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1 Island landscapes and the North Atlantic Iron Age 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the archaeological background to 

Shetland’s Iron Age by showing how the wider trends and ideas of the North 

Atlantic Iron Age were expressed within the Shetland context.  The parameters 

within which Shetland communities operated have been described in preceding 

chapters, but Shetland was part of the wider North Atlantic zone and adopted 

contemporary concepts and styles, adapting them to its island situation. 

The broch has long been regarded as synonymous with the Iron Age in Shetland (e.g. 

Table 1 in Fojut, 1999: 12) and the chapter begins by considering the place of the 

broch in Iron Age studies, before placing it in the context of Shetland’s Iron Age.   

The chapter then reviews the trends and events of Shetland’s Iron Age, concentrating 

on evidence from recent excavations to provide a securely dated framework.  This 

survey is extended to preceding and succeeding periods in order to provide a deeper 

perspective.  It may be seen that, whilst Shetland demonstrates some of the trends 

seen on Mainland Britain, it retains a regional identity which is reflected in a 

distinctive chronology. 

The patterns of Iron Age settlement within the study area are likely to reflect 

contemporary developments elsewhere in Shetland.  

1.1 Landscapes with brochs 

The type of the broch is considered in some detail here, because the study area 

contains two definite examples of the form, one at Brough on Burra and the other at 

Burland on Trondra.  They are the most visible Iron Age structures in the study area, 

and represent an investment of resources which exceeds what might be expected of a 

single household. 

Regional distinctiveness does not preclude being part of a wider mainstream.  Brochs 

in Shetland are part of “a broader community of cultural tradition” (Harding, 2004: 

306) and can be seen to represent a local manifestation of wider Iron Age trends.   

To date around eighty broch sites have been identified in Shetland (Fojut, 1985: 81-

82, 2005a: 169-170).  Their distribution is shown in Figure 4-1: Brochs in Shetland. 



 

 

 

 

 

INSERT FIGURE 4-1: BROCHS IN SHETLAND



Debate continues about the development of the form and function of the broch, but 

two aspects are becoming increasingly clear.  Firstly, brochs were only one element 

in a busy landscape.  Secondly, although the form may be regionally specific, the 

issues it raises have parallels with other monumental Iron Age structures in Britain. 

1.1.1 Terminology 

The term “broch” is widely applied both by the National Monuments Record for 

Scotland and by the Ordnance Survey to sites which appear to contain a massive dry-

stone circular structure.  Several hundred of these have been noted in the highlands 

and islands of north and west Scotland, but most are reduced to mounds.  As a 

consequence identification “is based substantially on an impression of 

monumentality”  (Armit, 2005a: 5).  

Monumental structures are a feature of the wider British Iron Age and there is a 

complex typology of massive dry-stone structures found in Atlantic Scotland; the 

range includes not only the circular houses variously described as simple and 

complex roundhouses and brochs, but also promontory forts, duns and semi-brochs.   

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

monument with the proportions of a tower and certain other specific architectural 

features (e.g. MacKie, 2002: 2,7).  The most iconic of the Shetland brochs, although 

not necessarily the most typical, is that of Mousa – a lone tower standing in an empty 

landscape (Fojut, 1982a).  Few brochs, however, are known beyond doubt to have 

been towers like Mousa (Armit, 2003: 55).  As has been pointed out with reference 

to hillforts on Mainland Britain, visible distinctions in type may actually be due to 

differential preservation rather than different function (Wigley, 2007: 175-176), but 

it seems that the broch at Crosskirk, Caithness “was never intended to rise to a height 

of more than five or six metres” (Fairhurst, 1984: 167).  Even structures such as 

Howe in Orkney which were later remodelled on a more impressive scale, began in 

the Early Iron Age as less monumental structures (Ballin Smith, 1994: 272).   

Brochs form part of a continuum of roundhouse styles and are hard to classify 

individually without excavation (Harding, 2004: 108).  

A series of “broch” excavations in Orkney during the 1970s and 1980s revealed 

structures which differed from the broch towers in so many material architectural 

respects that it was found useful to describe them as belonging to a discrete but 

related category of roundhouses.  Further consideration led to the suggestion of two 



categories of roundhouse: the “simple Atlantic roundhouse” and the “complex 

Atlantic roundhouse” (Armit, 2005a).  In this representation, broch towers form a 

sub-set of complex roundhouses (Fig. 1 in Armit, 2005a: 7) although some writers 

use the term “broch” more loosely to describe a particular range of complex Atlantic 

roundhouses (Shepherd, 1994: 267-268).   

This variability in form may reflect an equally complex series of models for social 

organisation (Hingley, 1992: 25).  It is also the case that the variability may be more 

apparent than real, representing a function of modern classification.  Classification 

carries other difficulties too.  It can lead to an oversimplification of geographical 

distribution based more on the visibility of monuments than on their form or the 

processes which created them.  This point applies to hillforts (Wigley, 2007: 175-

176) and possibly also to brochs (Fojut, 2005c).   

It is to be borne in mind that “broch” is an antiquarian term like “hillfort” and 

“oppidum”, and such terms can contain conceptual difficulties and connotations 

which are difficult to reconcile with recent research (Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 

2-3).  In some cases the same word may be used for very different sites, thereby 

mistakenly attributing common origins and functions to them (oppidum: Bryant, 

2007: 78, Hill, 2007: 26).  In other cases different terms may be applied to a range of 

sites which actually represent a continuum (hillforts: Frodsham et al., 2007, Wigley, 

2007).   

Some eighty sites have been designated as brochs in Shetland (Fojut, 1985: 81-82, 

2005a: 169-170).  The actual architectural forms which may lie beneath most broch 

mounds are simply unknown.  In some places sufficient remains are visible to 

confirm identification as a complex Atlantic roundhouse, but most are mounds which 

give the appearance only of containing massive dry-stone circular structures.  Many 

are surrounded by ditches or earthen ramparts.  Comparatively few have been 

excavated to modern standards and in Shetland only Scalloway (Sharples, 1998) and 

Old Scatness (e.g. Dockrill et al., 2005a) have provided scientifically established 

dates as part of a major excavation.    

Traditional Scottish Iron Age studies have concentrated on the broch (Fojut, 1985: 

47, MacKie, 2002: 17) as the central feature in the landscape, and debate about 

brochs has followed the development of archaeological thought (Parker Pearson et 

al., 1996: 57).  A traditional approach to this study, therefore, would have been to 

begin by considering the two brochs in the study area. 



1.1.2 Development 

The high visibility of the broch led to early discussions about the type’s origins, 

based on categorisation of visible architectural features.  Arguments about whether 

the form spread from the west or from the north were based on its supposed linear 

development (Scott, 1947, Graham, 1949, MacKie, 1965).  Cases were made for the 

foreign introduction of the broch as a result either of migration or invasion, or for its 

indigenous origins, with or without the assistance of visiting broch builders. 

Latterly it has been suggested that brochs form a continuum of development which 

includes similar pre-Iron Age structures.  Notwithstanding the apparent diversity, 

there is evidence for incremental development of roundhouse structures over time 

(summarised in Armit, 1990: 194-201) culminating in the developed broch tower.  

In the Northern Isles and the northern part of Mainland Scotland, it is proposed that 

simple roundhouses were succeeded by complex roundhouses (Armit, 1990: 194-

203).  This paradigm works well with reference to excavated evidence in Orkney 

where a number of simple roundhouses such as the ones found at Pierowall 

(Sharples, 1985b: 87-90), Quanterness (Renfrew, 1979: 181-198) and Tofts Ness 

(Dockrill et al., 2007a: 41-83), have been excavated.  Early forms of the more 

complex roundhouse are found at Bu on Mainland Orkney (Hedges, 1987) and on 

the shore of Mainland Scotland immediately opposite Orkney at Crosskirk in 

Caithness (Fairhurst, 1984).  The transition from the simple to the complex form is 

shown most clearly by the succession of buildings on the same site at Howe (Ballin 

Smith, 1994) on Mainland Orkney.  Gurness on Mainland Orkney and Mid Howe on 

Rousay provide examples of a broch tower and thus complete the Orcadian sequence 

(MacKie, 2002: 2, 227-240).   

By contrast the situation on Shetland is less clear with the widest range of styles 

being located in the South Mainland, which is the nearest landfall to Orkney and 

where most archaeological investigation has been concentrated.  There is a simple 

roundhouse at Jarlshof (Hamilton, 1956: 34), and the nearby village of roundhouses 

around Old Scatness represents a number of phases of development, with stylistic 

changes over time (Dockrill et al., 2005a).  At the most developed end of the 

sequence, the structure on Mousa provides a perfect example of the broch tower (e.g. 

MacKie, 2002: 7-26).   



The study area is more representative of the rest of Shetland in terms of the density 

of monuments, as may be seen in Figure 4-1: Brochs in Shetland.   

1.1.3 Function 

Broadly speaking the function of the broch has been seen as mainly defensive or 

mainly socio-economic, but it continues to be a matter of contention because no 

single explanation can be satisfactorily applied to every broch site and not all “broch 

sites” necessarily contain the same style of structure.   

Some early interpretations suggested that brochs were strongholds (Anderson, 1883: 

205).  The structure itself is generally windowless and has a single door at ground 

level.  Brochs were frequently sited in imposing locations often on the coast, 

dominating the sea approaches and the surrounding countryside.  This interpretation 

has parallels on Mainland Britain where hillforts were thought to reflect warfare 

between large communities for control of land.  Having fallen out of favour as a 

prime mover in the Iron Age (e.g. Hill, 1996), the potential for physical violence and 

social conflict is now being reconsidered (James, 2007).   

It has been noted in parts of the Western Isles that brochs are often found in 

association with boundaries or “areas of uncertain land allotment” possibly 

connected with use for grazing (Parker Pearson and Sharples, 1999: 363-364).  It has 

been suggested that brochs may have provided a solution to internal disputes by 

“providing clear and unambiguous territory markers and also defensive homesteads 

when disputes became violent” (Parker Pearson and Sharples, 1999: 366).   

Brochs certainly have the appearance of being fortified centres but their practical 

usefulness for defence is limited (Blythe, 2005); they are more likely to have acted 

as a deterrent.  Around half the Shetland examples having some form of outer works 

such as ditches and banks but many of these bear no relationship to natural defensive 

features (Fojut, 1985: 52-60).  Even if brochs were built primarily as defensive 

structures, excavations suggest that the need in the Northern Isles appears to have 

passed relatively quickly: the defences at Old Scatness may have become redundant 

as early as c. 390-110 BC (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 57).   

It has been pointed out that with regard to many of the smaller hillforts on Mainland 

Britain, the defences are out of all proportion to the size of their defended interiors 

(Armit, 1997: 60).  This tends to support the suggestion that the ramparts and other 

defences may instead be part of the tradition of using earthworks and enclosures to 



mark significant social discontinuities in space (Hill, 1996: 111-112).  The purpose 

of the ditches and ramparts around many brochs may have been “as much symbolic 

as practical” (Frodsham et al., 2007: 257) to enhance the settlement’s prestige and 

emphasise its separateness.      

