of influential non-broch 

settlements during the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800). 

The bulk of the archaeological evidence for these settlements may have been 

removed by later activity or buried under the later townships.  Slight traces may 

remain, for example under crofting structures, but identification of these will require 

detailed survey and ground intervention.  It will be therefore be necessary to identify 

the likeliest locations of these settlements before proceeding to more detailed 

investigation. 

The evidence which suggested Late Iron Age influence in the south end of the study 

area included (1) a papar place name and (2) a group of place names which 

suggested the existence of a possible estate and was centred around (3) a township 

with a high merks/acre ratio indicating the presence of high quality agricultural soil.  

There was an apparent absence of the earliest Norse indicators: there were (4) no 

longhouses with bowed walls and (5) no simple topographic place names.  The 



continuing presence of a (6) church into the medieval period and a succession of (7) 

other prestige dwellings from the later medieval period onwards implied continuing 

status.   

The rest of Shetland should be examined for these seven indicators and their 

distributions compared with each other.  This may be done by building on recent and 

current work.  Broch sites have been mapped (e.g. Fojut, 2005a, c) and non-broch 

settlements may by definition be expected to be at a little distance from these.  Papar 

settlement has also been the subject of recent work (Project Team, 2001, Crawford, 

2002b).  On the other hand the pattern of Early Norse settlement is less well 

understood, but the ongoing work on longhouse sites in Unst will contribute to a 

clearer picture of Early Norse settlement in Shetland.  This should make it easier to 

recognize any patterns to the distribution of longhouses and therefore to identify the 

kind of distortions and anomalies which might indicate the presence of an influential 

non-broch Late Iron Age settlement. 

The archaeological search for Late Iron Age settlements in Shetland should 

concentrate on areas where there are clusters of these strands of evidence.  

The wider questions about sea level can only be answered by specialists in the 

relevant geographic disciplines and, as mentioned above, an oceanographic 

investigation of the study area would be of assistance.  There may be other areas of 

Shetland which have been disproportionately affected by changes in sea level in the 

same way as the study area, and a brief survey of the relevant Admiralty Charts may 

identify fruitful areas for further detailed oceanographic research. 

When more certain conclusions can be drawn about the patterns of settlement across 

Shetland at different points in the Iron Age, it should  be possible to assess their 

relative accessibility in terms of contemporary maritime capabilities.    

1.4.2 Using the approach of this study in other areas 

A feature of this study has been the use of a wide multi-period and multi-disciplinary 

approach.  Considering a landscape through time highlights certain patterns and 

allows archaeological visibility to be separated from the question of relative success 

and influence in different periods.  The probability of archaeological activity having 

taken place is increased where there is supporting evidence from a number of 

viewpoints, although the disciplines selected for analysis need to be relevant to the 

locality being investigated.  It has been pointed out that “where different approaches 



come to consistent conclusions, then the convergence of their conclusions must 

increase the probability of the suggested reconstruction, even though the data 

exploited in each area may be relatively weak” (Paterson, 1999: 261).   

The particular research tools developed for this study will not work in all cases.  In 

this study, for example, use is made of soil quality as a proxy for length of 

occupation.  In Shetland this is a reasonable working proposition because the quality 

of the soil is generally dependent on human intervention (Dry and Robertson, 1982, 

Davidson and Carter, 1998, Simpson et al., 1998a, Adderley et al., 2000).  Good soil 

also occurs mostly in small pockets with the result that settlement movement is 

limited as long as subsistence depends on arable agriculture.  This association 

between good soil and long settlement cannot be assumed in other parts of the 

Highlands and Islands and a different paradigm would need to be developed.   

The analysis of place names, on the other hand, has wider application within North 

Atlantic Scotland.  Names in Shetland are almost entirely Norse and have been 

comprehensively recorded and examined (e.g. Jakobsen, 1936, Stewart, 1987, 

Waugh, 1989) but so have those of other parts of the wider area (e.g. Marwick, 1952, 

Nicolaisen, 1980, Waugh, 1993, Gammeltoft et al., 2005).    Toponymic analysis 

could therefore be used in different parts of the Northern and Western Isles, bearing 

in mind the need to adjust for local influences such as Gaelic. 

The approach taken in this study provides an initial archaeological assessment of an 

area without the expense and disruption of excavation, subject to the archaeological 

work recommended in Chapter 8: Testing and using the model.  It should also 

provide a cost-effective and non-invasive method for studying landscapes elsewhere. 

The findings from applying these ideas in other areas would add to the corpus of 

local studies, but might also invite re-examination of the conclusions of this study of 

Burra, Houss and Trondra. 

1.4.3 Further non-Iron Age fieldwork in the study area 

This study also involved the preparation of working documentation in the form of a 

fully mapped and referenced gazetteer of all archaeological sites and monuments in 

the study area.  This is provided on a CD as additional material to this thesis, and is 

described further in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence.   