Such defences may have had occasional practical use but were of constant symbolic 

value (Frodsham et al., 2007: 263), an aspect which perhaps led some commentators 

to take the view that brochs were the fortified farmhouses of local chieftains 

(Fairhurst, 1984: 181-182) or the castles of the elite (Childe, 1935: 204).  More 

recently the point has been made that “if brochs were intended to assert identity and 

to legitimise entitlement to land, whose identity and entitlement was being asserted, 

the occupants', the social superior's, the community's or kinship group's 

collectively?” (Harding, 2004: 292).  And, it might be added, against whom?   

Another hypothesis, applied specifically to the Shetland Islands and yet to be 

debated in the academic press, is that brochs in Shetland were seasonally manned 

defensive forts built by a “primitive communal” society, “without private property, a 

pre-class, a pre-literate and certainly a pre-urban one, but far more complex than 

merely tribal” (Smith, (forthcoming): 12-14).   

This theory proposes that Shetland brochs were built within a short timescale as part 

of a planned system of territorial domination sited along the coastline and directed 

against external attack from the sea (Fojut, 2006: 67-68, Smith, (forthcoming)).     

The possibility of a substantial number of warships should not be discounted.  The 

internal structural elements of a broch required substantial quantities of timber which 

suggests that there were probably vessels of sea-going capacity capable of importing 

timber to Shetland from Scotland (Fojut, 2005b).  Depending on their numbers, such 

ships would be as capable of invasion as of commerce.   

Such a planned system would preclude the need for a broch in locations which were 

less threatened, but implies the need to communicate across the system.  Whilst not 

all brochs could have been in visual communication with each other, certain brochs 

do occur in pairs or small groups which are “inter-visible” (Fojut, 1982b: 41).  This 

allows for control of routeways through the island group, although there are 

implications for relations between communities within Shetland as well as outwith: 

such a pattern may be the local result of mutual hostility rather than mutual co-

operation.   



The other main line of argument is that the brochs were primarily farmhouses (Scott, 

1947: 33).  The association between brochs and good agricultural land has long been 

noted (e.g. Childe, 1947: 247).  More recent work has highlighted the differential 

resource capability of different brochs (Armit, 2003: 85-92).  It is possible that 

differing degrees of effort were being put into soil enhancement (Guttmann et al., 

2008).   

There is also excavated evidence for domestic occupation (e.g. Fairhurst, 1984: 182).  

The sequence of roundhouse evolution which can be demonstrated in Orkney, for 

example, supports the proposal that brochs were a development of domestic 

architecture continuous with the local Late Bronze Age.  It can be argued that 

although the simple roundhouses in Orkney use a new round form of structure, the 

internal cellular arrangement of space represents a continuation of local Late Bronze 

Age practice (Armit, 1990: 198).    

There are possible parallels elsewhere on Mainland Britain for extended family 

groups occupying monumental dwellings in prominent locations.  The point has been 

made that small hillforts throughout the Cheviots are not necessarily evidence of 

inter-site competition based on defence and hierarchy, but in many cases may simply 

be the residences of extended family groups who co-operated effectively.  There may 

have been kinship links between the respective groups but they were largely self-

sufficient (Frodsham et al., 2007: 263).  These hillforts, it is suggested, are about 

social position and possession, and are designed to impress (Frodsham et al., 2007: 

261).   

The search for function is complicated by the different roles which might be played 

by a structure such as a broch, over the centuries it was occupied.  In Shetland, 

although not in Orkney, there is a distinctly domestic phase of secondary re-

occupation, with the construction of wheelhouses within the circuit of a pre-existing 

broch’s walls.   

These differing interpretations as to function may be applied to the brochs in the 

study area and, as will be shown in later chapters, considerations of change over time 

may play a major part in considering the relationships between brochs and other 

settlements. 

1.1.4 Brochs and other settlements 



Archaeologically highly visible structures do not necessarily stand alone in their 

landscapes.  North of the Tay there are few hillforts and they overlook “a landscape 

of undefended, open settlements” (Frodsham et al., 2007: 258), whilst in East 

Lothian and Tweeddale there are so many that they look like the standard dwelling 

(Armit, 1997: 61).  These differing patterns of settlement raise questions about the 

relationships between the prominent structures and the other settlements and about 

the pattern which might be expected in the study area.   

In some parts of Atlantic Scotland the high density distribution of brochs suggests 

that they may have been the standard Iron Age dwelling for farmers.  This may have 

been the case in parts of the Western Isles (Armit, 2005b: 133) and in the south 

Mainland of Shetland (Fojut, 1982b: 46-53).   

In other places the landscape of settlement is more complex.  In the Northern Isles 

some brochs were encircled by smaller dwellings.  The broch at Old Scatness in the 

south of Mainland Shetland was surrounded by a substantial and long-lived Iron Age 

village, whilst the broch at Scalloway sat within a modest settlement of later houses 

(Sharples, 1998).  Similar patterns are seen at Lingro, Midhowe and Gurness in 

Orkney (Plates 8.3, 8.4 and 8.5 in Hedges, 1985).  There were also a number of non-

broch Iron Age settlements in the Northern Isles.  Excavated examples include 

Kebister (Owen and Lowe, 1999) and Bayanne (Moore and Wilson, 1999b) in 

Shetland and Pool (Hunter et al., 2007) in Orkney.   

There may have been an element of social choice in deciding whether or not to build 

a broch.  On Mainland Shetland there is no broch at broadly self-sufficient Kebister 

(Owen and Lowe, 1999: 286-289), although its economy is comparable with that of 

the broch-settlement at Clickhimin only four kilometres away (Owen and Lowe, 

1999: 287).       

The broch sites remain the most visible Iron Age structures in the Shetland 

landscape, even though so many of the known sites are poorly preserved.  As a 

consequence the Iron Age landscape has been interpreted with reference to them 

(e.g. Fojut, 1979, 1982b, Armit, 1988), leading to the assumption that they are 

central to the socio-economy whilst non-broch settlements are either anomalous or 

subsidiary.   

This kind of thinking has been questioned with regard to highly visible oppida sites 

in south-eastern England: places and communities often regarded as central to Iron 

Age developments may originally have been peripheral in their region and only have 



developed their importance later (Hill, 2007: 16).  Their apparently peripheral nature 

may be an anachronistic construct of our own making (Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 

4). 

It is also possible that certain types of site were placed deliberately in a specific 

location which was empty (Moore, 2007: 55).  This may have been either because it 

was a neutral space on the edge of existing social networks (Moore, 2007: 53) or 

because it had a specialised role.  In some cases the chosen site may have had a 

social or religious significance: the Bagendon-Ditches complex in the Cotswolds 

may have been centred around a banjo enclosure (Moore, 2007: 54) whilst both the 

simple Atlantic roundhouse at Quanterness (Renfrew, 1979) and the series of 

complex roundhouses at the Howe (Ballin Smith, 1994), both in Orkney, were built 

over Neolithic tombs. 

It has been suggested that specialised sites for exchange or for craftwork or for ritual 

practice were deliberately kept away from everyday life because they were places 

where substances were transformed (oppida: Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 4-5) or 

where the sea, with its uncertain possibilities of hostile or friendly contact, met the 

land (cliff castles: Willis, 2007: 116-117).  If so then these considerations may apply 

to some brochs, including those in the study area.   

Notwithstanding the possibility of other non-broch settlements in the landscape, 

questions about the surrounding landscape and other Iron Age sites have mostly been 

couched in terms of the broch e.g. “Where is the economy which supported the broch 

at Scalloway?” (Sharples, 1998: 208), “What is the context of the broch and village 

at Old Scatness?” (Dockrill et al., 1996: 22), “Why is there no broch at Kebister?” 

(Owen and Lowe, 1999: 286-289), or -- a question from Orkney -- “Did Pool send its 

produce to a broch?” (Hunter et al., 2007: 110).   

One suggestion is that brochs may have acted as focal points for the community in 

an area (Fojut, 1982b: 56), possibly as centres of accumulation and redistribution 

(Dockrill, 2002: 160-161).  There is evidence for mass storage of barley in the broch 

not only at Old Scatness but also at Scalloway (e.g. Sharples, 1998: 126).  The 

possibility that brochs acted as manor farms has already been mentioned (Scalloway 

see Sharples, 1998: 208, Pool see  Hunter et al., 2007: 519).  Certainly central 

storage of produce and domestic occupation of a monumental structure are both 

behaviours in keeping with a local chiefdom (Earle, 1997: 67-68, 156-158), and 

brochs are commonly associated with ranked society (Fojut, 2006: 66).   



This idea is not unlike the traditional view of hillforts which saw them as essentially 

the centres of largely self-sufficient regional systems, whose considerable storage 

capacity may reflect an organised system of regional redistribution (Cunliffe, 1994: 

352-353).  Danebury is frequently cited as an archetypal example. 

This interpretation has been challenged by the Danebury environs project (Cunliffe, 

2000), in the course of which it was learned that during the period of the Iron Age 

when the hillfort was supposedly at its most important, the closest lesser settlements 

were almost all abandoned.  The same effect has been seen around Maiden Castle 

(Frodsham et al., 2007: 257-258).   

1.1.5 The approach taken in this study 

The approach adopted in this study builds on this body of recent work.  These 

recently understood developments illustrate how helpful it can be to consider 

monumental Iron Age structures in the context of the whole landscape of settlement 

(Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 3-4) and over a longer timespan.   

Within the landscape surrounding a highly visible monument, there may be other 

sites which carried out similar functions, and these other sites may be more widely 

spread than is immediately apparent (Wigley, 2007: 178-179).   

The use of the longer timespan is particularly important because comparatively little 

is understood about the chronology of brochs and the changing role they may have 

played over the duration of the Iron Age.  The point has been made of coastal 

promontory forts that sites can vary in date, scale, biography and functions (Willis, 

2007: 116), but the same is true of most of the major classes of monumental Iron 

Age sites and structures, including brochs.   

The form of the broch is broadly confined to the north and west of Scotland, but as 

shown above it can be seen to be part of the British Iron Age mainstream.  Within 

this mainstream, however, Shetland’s archaeology shows an increasingly distinctive 

regional expression of more widespread ideas.  The archaeological evidence is 

discussed below, beginning with the period before the Iron Age when elements of 

local adaptation are already apparent. 

1.2 Shetland before the Iron Age 

The period before the Iron Age is relevant to this study because certain long-lived 

features of Shetland’s Iron Age landscape had been developed in earlier periods.  



Styles of building which worked well in the local environment were retained.  In 

some cases individual structures from the Bronze Age (c. 1500-800 BC) or the 

Neolithic (c. 3500-1500 BC) will have been highly visible.  Their influence on the 

pattern of Iron Age settlement will be discussed in the context of the Iron Age, but 

the forms in question are introduced here.  As in Mainland Britain, Shetland’s Early 

Iron Age showed many cultural continuities with the Late Bronze Age but also the 

beginnings of more regional identity.   

A number of Neolithic and Bronze Age monuments dominating the landscape had 

the potential to become a conceptual and symbolic heritage; these included the 

massive burial cairns which crowned prominent hilltops, the major boundaries 

dividing the land, and a number of standing stones.  The execution of these works 

required a co-operation of labour beyond the level of the individual household.   

The Neolithic and Bronze Age tradition of domestic architecture, usually referred to 

as the oval house, continued as a recognisable form long into the Iron Age.  This 

distinctively Shetland type is found throughout the islands, sometimes in association 

with burnt mounds.  Less dominant in the landscape, the use of burnt mound 

technology peaked during the Late Bronze Age but lingered into the Early Iron Age.   

1.2.1  Burial cairns, standing stones and boundaries 

Shetland contains a number of chambered tombs and burial cairns (e.g. Henshall, 

1963: 156-182).  Early examples of chambered tombs in Orkney relate to the middle 

of the fourth millennium BC (Henshall, 1985) but the absolute dating of Shetland 

tombs remains difficult.  Various phases of building have been suggested (Henshall, 

1972: 277) and at one time it was thought that  burial cairns may have developed 

from chambered cairns in the Neolithic through non-chambered cairns to cist burials 

in the Bronze Age (e.g. Henshall, 1963: 145-148, 1972: 282-283), but as more 

information becomes available it is clear that the picture is more complex (Fojut, 

1999: 10).   

The earliest known burial evidence in Shetland actually comes not from a chambered 

tomb but from a cist at Sumburgh (Hedges and Parry, 1980) which has been dated 

(GU-1075) to 3500-2700 BC (Historic Scotland).  This is in keeping with the earliest 

dates suggested for permanent settlement in Shetland.  The effects of early 

settlement become visible in the fourth millennium BC in the form of clearance of 

the light birch and hazel scrub on the site at the Scord of Brouster from around 4680 



± 50 bp (SRR-1738) (Whittle et al., 1986: 92) i.e. c. 3350-2920 BC (Historic 

Scotland), and at Kebister before c. 2590 BC (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 252).   

In Shetland as in other places there appears to be a connection between agricultural 

complexes and funerary monuments (Øvrevik, 1985: 140) and the latter sometimes 

serve as a terminus for territorial boundaries (Fojut, 2006: 21) as do certain standing 

stones.  Standing stones are difficult to date, but are often associated  with the 

Bronze Age (Fojut, 2006: 50-52). 

The density of settlement from as early as the second half of the fourth millennium 

BC is implied by extensive networks of boundary dykes found throughout Shetland.   

Major stretches of discontinuous lines of earth fast stones can be seen running across 

high and marginal land in various places in Shetland.  These appear to partition parts 

of the landscape and a sample (UB-2122) from beneath one such dyke on the Ward 

of Shurton near Lerwick (Whittington, 1980) has been dated to 3640-3370 BC 

(Historic Scotland).  The construction technique of turf and stone has persisted over 

millennia (Fenton, 1997: 89-91) but boundaries relating to a more recent period such 

as the eighteenth century tend to be lighter in construction and have a rectilinear 

appearance which contrasts with the earlier boundaries.    

These territorial boundaries differ from field walls in the massive  scale of their 

construction and their alignment on natural features and on burial cairns  (Fojut, 

2006: 21).  They do, however, often occur near the sites of houses, enclosures and 

field systems (e.g. Figs. 47 & 50 in Whittle et al., 1986: 52, 55).  Enclosures built 

against the coast or across a small promontory are likely to be stock enclosures 

whilst curvilinear walls enclosing areas up to about one hectare are likely to 

represent field systems, particularly when found in association with clearance cairns 

or dwellings (Hedges, 1984: 53-55).  Characterised also by dykes and lynchets, field 

systems often form a cluster of small irregular fields associated with house sites 

(Turner et al., 2004: 123).  Enclosures with a house in the centre are frequently 

recorded on Ordnance Survey maps as a “homestead”.  These forms of land division 

invite interpretation as an arable nucleus and an extensive grazing area associated 

with a particular dwelling or group of dwellings (Whittle et al., 1986: 143-144).  The 

ways in which this distinction was maintained in later centuries was discussed in 

Chapter 3: The character of Shetland settlement.   

Some of the territorial boundary dykes abut others, suggesting that there may have 

been one or more phases of sub-division.  On this scale enclosure and division may 



have been due to pressure on available land because of population growth or climate 

change, but it is also the case that agriculture needs boundaries between arable and 

pastoral (Harding, 2004: 290).  There is some slight evidence from the west side of 

Shetland that Neolithic and Bronze Age settlements may have specialised in pastoral 

or in arable farming, depending on the quality of the land (Edwards and Whittington, 

1998: 9).  The ability to specialise may reflect a diversity of social and economic 

links between neighbouring communities.  This has been observed in Bronze Age 

societies in south-east England (Serjeantson, 2007: 92) where it has been suggested 

that contrasting agricultural practices might even represent a site hierarchy 

(Serjeantson, 2007: 91).   

The boundaries, as well as the tombs and standing stones, are prominent today and 

would have been even more imposing during the Iron Age. Where boundaries are too 

big for the enclosed community to have constructed this implies the exchange of 

labour and the creation of social relationships (Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 5-6).  

The networks of landscape boundaries “nevertheless require an authority and 

resources of manpower beyond the household scale, so that these works should 

signify social organisation on a regional basis” (Harding, 2004: 291).   

1.2.2 The oval house form 

The earliest dwellings appear to have been constructed of timber, succeeded quite 

quickly by stone structures.  The first people to live at Scord of Brouster built a light 

wooden shelter on the site of a later stone house (House 2) (Whittle et al., 1986: 

112).  They cultivated barley using stone-tipped ards, and owned cattle and sheep.  

They also used decorated pottery.  The timber house has been dated (CAR-250) to c. 

3350- 2920 BC (Historic Scotland).  Timber houses at Kebister (Owen and Lowe, 

1999: 99-102 & 268) and at Sumburgh (Downes and Lamb, 2000: 10) are thought to 

date to the first half of the second millennium BC.   

The characteristic Shetland dwelling of the Neolithic and Bronze Age periods is the 

stone-built thick-walled oval house (Fojut, 2006: 44).  The earliest dated example is 

House 2 at the Scord of Brouster where a group of radiocarbon dates (CAR-249 to 

CAR-252) suggests occupation from before 3000 BC  (Whittle et al., 1986).  As will 

be shown, however, this successful design persisted even into the Iron Age.   

The term “oval house” is a broad one as oval houses can vary both externally and in 

the arrangement of their internal features.  The general term, however, refers to early 



dwellings which are essentially, although not always, oval in shape and have a single 

entrance often protected by an annex.  Overall length typically ranges from seven to 

ten metres (Fojut, 2006: 18).  The type was first identified by Calder and attributed 

by him to the Neolithic period (Calder, 1956: 343).  Examples are usually associated 

with “a remarkably consistent range of artefacts” (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 284) 

broadly datable to around the Bronze Age (e.g. Cracknell and Smith, 1983: 33, 

Downes and Lamb, 2000: 75, Ballin Smith, 2005).   

Small groups of two to four oval houses occur at places in the landscape but, as at 

Scord of Brouster, were not necessarily occupied contemporaneously.  The type 

remained basically the same although certain features and adaptations were 

introduced as time went on.  The presence of successor dwellings in or around the 

same field system may indicate repeated short-lived, sporadic or more continuous 

occupation, and where it occurs on more marginal land it may represent a barometer 

of population pressure or climate change (Whittle, 1985: 24-25).   

1.2.3 Burnt mound types 

Burnt mounds are the “signature monument” of Shetland’s Bronze Age (Fojut, 2006: 

47).  There were probably more burnt mounds in Shetland than the modern record 

suggests, and they have been seen as indicators of early settlement locations (Hunter 

and Dockrill, 1990: 64-65). 

In general burnt mounds in inland locations are more likely to have survived than 

those on the coast.  The matrix of a burnt mound makes it particularly susceptible to 

coastal erosion and the mounds are also easily buried by sandblow.  Conversely on 

croft land it is structures which are liable to have been robbed out for building stone 

and to make the lynchets of soil around them accessible for planting; the burnt 

mounds tend to have been preserved.  The stone contents of mounds are of no use for 

building and the mound itself does not impede grazing.  If an area needs to be 

cleared in order to be broken in for cultivation, this is usually done by collecting 

stones by hand and piling them in heaps.  Given the effort involved in removing 

burnt mounds, they tend to be used as the base of these field clearance cairns.  

Because of their high stone content burnt mounds drain well, and another use to 

which they were put in crofting times was as the base for a potato store; the study 

area contains several examples.  Typically this involved the insertion of a secondary 

dry-stone walled cist about one metre square and half a metre deep.  These aspects of 



location and survival need to be borne in mind when considering the differential 

distribution of burnt mound sites.  

Burnt mounds differ in their shape and the content of their matrix as well as in the 

timing and number of episodes of use over which they were built up.  Some types of 

mound are said to be more closely associated with settlement than others and it has 

been suggested that the different types represent a chronological progression from 

earliest isolated, crescentic mounds, through clusters of small non-crescentic mounds 

to those with structures (Barber, 1990b).  Burnt mounds usually comprise fire-

shattered stone but some also contain a proportion of settlement debris such as 

pottery, bone and slag.  It is the relative proportion of these materials in the matrix 

which forms the basis of the suggested typology (Barber, 1990a): 

CATEGORY MATERIAL FORM RELATIONSHIP 

TO SETTLEMENT 

Class 1 

 

(the earliest 

mounds) 

Burnt mound 

material only, no 

settlement debris 

Simple isolated 

kidney shaped 

mounds 

Part of the 

wildscape, hunting 

camps 

Class 2 More burnt mound 

material than 

settlement debris 

Close set groups of 

mounds like Class 1 

but not so clearly 

kidney shaped 

A frequentus populi 

Class 3 Less burnt mound 

material than 

settlement debris 

Structures found in 

direct association 

with mounds 

Associated with 

settlement 

CATEGORY MATERIAL FORM RELATIONSHIP 

TO SETTLEMENT 

Class 4 

 

(the most 

recent 

mounds) 

No burnt mound 

material, settlement 

debris only 

Midden deposits 

containing burnt 

mound material 

Found on large 

settlement sites 

TABLE 4-1: TYPES OF BURNT MOUND 

Yet there is some question as to how far this scheme might be applied in Shetland 

(Moore and Wilson, 1999a: 233-234).  Recent investigations of the burnt mounds at 

Cruester, Bressay (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2000: 79, 2001: 85) and 

Tangwick, Esha Ness (Moore and Wilson, 1999a) were carried out because they lay 

on the shoreline and were eroding badly.  Both mounds would be classified as Class 

3, but in neither case was there any obvious evidence for associated dwellings.  