The gazetteer was a subsidiary output of this study, but it could be formalised for use 

by interested parties.  It also provided the raw material for research on periods other 

than the Iron Age. 

Initial desk assessment involved examining the existing record and building on the 

narrower focus of earlier surveys (Hedges, 1984: 41, 53, Moore and Wilson, 2001b: 

1-2).  This was followed by the main fieldwork which allowed the information to be 

updated with regard to current condition and accurate GPS location.  Sites were also 

surveyed and photographed and where appropriate re-assessed in the light of recent 

research and excavation.  Some monuments were found to have disappeared due to 

erosion or to human intervention.  Re-examination of others showed that they should 

be re-categorised; for example, sub-aerial erosion over the decade since it was 

reported has revealed the possible house site on Symbister Ness (EASE # EB44), to 

be a formation of natural rock protruding through the covering peat.   

In the course of a full programme of field-walking, over one hundred previously 

unrecorded sites and monuments were identified and described.  These are listed in 

Appendix 4: List of new archaeological sites.  Around sixty of these were individual 

stretches of prehistoric boundary, with the others comprising a range of cairns, 

houses and enclosures.  The most notable and best preserved monuments were a 

prehistoric burial cairn (This Survey # T08), two early oval houses (This Survey # 

H05 and H12), a homestead within its enclosure (This Survey # H19) and an Early 

Norse longhouse (This Survey # T04). 

This fieldwork has particularly highlighted the density of early prehistoric 

occupation and the extent of organised landscape division on Houss, aspects which 

had not been observed before.  These would reward further study.  The unusually 

good preservation of sites over a wide area would allow changes in houses and 

boundaries during the Neolithic and Bronze Ages to be studied in the context of the 

developing landscape and with reference to each other.   

1.5 Conclusion 

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

have contributed to the organisation of Iron Age society in one part of Shetland.   

Burra, Houss and Trondra are clearly part of Shetland’s Iron Age mainstream but the 

study has shown how local circumstances can intensify contemporary trends or add 



an extra dimension.  The factors at work in the study area and in the rest of Shetland 

are seen to be similar but to differ in their local intensity and effect.   

The combination of a location on the western seaboard and a shallow topography is a 

major contributory factor, but prehistoric natural and economic influences are more 

easily recovered than social and cultural behaviours such as beliefs and power 

struggles.  All of these will have played a part in creating the material record.   

Overall the landscape model reflects the contemporary British Iron Age trend of 

increasing regionality and differentiation between localities.  Although the social 

organisation suggested for the Early (c. 800-400 BC) and Middle (c. 400 BC-AD 

400) Iron Age replicates situations observed elsewhere in Shetland, it is the modelled 

distribution of Late Iron Age (c. 400-800 AD) settlements which appears to represent 

the most distinctively local development. 

The choice of locality for this study both complements and contrasts with other 

recent work in Shetland.  As an assessment of the Iron Age settlements found in the 

wider countryside around a broch-settlement, the study builds on the excavation of 

the broch at neighbouring Upper Scalloway (Sharples, 1998).  As an in-depth study 

of the broken topography which is characteristic of much of Shetland this research 

also provides a contrast with work in the South Mainland of Shetland (e.g. Fojut, 

1982b, Dockrill, 2002) where rolling and agriculturally rich land supported many 

brochs. 

The approach taken in this study was to use the landscape as its starting point rather 

than the brochs within it, and to consider a wider timeframe than the Iron Age.  This 

has highlighted the need to set Iron Age monuments in the context of an evolving 

landscape of settlement.  The visibility and currency of a monument such as a broch 

may increase or fade over time changing its role in the landscape.  

Starting with the landscape allowed a different perspective to be applied to the 

material from the outset which did not prejudge the role played by the most 

archaeologically visible monuments.  Settlements and resources in the landscape 

could be assessed on their own terms.  Using a wider chronological approach 

emphasised the continuing evolution of the landscape of settlement.  Analysis of 

preceding and subsequent trends and events served to throw certain aspects of the 

Iron Age into relief: the Late Iron Age settlement pattern is traceable not so much 

from contemporary archaeological sites and monuments as from the arc of local 

developments after c. AD 800. 



The study has also shown how much has changed in the pattern of Shetland 

settlement, notwithstanding elements of outstanding continuity: later prominence 

does not always imply prehistoric settlement.  Papil is a papar settlement famous for 

its Class II Pictish stones and can be seen to be prominent in the study area from the 

sixteenth century onwards, but consideration of all the evidence suggests that 

probably it was not even occupied until the seventh century AD.  Settlements may 

emerge through bottom-up processes or through imposition from a central authority, 

but this study has shown that in later periods they do not necessarily confine 

themselves to the same scale of activity.   

As a direct consequence of the work associated with this approach to the study, the 

official records of archaeological sites can be augmented and updated.  The 

conclusions of the study are nevertheless constrained by the lack of ground 

intervention, geo-physical survey, and soil testing.    



 