These might have been expected to be located within a certain radius.  Neither at 



Tangwick nor at Cruester were any wider surveys carried out as part of the 

excavation project, but the NMRS shows no oval houses or similar structures within 

one kilometre of either site.  The possibility remains that these have been lost to 

coastal erosion.  

Elsewhere in Shetland, however, burnt mounds are clearly found in the context of a 

settled landscape (Dockrill et al., 1998: 81).  In some cases the presence of a burnt 

mound may indicate the location of a hitherto undetected dwelling house, as at the 

Ness of Sound, Lerwick (Hedges, 1986: 26-27) although, as will be shown, this need 

not imply contemporary use of mound and house.   

1.3 The Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) 

Regional and chronological variation is a constant feature of the material record in 

Scotland at this period, and the indications of political and socio-economic 

complexity suggest frequent social change (Ralston and Ashmore, 2007: 236).  

Shetland’s Early Iron Age shares many trends and features with Mainland Britain but 

there are also signs that Shetland was already developing an identity which was 

socially distinct even from its nearest neighbour, Orkney.   

As in the rest of Iron Age Britain, the low visibility of the evidence may have led to 

an under-estimate of the actual level of activity.  In Shetland, however, there does 

seem to have been some retraction during these centuries which suggests that local 

factors may have been at work.  Such a change in settlement pattern also has 

implications for the relationships between settlements. 

1.3.1 The beginnings of regionality 

The form of burials and of houses from this period suggest that social organisation in 

Shetland was already showing some local variation from some other parts of Britain.   

Elsewhere on Mainland Britain a greater emphasis was beginning to be placed on the 

household and the individual (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 6-7, 10) and there was 

increasing monumentalisation of domestic architecture (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 

18).  It has been pointed out that in south-east England (Brück, 2007: 31) there is 

evidence of conspicuous consumption of both goods and labour in the Late Bronze 

Age (c. 1150-600 BC) in terms of large-scale building projects, midden sites and 

craft production.  This, it was suggested, could be labour service undertaken for an 

élite or a reciprocal labour arrangement drawing on material and social support. 



There are certainly signs that Late Bronze Age Shetland was beginning to develop 

from a more communal society in that burials show that funerary rites were moving 

towards acknowledgement of the individual (e.g. Turner, 1998: 52).  There is, 

however, nothing to indicate that particular individuals were being singled out for 

exceptional attention.  In contrast to Orkney there are no rich burials from this period 

like that of the Knowes of Trotty on Mainland Orkney (NMRS # HY31NW42) 

where both gold discs and amber beads were found.   

Dwellings specifically in use during the Early Iron Age are difficult to identify and 

few of Shetland’s more monumental sites have been excavated or dated, but as yet 

no examples have been found of the massive early roundhouses which were being 

constructed at Pierowall (Sharples, 1985a: 87-90), Quanterness (Renfrew, 1979: 181-

198), Bu (Hedges, 1987) and Tofts Ness (Dockrill et al., 2007a: 41-83) in Orkney.  

On Shetland at this period dwellings continue to be generally small and 

undifferentiated.  There may have been subtle social gradations expressed in their 

architecture or furnishings but these distinctions are now lost.   

The landscape of settled farmers and small permanent homesteads operating within 

larger defined territories gives the impression of a broadly egalitarian society, and 

whilst this may contrast with Orkney and with parts of Mainland Britain, it is typical 

of much of Scotland where the small scale of settlement units combined with the 

lack of differences in material culture suggests that communities were indeed small 

scale and decentralised, lacking a socio-political hierarchy  (Ralston and Ashmore, 

2007: 230).   

1.3.2 Low visibility of evidence 

One of the considerations in assessing the density, form and location of settlement in 

Shetland c. 800-400 BC is low visibility.    Low visibility, however, need not imply 

rarity.  It has been pointed out that with regard to the Scottish evidence at least, it 

would be premature to conclude that there were substantially fewer sites in the 

period c. 800-4/300 BC than in the previous or succeeding periods (Ralston and 

Ashmore, 2007: 231-232).   

The apparent scarcity of sites throughout Britain may be attributed to the use of 

broad site classifications, to the lack of a diagnostic material culture for the earlier 

part of the Iron Age, and to difficulties in the precise dating of material due to the 



shape of the radiocarbon calibration curve at this point (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 

5-6).  All of these considerations apply to Shetland too. 

The immediate impression of fewer Shetland sites being occupied comes from a 

number of excavations.  Notwithstanding occupation activity in the early first 

millennium BC, the excavators of Kebister, Lerwick were of the opinion that there 

was a  possible settlement hiatus c. 1000 BC (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 254).  This 

judgement was based not only on the absence of structural evidence (Owen and 

Lowe, 1999: 267-269) but also on environmental indications (Owen and Lowe, 

1999: 76-77).  At three excavated broch sites there are no positive signs of a hiatus, 

but neither is there evidence of occupation c. 800-400 BC.  East Shore, Virkie was a 

long-lived site which was in use from the mid-second millennium BC until at least 

the late first millennium AD (Carter et al., 1995).  A hearth, pottery and other 

artefacts indicate that the site was in use c. 1610-1260 BC (AA-11692) and that this 

use was probably both intensive and extensive (Carter et al., 1995: 462) but there is 

too little evidence to indicate whether the site was occupied c. 800-400 BC.  

Similarly at Old Scatness, also in south Mainland Shetland, there is evidence for 

Neolithic and Bronze Age cultivation activity on site (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 55-56) 

but so far the earliest dated structure would appear to be the broch.  At Scalloway, on 

the other hand, although the excavator inclines to the view that there was no 

meaningful occupation of the site at all prior to the first century BC, he does note an 

alternative opinion that there may have been some Late Bronze Age or Early Iron 

Age occupation to the north of the site (Sharples, 1998: 19). 

The point about low visibility is reinforced by the slight nature of the evidence on 

some sites.  At Bayanne, Yell initial reports (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 

1995, 1996, 1997, Moore and Wilson, 1999b) and radiocarbon dates (The Council 

for Scottish Archaeology, 2001: 126) suggested that the site was a focus of 

settlement over an extended period with a succession of structures in use.  

Cultivation and occupation began before or during the early second millennium BC 

and lasted until the mid-first millennium AD.  The area of excavation was limited on 

one side by the eroding coast and on the other by a heavily ploughed area.  Whilst no 

specifically Early Iron Age structures were excavated, it is clear that habitation 

continued within the immediate area.  A charred cereal grain in upper midden 

deposits (OxA-9898) has provided a date of 410-200 Cal BC and it is the view of the 

excavator that this, together with other strands of evidence, demonstrates that 



habitation continued within the immediate area after the abandonment of an oval or 

sub-circular building which had been truncated by coastal erosion (Structure 3) and 

prior to the construction of a sub-circular house with a sunken floor (Structure 1) 

(Moore, H., pers. comm.). 

There are similar hints of Early Iron Age activity at Burland, Trondra.  Here a 

limited excavation (Moore and Wilson, 2001a, b: 12-13)  uncovered three separate 

buildings, one of which (Structure 2) lay over the ruins of an earlier, fourth, 

structure.  Structure 2 yielded a number of radiocarbon dates (The Council for 

Scottish Archaeology, 2004: 170-171) which allowed the excavators to conclude that 

the earlier structure immediately predated c. 400-200 BC and that it was probably 

ruinous when Structure 2 was built over it.  The absence of abandonment deposits 

suggests that there may have been little or no hiatus.  The traces of this early 

building were not investigated but it contained a number of artefacts including a 

small trough quern.  This is compatible with an Early Iron Age date for the building 

as the transition from saddle to rotary querns in Shetland is not thought to have taken 

place before c. 200 BC (Armit, 1991: 193).   

Once the possibility is admitted that there may have been more sites occupied in the 

Early Iron Age than previously thought, a number of other broadly classified site 

types take on a new significance.  Oval houses, burnt mounds, middens and 

souterrains which lack a diagnostic material culture for the earlier part of the Iron 

Age may nevertheless be indicators of settlement c. 800-400 BC.  There are 

examples of each of these types in the study area.  

1.3.3 Oval houses in use 

In Shetland as elsewhere, the Early Iron Age use of dwellings usually identified with 

an earlier period may previously have been understated.  

The possibility that some oval houses were occupied in the Iron Age was first raised 

when evidence of iron-smelting was found in association with an oval house at 

Wiltrow, Dunrossness.  The excavator was of the opinion that the “association was 

not merely one of locality but equally so of time” (Curle, 1936: 167).  More recently, 

the excavation at Kebister has shown not only that the oval house form was in use in 

the first few centuries AD, but that so also was the style of coarse pottery previously 

thought to be diagnostic of the Bronze Age (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 282-283).   



But if some oval houses were occupied in the Early Iron Age, it is clear from 

excavated evidence that others were already abandoned.  The houses at the Scord of 

Brouster, for example, were long deserted.  Whether the growth of peat was the 

cause of abandonment or simply the result (Keith-Lucas, 1986: 117) it has been 

suggested that the end of occupation on this site may be connected with, and have 

occurred shortly after, the expansion of peat around the area.  This occurred from 

around 3450 ± 50 bp  (SRR-1736) (Keith-Lucas, 1986: 92) i.e. c. 1890-1620 BC 

(Bronk Ramsay, 1995).   

There remains the difficulty of identifying which specific houses were in use.   In the 

absence of scientifically established dates, it is difficult to distinguish between earlier 

and later houses.  Attempts have been made to assess whether morphology or 

topography offer a means of doing so. 

With regard to morphology, the site classification is broad and given the long 

currency of the type it might be expected that certain variations in external shape or 

internal arrangement would develop over time.  The group of three houses in the 

Bronze Age village at Jarlshof (Hamilton, 1956: 18-26), for example, appears to 

illustrate a simple progression of form.  The actual shape of a structure can be 

difficult to determine without excavation.  From time to time variations to the 

progression are suggested (e.g. Henshall, 1963: 152, Hamilton, 1968: 27, Turner, 

1998: 34-40) but these suggestions continue to be modified in the light of new data 

(e.g. Owen and Lowe, 1999: 284-286).   

At the time of writing therefore there is no commonly accepted sequence of 

morphological development for the oval house.  One development is generally 

accepted: although simple house forms were both varied and long-lived (Fojut, 1999: 

11) “there was incontrovertibly some development towards circular house forms in 

prehistoric Shetland” (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 284). 

The different topographical situation of oval houses in the landscape may offer a 

means of distinguishing between earlier and later sites.  In north and central Britain 

many settlements did shift to lower locations during the Late Bronze Age to Earlier 

Iron Age transition (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 6).  There is some evidence that the 

topographical situation of houses changed in Shetland, too.  The houses at the Scord 

of Brouster (abandoned in the Bronze Age) lie at some 30 m above sea level and 

some 350 m from the modern coast, whilst those at Tougs (occupied during the Early 

Iron Age) are less than 10 m above sea level and a few metres from the coast.  Dates 



from these sites support the suggestion that the Bronze Age was a period of 

retraction as a generally well-populated Neolithic landscape (Whittle et al., 1986: 

148) of dispersed but loosely clustered settlements contracted downhill to the more 

favoured coastal areas (Fojut, 1999: 10).   

At present the use of topography to date houses in Shetland requires more study.  A 

survey of 158 oval house sites on Mainland Shetland determined only that oval 

houses were preferentially built on land below 50 m elevation and on land within 

500 m of the modern coastline (Canter, 1998: 49) -  parameters which cover both the 

Scord of Brouster and Tougs. 

Nevertheless if “Neolithic and Bronze Age” oval house sites should at least be 

considered as possible indicators of Early Iron Age activity, so too should “Bronze 

Age” burnt mounds. 

1.3.4 Burnt mounds in use 

It has long been known that burnt mounds were in use over a more extended period 

than simply the Bronze Age (e.g. Table 4 in Barber, 1990a: 102 , Owen and Lowe, 

1999: 254) and the two particular Shetland examples which have already been 

mentioned both indicate activity in the period c. 800-400 BC. 

At Cruester on Bressay, a mound containing a well-planned complex of structures    

(The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2000: 79, 2001: 85) appears to have been in 

fairly continuous use (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2003) from c. 1420-

1130 BC (AA-52536) (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).  Maintenance appears to have been 

undertaken regularly and the latest date (AA-52539) was obtained from the fifth of a 

total of seven paved floors and therefore does not represent the final phase of use.  It 

relates to the period c. 1070-830 BC (AA-52539) (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).   

There appears to have been Early Iron Age use of the mound also at Tangwick, Esha 

Ness.  Here the excavators identified two phases of activity and concluded that either 

there was a very long period of use, or a hiatus between the formation of primary and 

secondary deposits; secondary activity involved the erection of complex structures 

revetted into the mound deposits (Moore and Wilson, 1999a: 226).  The earlier phase 

was dated (OxA-8195) to c. 1880-1520 BC but the layer between deposits has been 

dated (OxA-8196) to c. 1110-830 BC (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).   

Neither at Cruester nor at Tangwick was there any sign of dwellings which might be 

associated with the mounds.   



The difficulty of using burnt mounds as a guide to contemporary settlement is 

illustrated by the dating evidence from Tougs on Burra.  Here an investigation was 

carried out in 1977 on two oval houses, a burnt mound with an associated structure, 

and an undated circular feature (Hedges, 1986).  The burnt mound material had a 

very variable matrix but the common constituent was shattered burnt stone (Hedges, 

1986: 7).  The layers of matrix suggested that they did not represent single dumps of 

material, and several layers of iron pan increased the impression that at least some of 

the material was post-depositional.  The structure was fragmentary but a length of 

walling was visible, also a hearth and a stone-lined trough (Fig. 6 in Hedges, 1986: 

10).  These features are all consistent with Class 3 mounds.  In the excavator’s 

opinion a radiocarbon date obtained from the structure indicated the period c. 2,147-

1,856 BC and taking this together with stratigraphic evidence he suggested that the 

tumble from the burnt mound and the fill in the structure were in place not long after 

(Hedges, 1986: 12).   

This burnt mound had, however, gone out of use long before the nearby oval house 

although there is an outside possibility that it was in use during the Early Iron Age 

(c. 800-400 BC).  The second and last phase of activity at Tougs on Burra was dated 

by the excavator to 1,596-195 BC (Hedges, 1986: 12).   A later review of the 

evidence (Ashmore, 1999: 312) interpreted this date as 1,879-501 BC and increased 

the already high estimate of random error from 275 to 390 years.  This has the effect 

of making it relatively more likely that the true date will fall in one of the nearby 

hundred year blocks (Ashmore, 1999: 309), making activity on the site marginal for 

the Early Iron Age.     

The nature of activity taking place at the sites remains a matter of debate, but in the 

Early Iron Age episodes of feasting would be compatible with the excavated 

evidence and with developments elsewhere in Britain.  In north and central Britain, 

for example, there is increased use of the cooking pit (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 

7).  At both Cruester and Tangwick the structures comprised a series of cells and a 

hearth arranged around a paved area and a sunken stone tank.  In both cases sherds 

of pottery were recovered, but no bone.  Negligible amounts of grain were found at 

Tangwick.  This suggests that although food does not appear to have been prepared 

on site, the pottery assemblage of storage and serving vessels might indicate that it 

was being consumed there (Moore and Wilson, 1999a: 230).   



Elsewhere in Early Iron Age Britain there is other evidence for an emphasis on food 

and community (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 18).  In southern Britain midden sites 

show evidence for large-scale feasting activities along with the use of ceramics and 

tools, although these sites seem to fall out of use by c. 600 BC (Brück, 2007: 31, 36).  

Midden sites do occur in Shetland but few have been scientifically dated to c. 800-

400 BC.  There are a number of middens which have been reported as containing 

“Iron Age” potsherds or similar (Fojut, 1985: 83), but it is not possible to assign their 

use to a narrower period due to problems with Shetland’s coarse pottery sequence.  

The coarse pottery sequence is examined in more detail in the context of the Middle 

Iron Age later in this chapter.     

1.3.5 Souterrains 

The storage of food has been suggested as one use for souterrains (summarised in 

Harding, 2004: 198) although a note of caution should be sounded as to their 

suitability for this in the northern isles (Ballin Smith, 1994: 273).  It may also be 

premature to ascribe a domestic function to souterrains (Davies, 2007: 276) but they 

are commonly associated with dwellings (Ballin Smith, 1994: 272-273, 276).  Like 

burnt mounds they are therefore potentially indicators of settlement.   

They also have a communal aspect.  Souterrains in “south Pictland” are large and so 

have been thought of as centralised storage for a community or for agricultural 

surplus which might be available for trade (Davies, 2007: 276).  Certainly the larger 

examples would have been able to store quantities in excess of a single household’s 

requirements (Harding, 2004: 198).   

The souterrains of Orkney and Shetland appear to form a distinct group in 

morphological terms, being distinctively described as “a low chamber the shape of 

which is irregular, the floor of which is usually between 60 and 100 square feet [5.57 

and 9.29 m2] and the roof of which is supported by free-standing stone pillars” 

(Wainwright, 1953: 225).   

They may also form a distinct group in terms of their date.  Souterrains in Scotland 

are generally considered as Iron Age structures dating from between the third 

century BC and the second century AD (Armit, 1997: 71-72) but the more northerly 

examples have long been thought to date to the earlier part of this period  (Foster, 

2004: 53).  On the basis of stratigraphy and the available architectural and artefactual 

comparators, the excavator of Jarlshof placed the souterrains there in the Late 



Bronze Age (Hamilton, 1956: 32-34) and a similar date has been suggested for some 

Orcadian examples  (e.g. Øvrevik, 1985: 149).   

There are no radiocarbon dates available for Shetland souterrains although dates are 

currently awaited in respect of souterrains at Windwick (NMRS # ND48NE8), The 

Cairns (NMRS # ND48NE14) and Ness Breck (NMRS # HY31NW104), all in 

Orkney.  The assemblage from recent excavations at Windwick supports an early 

date for these structures and it is the view of the excavator that the Northern Isles 

will eventually produce the earliest dates for souterrains anywhere in the Iron Age 

or, indeed, the Late Bronze Age (Carruthers, M., pers. comm.).   

In Shetland, therefore, it would not be unreasonable to regard souterrains as 

indicators of settlement activity in the period c. 800-400 BC.   

1.3.6 Retraction of settlement 

Allowing that the Early Iron Age may have been a busier period than appears at first 

glance and that more oval houses and souterrains may have been in use than is often 

assumed, it is still the case that in Shetland there is evidence of some retraction.   

It would seem that the period c. 800-400 BC may have marked the last phase of use 

for some oval houses.  Artefactual evidence suggests that the two later Bronze Age 

houses at Sumburgh were rebuilt “in the early Iron Age” (Downes and Lamb, 2000: 

16-22, 30-12) but that occupation and activity did not continue beyond this period 

(Downes and Lamb, 2000: 70-76).  The final phase of activity at Tougs is marginal 

for the Early Iron Age.     

The distribution of burnt mounds in some places appears to confirm a pattern of 

settlement contracting to lower-lying locations in the Bronze Age (Dockrill et al., 

1998: 81).  The evidence from Tougs suggests that even in these locations some 

mounds may have gone out of use. 

In the rest of Britain a parallel move has been noted from upland landscapes and 

field systems to lower lying settlement and linear earthworks and to more communal 

arable and livestock production (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 18).  Agriculture shows 

signs of change which vary regionally, but changes in the relative importance of 

arable agriculture and pastoralism can be detected in the expansion and layout of 

fields and boundaries and in the methods of food storage and consumption.  As 

indicated above, these changes may also be discerned in Shetland. 

1.3.7 Implications for social organisation 



Thus although the nature of Shetland dwellings suggests a more egalitarian society 

than in some other parts of Britain, other developments can be seen to reflect 

typically Early Iron Age pre-occupations and developments. 

The period c. 800-400 BC is marked in Mainland Britain by the development of 

communal sites and an emphasis on food production and storage.  This suggests a 

consumption of labour and resources beyond the level of the individual household 

which in turn implies increased social cohesion (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 18).  

This would appear to be at the larger level of the neighbourhood for there is a 

dislocation between Bronze and Iron Age agricultural systems seen in many part of 

Britain with the establishment of formalised rights of access to different parts of the 

landscape (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 11-12).  Longer-distance contacts seem to 

have been weakening, even as interaction within the closer neighbourhood 

intensified. 

The presence in Shetland of early souterrains implies the storage of food at a level 

beyond that of the individual household, and the continued use of burnt mounds may 

imply communal activity in the form of food sharing.  Burnt mounds which are 

situated midway between oval houses are likely to represent a shared resource where 

more than one household would gather.  If so then these may suggest the beginnings 

of identification with more local districts and the development of larger social groups 

as elsewhere in Britain. 

In Shetland at this period, however, the negotiation of power between individuals 

and communities appears to be confined to shared feasting activities.  In common 

with the rest of Britain, longer-distance contacts even within Shetland show some 

evidence of disruption.  Few communities had access to steatite, the only source in 

the south and west of Mainland Shetland being around Cunningsburgh (Fig. 2.5 in 

Bray et al., 2009: 12) on the east side of the Quarff Gap.  The decline in the use of 

steatite, whether in larger vessels (Forster, 2000: 220) or as pot temper (Sharples, 

1998: 133), suggests that the pattern of production and exchange between some 

Shetland communities may have been changing in the Early Iron Age. 

Our understanding of Early Iron Age social organisation remains focused around 

communal interaction and the nature of those power relations may have ranged from 

peaceful negotiation up to and including overt hostility (James, 2007: 166-167).  

These interactions will have formed the background for relationships between the 



Early Iron Age settlements within and beyond the study area, but may also have set 

the tone for the succeeding period. 

1.3.8 Factors influencing change 

Various causes have been suggested as instrumental in the cultural shift from the 

Bronze to the Iron Age in Britain, including a deteriorating environment, an increase 

in population and changes in technology.  Once again Shetland can be seen to share 

many trends with Mainland Britain, but there are signs that the local situation may 

have been distinct. 

The environmental trends which affected Shetland at this time were discussed in 

Chapter 2: The shape of the country.  The main trends were sea level rise and climate 

change, the latter being seen in the spread of blanket peat and the reduced length of 

the ripening season.  These trends affected the whole of Britain but they have been 

identified as particularly influential in Scotland (Harding, 2004: 10).   

Sea level rise, for example, influenced settlement in the Channel Islands such as on 

Guernsey (e.g. Burns et al., 1996: 125), but in the Western Isles of Scotland the areas 

of land lost on the western coasts were proportionately more extensive (Armit, 1996: 

28, Parker Pearson et al., 2004: 25, 27).  The intensified effect in the study area has 

already been described. 

Climate change might also be expected to affect northerly latitudes more powerfully.  

It has been said that the effects of climatic and environmental change on settlement 

during the earlier part of the first millennium BC may have been overstated in the 

past: food production and storage were clearly key concerns, but in Britain generally 

people seem to have adjusted to the conditions rather than completely abandoning 

the uplands (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 12-14).   

The problem for Shetland was that even allowing for this adaptability, gradual long-

term environmental change can lead to circumstances in which the returns from 

subsistence activities become increasingly marginal for continued survival.  In such a 

situation, relatively short-term environmental setbacks may result in failure to gain 

sufficient subsistence at all.  Thus an event such as fallout from a volcanic eruption 

(e.g. Baillie, 1991) or a brief cluster of bad harvests can lead to famine and disease 

resulting in population collapse. 

This vulnerability may be one reason why Shetland does not show evidence of 

population increase at this time.   



The evidence for population pressure in the rest of Britain is linked to the evidence 

for agricultural intensification (e.g. Renfrew, 1982: 5, Bradley, 1984: 139, Cunliffe, 

2005: 583-584).  After c. 400 BC in many parts of lowland Britain relations within 

and between communities show signs of being structured through agricultural 

systems (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 7).  There is a shift toward enclosure and 

increased definition of individual households and this suggests major social changes 

linked to raised tensions over land, possibly connected to a growing population 

(Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 8-9).   

The link with agricultural intensification is a reasonable one: population increase 

would certainly have been a factor favouring agricultural development (e.g. Boserup, 

2005).  On the other hand the process would have been mediated by social attitudes 

and relationships.  Depending on the view taken in different societies about the value 

of infants, it may have been the case that the rate of population increase was in some 

places made partially dependent on the rate of agricultural growth.   

Either way, population growth is less likely to have been an issue in the study area.  

It has been calculated that during the Iron Age Shetland in general was using 

resources only to about one quarter of their full capacity (Fojut, 1982b: 53).  

Towards the end of the Iron Age when the Norse arrived, there is some evidence that 

the islands were still thinly populated (summarised in Morris, 1996: 76).  This 

evidence for sparse population may conceal a trend, or episodes, of decline.   

Although not identified in the literature as a particular problem in the Iron Age, 

decrease in population can be as powerful as an increase in terms of causing change. 

Its precise effect varies, depending on the nature of the demographic changes 

involved.  Disease and famine may lead to a disproportionate loss of the less 

physically able, and local epidemics of disease have been suggested as a stressor in 

some places (Cunliffe, 2005: 583).  The able-bodied who are left would be able to 

cultivate the usual quantity of food but would only need enough to feed a reduced 

population.  The surplus would be available for exchange.  Conversely disease may 

in some circumstances remove a disproportionate number of the strong and active 

(Smith, 1998: 395-396, Cantor, 2001: 129-130).  War and slave-taking may also do 

this: communal interaction may have included these features (James, 2007).  If the 

numbers in a community able to engage in providing the basic means of subsistence 

for the whole group were to be reduced then agricultural methods would need to be 

adjusted if fewer or frailer hands were to be able to provide food for all.   



Technological changes also played a part.  New manuring practices may have begun 

to appear, increasing crop yield.  The main phase of adoption is usually attributed to 

the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) as was noted in Chapter 2: The shape of 

the country.  This in itself suggests a preceding period of experimentation.   

The significance of agricultural produce and communal labour increased in Britain 

even as the role of bronze and the importance of the associated control over long-

distance exchange networks diminished.  The change from bronze to iron, it is now 

suggested, was only one part of a social package (e.g. Needham, 2007).  There were 

workable deposits of copper in Shetland (McDonnell and Dockrill, 2005: 203) but 

there is little evidence for bronze working apart from the assemblage of mould and 

crucible fragments found in Dwelling III at Jarlshof (Hamilton, 1956: 29).  There are 

likewise few stray finds of bronze artefacts of this period (Society of Antiquaries of 

Scotland, 1876: 471, 1884: 139, 1932: 84).  The evidence for early iron-working is 

also scant, and was outlined in Chapter 2: The shape of the country. 

The Early Iron Age in Shetland is characterised by some of the same trends which 

appear in Mainland Britain, such as the emergence or renewal of communal sites in 

the form of burnt mounds, and a contraction away from upland landscapes to lower-

lying settlement.  It may initially have been a less empty landscape than might 

immediately be thought, but have grown progressively emptier.  These Shetland 

characteristics may be expected to have affected the study area.   

1.4 The Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) 

The period from c. 400 BC is marked by a series of relatively swift changes which 

can be seen once again to reflect some of the developments on Mainland Britain, 

although regionality is increasing.  Trends in common include the appearance of new 

settlement types, some of them enclosed, and the beginning of agricultural 

intensification (Haselgrove and Pope, 2007: 18).  The transition likewise seems to 

have been quite rapid.  Conversely a specifically local consideration is the 

anticipated low sea level around Shetland during this period. 

It has been pointed out that with respect to Atlantic Scotland, attention has mostly 

centred on defining culture by field monument such as brochs, duns, island duns, 

forts and early wheelhouses, rather than by artefactual change (Harding, 2004: 108).  

In general it is difficult to characterise the Northern British Iron Age on the basis of 

material artefacts because the surviving domestic evidence is small.  The most 



productive source of material artefacts is burials and very few Iron Age burials have 

been identified and examined (Harding, 2004: 304).   

Even so, the national and local records contain many Shetland sites identified as 

“Iron Age” on the basis of their assemblages.  In the case of Shetland identification 

often relies heavily on Hamilton’s work at Jarlshof (Hamilton, 1956) and Clickhimin 

(Hamilton, 1968) but a note of caution should be sounded particularly with respect to 

the coarse pottery sequences (Fojut, 1998b). 

1.4.1 Coarse pottery sequences 

For many years the stratified assemblages from Jarlshof and Clickhimin formed a 

widely-used point of reference to date sequences of structures, key artefacts and even 

poorly stratified finds from other Shetland sites.  Excavations at Jarlshof began in 

1930 and were published in 1956 (Hamilton, 1956: xiii).  The excavator identified 

several classes of pottery based on form and fabric and this sequence has been used 

to provide indicative dates on other poorly stratified Shetland sites.   

In the pre-Iron Age phase at Jarlshof, the pottery was described as “black polished 

ware with a hollow beneath the rim” (Hamilton, 1956: 36) with heavy inclusions of 

steatite.  The vessels identified with the broch phase were flat-based and globular 

with heavily everted rims (Hamilton, 1956: 46-48).  A separate style of decorated 

pottery was linked with the post-broch wheelhouse phase (Hamilton, 1956: 64-66).  

This style included ovoid vessels with everted rims and sometimes a round or bead 

mould, and decorated with incised geometric strokes.  These sherds were often red 

and hard-baked.  The later stages of wheelhouse occupation were associated with 

two styles of pottery.  One style was described as “burnished ware”, being grey or 

black with very smooth polished surfaces (Hamilton, 1956: 83).  The other was 

designated Class III and called “buff ware” from its colour; this was used to make 

usually straight-sided vessels with a slightly inverted rim (Hamilton, 1956: 81-82).  

Sometimes referred to as “inverted vessels”, these were also noted at Clickhimin 

where the “bucket-shaped pots with simple flat rims, slightly inturned” were noted as 

having “relatively thin walls” (Hamilton, 1968: 159).   

It was noted on some sites, however, that it was difficult to reconcile the excavated 

structural evidence with the pottery assemblage (Fojut, 1998b).  This suggested that, 

although still broadly accurate, the sequence required some modification.   



More recent excavations have begun to clarify the picture.  Thus in terms of fabric a 

general development was noted at both Scalloway (MacSween, 1998) and at 

Kebister (Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 188-199) with steatite-tempering being 

favoured c. 500-200 BC, rock tempering c. 200 BC-AD 400 and untempered vessels 

being preferred in the period c. AD 500-800 (Sharples, 1998: 133).  At Kebister 

grass-tempering was found to be contemporary with the sandy wares of the late Iron 

Age (Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 189).  However the excavation at Kebister 

yielded all the broad pottery types noted at Jarlshof and Clickhimin and provided an 

opportunity to compare the detailed pottery sequence with a radiocarbon-dated 

stratigraphic sequence (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 282-283).   

There were a number of findings.  The first was that pottery previously thought to 

indicate early Iron Age activity continued to appear relatively late.  At Kebister, as at 

Jarlshof, pottery from the pre-Iron Age phases was largely steatite-tempered with 

thick walls and often with inverted rims.  However a fairly large group of steatite-

tempered vessels with round or slightly angular shoulders was also found in the 

earliest Iron Age contexts (Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 200) and the latest horizon 

containing this material was radiocarbon dated to c. 115 BC-AD 120.  The material 

was thought unlikely to be residual which suggests that the style persisted into the 

Middle Iron Age (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 283). 

Secondly the Kebister assemblage indicated that the types of pottery were less 

chronologically distinct than had been supposed.  The assemblage of “broch-type” 

pottery from Kebister was more related to contexts from the middle and later stages 

of the Iron Age phase of the site (Table 34 in Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 185) as 

were the sherds of “burnished ware” (Table 36 in Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 

187).  The “inverted vessels” were confirmed as relating to the later Iron Age 

contexts (Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 187-188).  In contrast, however, the 

decorated “wheelhouse-type” sherds occurred in both the earliest and latest stages of 

the Iron Age phase (Table 35 in Dalland and MacSween, 1999: 187).  In other words 

pottery which had previously been thought to indicate Late Iron Age activity was 

now shown to have appeared relatively early at Kebister. 

These problems with the ceramic sequences are not unique to Shetland and occur 

elsewhere in Britain (e.g. the Severn-Cotswolds, see Moore, 2007: 47).  Their 

significance for this study lies in the difficulty of using pottery finds alone as the 

basis for attributing occupation activity to a particular phase of the Iron Age.   



This being so, the survey which follows pays most attention to sites which have 

provided radiocarbon dates.   

1.4.2 New types of structure BC 

One of the abrupt changes associated with the early part of the Middle Iron Age (c. 

400 BC-AD 400) is the appearance of two new and distinctive structures, namely the 

blockhouse or promontory fort, and the broch.   

Usually sited on the neck of a promontory the blockhouses appear to guard the spit 

of land beyond, although their defensive nature and capabilities have been 

questioned (Fojut, 1985: 70-71).  Fifteen examples have been noted in Shetland 

(Fojut, 1985: 82-83), the most complete being massive stone-built gateways with 

lateral cells built within the thickness of the wall.  The pottery report from a limited 

excavation at Burgi Geos, Yell noted that there may have been two phases of activity 

at the fort there, and a date range of c. 500-200 BC was suggested for the earlier of 

these (MacSween, 2004).  Two phases of activity were also noted in the fort at 

Scatness, Dunrossness where late use was ascribed to the first millennium AD but 

the dates of original construction and subsequent modification could not be 

determined (Carter et al., 1995: 430-445).  A small excavation at the Ness of Burgi, 

Dunrossness produced no datable material, but pottery recovered during a dig there 

in 1935 was re-assessed and a date range c. 200 BC-AD 200 proposed as “a terminus 

ante quem of unknown proximity to the construction of the blockhouse” (Carter et 

al., 1995: 447).     

The design of the forts has been linked with that of brochs (Ritchie, 1997: 115) and 

the period of their construction may have overlapped the beginning of the broch 

period.  So far no other structural form has been identified which might pre-figure 

the broch in Shetland.  This is in contrast with Orkney and Caithness where the 

earliest simple forms of large roundhouse date to the Early Iron Age c. 800-400 BC 

(summarised in Table 51 in Lowe, 1998: 201) and it is possible to trace their 

development in the Middle Iron Age towards more complex and taller structures.  

The earliest known example of the massive roundhouse form in Shetland is at Old 

Scatness, Dunrossness.  The broch here was constructed c. 390-200 BC (Dockrill et 

al., 2007c: 104).  Two arcs of ditch were excavated which suggest that the broch was 

surrounded by a substantial stone-revetted ditch enclosing a circuit c. 65 metres in 

diameter.    



The construction of two other brochs has been placed in the next few centuries, with 

a date closer to c. 100 BC preferred for Scalloway (Sharples, 1998: 87) and a date of 

c. 50 BC-AD 240 suggested as a terminus ante quem for East Shore, Virkie (Carter 

et al., 1995: 457).  At Scalloway a ditch to the north and steep slopes to the west cut 

off the approaches to the broch (Sharples, 1998: 31) although it is not clear how the 

rest of the circuit may have been marked.  

The broch represents the most impressive of the new settlement types in Shetland, 

but the last few centuries BC were a time of considerable other building activity.  By 

the time the brochs at Scalloway and East Shore were being constructed there was 

already a substantial settlement at Old Scatness built to the west of the broch but 

within the circuit of the ditch (Dockrill et al., in press).  This settlement comprised 

two massive aisled roundhouses (Structures 12 and 14) and other smaller structures 

(Structures 8 and 15) which abut the roundhouses.  The roundhouses themselves 

show two phases of construction.  Late occupation surfaces from Structures 8 and 15 

are dated to c. 348-1 BC (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 60).  It is not known whether there 

were contemporary structures to the east of the broch below the level of excavation 

or on the northern edge of the site under the modern road.   

The date of the broch at Burland, Trondra is not known, but opposite the broch islet 

there is activity on the shore where Structure 2 was built on the cleared ruins of an 

earlier building (Moore and Wilson, 2001a).  Structure 2 was a partially-paved 

cellular building containing a series of hearths; material from pits under one of these 

(SUERC-3642 & 3643) (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2004: 170-171) 

yielded a date of c. 400-200 BC (Bronk Ramsay, 1995). 

New construction activity was not confined to broch settlements.  The unenclosed 

settlements at Bayanne, Yell and Kebister, Lerwick were also being rebuilt.   

A new structure (Structure 1) was built at Bayanne, following a period in which the 

centre of settlement was located at some remove from the earlier houses.  Structure 1 

was sub-circular in plan and the interior appears to have been deliberately lowered to 

create a sunken floor.  The structure underwent several renovations, including the 

elongation and elaboration of its entrance area and the construction of wall piers.  

These divided the interior into five bays, several of which were roughly paved, and 

left an open central floor area (Moore and Wilson, 1999b).  A number of samples 

provided radiocarbon dates (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2001: 126) and 



the excavator suggests that a date range of c. AD 1-260 marks an intermediate point 

in the primary occupation of Structure 1 (Moore, H., pers. comm.).   

At Kebister there is both structural and environmental evidence of renewed 

occupation.  Two new dwellings (Structures 3 and 4) were built c. 300-100 BC 

(Owen and Lowe, 1999: 270-275).  Both were domestic houses but they use different 

construction techniques and make different use of interior space: Structure 4 is oval 

and has internal recesses defined by orthostats but Structure 3 is D-shaped with an 

enclosure.  There are indications of intensified agriculture in the outfield heath 

starting at about the same time (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 77) and this accords with 

gradual accumulation of expertise in agriculture and technology seen at Old Scatness 

(Bond et al., 2004: 143, Bond et al., 2005: 218). 

Bearing in mind the possible hiatus which preceded these events at Kebister, and the 

lack of evidence for immediately preceding domestic occupation of the broch sites at 

East Shore, Old Scatness and Scalloway, the question arises as to why these 

particular locations were chosen for development and whether they were developed 

de novo.   

1.4.3 Settlements in the landscape 

On Mainland Britain the landscape of this period appears often to have been 

constructed with conscious reference to monuments and remembered histories of the 

Neolithic and Bronze Age (Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 2-3).  Excavations in 

Orkney have demonstrated how Iron Age roundhouses at Quanterness (Renfrew, 

1979) and at Howe (Ballin Smith, 1994) were, in some cases at least, deliberately 

constructed over Neolithic tombs.  No similar discoveries have yet been made in 

Shetland, but where settlement activity is visibly renewed at sites which may have 

been vacant since the Late Bronze Age it is possible this is because they had special 

significance for the community.   

Reference may also have been intended to specific landscape features (Haselgrove 

and Moore, 2007: 4-5) or to a particular kind of environment.  The broch and the 

non-broch settlements discussed above all lie on or near the modern coast.  The 

lower sea level in the Middle Iron Age may mean that some were further from the 

shore when they were built, but in other cases they may have been deliberately sited 

next to the sea.  This may have been for practical considerations: the resources of the 

sea and the sea margin may have been economically important, and the lower 



elevation may have offered more shelter.  Elsewhere in Britain it has been suggested 

that such positioning may reflect social or symbolic meaning relating to the liminal 

situation between water and land (Willis, 2007). 

The meaning of the boundary around a broch settlement is also open to more than 

one interpretation as is the nature and purpose of material dumped in it.  At Old 

Scatness cattle bone deposited in a section of ditch to the west of the roundhouses 

has been dated to c. 390-110 BC.  The excavator suggests that this may represent the 

first stage of infilling (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 57) which implies that if the primary 

function of the ditch was defence, then the need had passed very quickly.  On the 

other hand if the ditch was intended to mark a perimeter or to indicate separation, 

then filling the ditch may have had a more deliberate and symbolic meaning. 

In Shetland, as in mainland Britain, landscapes of this period appear to have been 

complex.  Not all of the revitalised Shetland communities built brochs, or even 

enclosed their settlements.  This raises questions about the possible role of brochs in 

terms of political power and status, economic production and exchange, and social or 

religious ritual.  These considerations mirror questions being asked of certain classes 

of monument in south Britain such as hill forts and oppida   (from Hill, 1995, to 

Bryant, 2007, and Frodsham et al., 2007). 

1.4.4 Renewed activity AD 

A change of phase in the Iron Age of southern Britain during the first centuries AD 

can be linked to the Roman invasion (Haselgrove and Moore, 2007: 2).  Roman 

influence in the most northerly parts of Britain is less marked but it has been pointed 

out that the battle of Mons Graupius in AD 83-4 “must have left the countryside 

depleted for a generation or two” (Cunliffe, 2005: 218).  The Romans also had a role 

in the power play beyond their northern frontier (Hunter, 2007) but how far events to 

the south influenced Shetland is unclear.  The change of phase in Shetland seems 

rather to occur around the time the Romans were withdrawing from the rest of 

Britain c. AD 400 although but there is no obvious direct connection between the 

two events.   

In the early centuries AD building activity in Shetland seems to have continued on 

existing settlements.  Multiple episodes of re-building are known from elsewhere in 

Britain (Brück, 2007), but in Shetland in this period they seem to have developed in 

two different and initially parallel directions.  On the one hand there is a programme 



of major modifications to existing buildings, often involving the insertion of new 

wheelhouse-type forms into the shell of older structures. On the other, a more 

cellular style starts to become evident in smaller structures.    

In Shetland the re-occupation of brochs is a common feature, often marked by the 

insertion of a wheelhouse (Turner, 1998: 81-84).  The excavator of Scalloway 

believes that the period of primary occupation there continued until c. AD 500 

(Sharples, 1998: 87) but at East Shore, Virkie secondary occupation may be dated to 

the period c. AD 80-410 (AA-11693) (Carter et al., 1995).  At Old Scatness primary 

occupation of the broch is thought to have ceased around the first century AD (Table 

1 in Dockrill et al., 2007c: 96) and secondary occupation is marked  by the 

construction of a long-piered roundhouse inside the broch walls (Structure 16).   

The secondary use of the broch at Old Scatness was accompanied by an expansion of 

the village.  During the period c. AD 1-400 several large long-piered roundhouses 

were built (Structures 23, 21, 17 and the original shell of Structure 11), all lying to 

the south and east of the broch and within the circuit of the ditch.  Over the same 

period the complex of buildings to the west of the broch was gradually infilled with 

dumps of ash-rich midden; those in Structure 12 have been dated to c. 86 BC-AD 

216 (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 58).   

The occupation sequence of the broch at Burland, Trondra is not known, but on the 

shore opposite the broch islet, there was definite activity in Structure 2 (SUERC-

3644 & 3645) (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2004: 170-171) in the period 

c. 40 BC-AD 130 (Bronk Ramsay, 1995). 

The practice of constructing a new-style dwelling within the shell of an older one 

appears not to have been confined to brochs.  At Mavis Grind, Northmavine a pre-

existing oval house has clearly been remodelled as a circular dwelling with piers, 

giving the appearance of a small-scale wheelhouse (Figs 3 & 4 in Cracknell and 

Smith, 1983: 18-19).  The consolidated drawings are shown in Figure 4-2: House at 

Mavis Grind.  Excavation yielded steatite-tempered pottery and stone implements of 

Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age form, and also a radiocarbon date (GU-1508) 

from in situ hearth deposits (Cracknell and Smith, 1983: 33).  Some doubt has been 

cast on the value of the date (Ashmore, 1999: 313-314) but a range of c. AD 20-350 

is suggested.    

These structural developments illustrate a pattern of round dwellings with radial 

partitions located in or near earlier notable structures.  Developments at the 
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continuing settlements of Kebister and Bayanne, however, show the other 

development trend, where individual buildings were vacated and replaced with new 

ones of more cellular design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 4-2: HOUSE AT MAVIS GRIND 

(Fig. 13 in Cracknell and Smith, 1985: 88) 

At Kebister the oval-shaped Structure 4 was vacated c. 85 BC-AD 115 although the 

D-shaped Structure 3 continued in use.  A new building (Structure 5) was built c. 

100 BC-AD 150.  This had an oval exterior but a complex cellular interior.  It was 

constructed in one phase, although there is evidence for some internal additions and 

re-arrangements (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 276-279).     

At Bayanne, the sub-circular and radially-divided Structure 1 fell out of use some 

time after c. AD 1-260, possibly serving as a byre before it filled up with collapsed 

masonry and shell-based midden.  Subsequently two possibly contemporary figure-

of-eight structures were built (Structures 2 and 7), overlying the filled-in Structure 1.  

Any hearth settings in Structure 7 had been lost to coastal erosion (Moore and 

Wilson, 1999b) but Structure 2 contained four successive hearth settings, one of 

which was in use c. AD 250-420 (OxA-9894) (Moore, H., pers. comm.) 

The excavator of Kebister points out that the continued occupation of Structure 3 

argues for “significant development” rather than a “complete break” (Owen and 

Lowe, 1999: 278), and neither the sequence at Bayanne nor the developments at Old 

Scatness and Mavis Grind need necessarily contradict this.   



And yet neither Bayanne nor Kebister continued much longer.  The excavator 

estimates that the settlement at Bayanne lasted only until the mid-first millennium 

AD (Moore, H., pers. comm.).  At Kebister the settlement may have been deserted at 

around the same time or have continued on a visibly much reduced scale (Owen and 

Lowe, 1999: 279-280):  Structure 3 seems to have been abandoned c. AD 225-425 

(Owen and Lowe, 1999: 272) and Structure 5 by c. AD 400 (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 

277, 279) whilst agricultural activity also declined (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 77).    

Although there is no sudden cultural break, the centuries around the middle of the 

first millennium AD may be said to mark the end of Shetland’s Middle Iron Age. 

1.5 The Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) 

The Late Iron Age is marked by growing Pictish influence in art and architecture, 

and by the arrival of Christianity in Shetland.  These developments affected the 

location, form and density of settlement.    

1.5.1 Pictish influences 

Even before AD 400 there are indications of Pictish cultural influence in Shetland 

(Fojut, 2006: 79, Dockrill et al., in press).  These indications include symbol stones, 

painted pebbles and a range of burial practices all of which are regarded as typically 

Pictish.   

A number of Class 1 symbol stones have been recovered, presumably dating from 

pre-Christian times (Scott and Ritchie, 2009).  Examples found in the middle of the 

last century include an eagle from Islesburgh (# FS00050 in Shetland Museum and 

Archives Photo Library, 2006) and a double disc and Z-rod from Jarlshof (Hamilton, 

1956: 84).  More recently a number of stones have been found at Old Scatness 

including a depiction of a boar and “a pebble with an incised arch and V-rod motif” 

(Bond and Dockrill, 1999: 7, 26-27) as well as a more sophisticated depiction of a 

bear (Dockrill et al., 2003: 81-82, 102).   

A number of painted pebbles have been found in Shetland.  Five were found at 

Scalloway in a context which placed their use c. AD 650-900 which is the period 

usually associated with the artefact (Ritchie, 1998).  Eleven have been found at Old 

Scatness in a number of different structures.  Recent excavations around Sandwick in 

Unst, however, found two painted quartzite pebbles (SF 1048 & 1119) in contexts 

which had been sealed by a later burial.  A rib-bone from the burial (SUERC-10745)  



was radiocarbon dated to c. AD 130-390 (Lelong, 2007b: 15-16).  Using this as a 

terminus ante quem implies an unusual but not unprecedented early date for these 

pebbles in Shetland, for some early examples outwith Shetland might also be 

attributed to the first few centuries AD (Ritchie, 1998: 178).   

An earlier burial lying some one hundred metres to the north of the above site was 

dated to c. AD 250-800 (GU-1291).  This lay under a square kerbed cairn which was 

thought to parallel a cairn at Ackergill, Caithness (Bigelow, 1985: 102-103).  In both 

cases it has been suggested that the cairns represent a Pictish style of burial 

(Ashmore, 1981).  Both burials at Sandwick in Unst were on what is now the 

seashore, and in danger of erosion when they were examined. 

No burial was found in connection with another cairn of similar period.  This was the 

circular kerb-cairn created by remodelling an original clearance cairn at the long-

deserted Scord of Brouster some time after 1670 ± 40 bp (SRR-1742) (Keith-Lucas, 

1986: 115) i.e. c. AD 250-540.  Peat had already claimed almost all of the old inner 

field system but traces of the earlier cultivation may still have been visible when this 

final archaeological activity on the site occurred.   

It is not clear how far Shetland was becoming linked to Pictland in a political or 

economic sense, or how much it may have been affected by unrest in Orkney.  There 

was an “under-king of the Orkneys” at the court of Bridei mac Máelchú King of the 

Picts (II 42 in Adomnán of Iona (trans. R. Sharpe), 1995: 196) at some point c. AD 

564-583 (Anderson, 1922: 56) and thereafter there are three specific mentions of 

war.  The Annals of Ulster record that “A campaign in the Orkneys [was conducted] 

by Aidan, Gabran’s son” in AD 580 (Anderson, 1922: 86).  The Tigernach Annals 

note that “The Orkneys were destroyed by Brude” in AD 682 (Anderson, 1922: 191) 

and the Annals of Ulster that “A battle [was fought] in the Orkneys and in it fell the 

son of Artabláir” in AD 709 (Anderson, 1922: 212).  The archaeological evidence 

appears to confirm a process of retraction in Orkney in the sixth or early seventh 

century (Hunter et al., 2007: 114).   

1.5.2 Retrenchment to broch-settlements?  

Major social and political changes appear to have been under way in Shetland even 

before the storms, wetness and severe winters which marked the period c. AD 550-

800 (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 289).  The non-broch settlements of Kebister and 

Bayanne were being deserted and there are signs of change at the broch-settlements. 



At Old Scatness a new phase of building activity, broadly dated to c. AD 400-800, 

marks the re-occupation of the broch and is concentrated to the south east of the 

settlement, still within the circuit of the old ditch.  These changes reflect the 

continuing parallel development of cellular and of roundhouse architecture.  Firstly a 

cellular tertiary structure (Structure 7) was built into the broch.  This is thought to 

have been occupied c. AD 300-800 (Dockrill et al., 2007c: 101).  Next two 

roundhouses with triangular-shaped piers (Structures 6 and 11) were inserted into 

earlier buildings to the south east of the broch.  Both appear to have been in use from 

c. AD 500 (Dockrill, 2003: 93); the earliest hearth in Structure 6 is dated to c. AD 

500-750.  Meanwhile Structure 21, like Structure 12 before it, was filled with 

midden.  The midden in Structure 21 has been dated to c. AD 222-530 and contained 

over forty moulds for metalworking (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 60).  A figure-of-eight 

structure (Structure 5) with a hearth dated to c. AD 600-850 was built over the 

infilled Structure 21 (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 63).  Other small cellular elements also 

appear, as existing buildings were modified (e.g. Structure 19 constructed on the side 

of Structure 11). 

The construction and form of figure-of-eight buildings have been considered 

characteristic of Pictish culture in the Northern Isles, and are often dated to c. AD 

600-800 (Dockrill et al., in press).  They are found also at Jarlshof and at Scalloway.  

Hut 2 at Jarlshof does not show the distinctive shape as clearly, but together with the 

fragmentary Hut 1 it shares some of the construction techniques notably the 

“revetted nature of the interior walling” and the “foundation course of upright slabs 

supporting several courses of horizontal masonry” (Hamilton, 1956: 85-88).  

The figure-of-eight shaped house at Scalloway formed part of Phase 3 of the 

settlement’s history.  The end of the primary occupation of Scalloway broch was 

marked by an intense conflagration (Sharples, 1998: 29) which has been dated to 

between AD 345 and AD 525.  The next phase (Early Phase 3) was dated by the 

excavator to c. AD 500 – 650 (Sharples, 1998: 87).  This was marked by the 

secondary occupation of the broch (Sharples, 1998: 43).  Part of the ditch was 

infilled in order to facilitate the development of an extensive settlement of at least 

seven buildings which completely surrounded the broch  (Sharples, 1998: 53).     

After c. AD 650, however, the excavator noted several major changes in the 

economy and organisation of settlement (Sharples, 1998: 205-206).  During this Late 

Phase 3 the structure inside the broch was rebuilt to “an apparently quite low 



standard” and the number of buildings around  broch decreased to two, of which one 

(House 9) was figure-of-eight shaped (Sharples, 1998: 63, 71).  As at Old Scatness, 

this form was found in the same context as other cellular structures (Sharples, 1998: 

71, 80).  The excavator pointed out structural parallels between these developments 

and those in other Northern Isles Late Iron Age settlements (Sharples, 1998: 79-80) 

and having placed them in the period c. AD 650-700 he went on to suggest that the 

presence of these slighter dwellings need not signify any diminution in the status of 

the broch-settlement (Sharples, 1998: 205, 210).   

Occupation appears to have continued at other broch settlements, too.  At Burland, 

Trondra on the shore opposite the broch islet, two groups of samples (SUERC-3634, 

3637 & 3632 and SUERC-3633, 3635, 3636 & 3641) taken from Structure 2 (The 

Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2004: 170-171) have been dated to c. AD 390-600 

and to c. AD 600-880 respectively (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).  These represent the last 

phases of this building’s use, and extensive deposits of carbonised material, peat ash, 

metal slag and hammer scale in these upper layers indicate that Structure 2 was 

functioning as a smithy (Moore and Wilson, 2001a).   

Settlement also continued at East Shore, Virkie but on a reduced scale (Carter et al., 

1995: 457, 462-454).  Secondary use of the broch may be dated to the period c. AD 

80-410 (AA-11693) but a sequence of external midden deposits continued to at least 

c. AD 640-950 (GU-3408) (Carter et al., 1995: 455).     

Compared with the brochs and roundhouses, the slighter nature of Late Iron Age 

houses makes them more difficult to detect, particularly in the open landscape.  Even 

allowing for this, the small dataset of excavated evidence gives the impression of a 

Late Iron Age population retracting from non-broch settlements and becoming more 

concentrated in settlements which had brochs.  It would, however, be premature to 

assume that the population was much reduced from earlier periods (Fojut, 2006: 86-

87). 

 

 

1.5.3 Monks and papar 

The arrival of Christianity some time after c. AD 650 marked a new factor in 

Shetland settlement, with the construction of small “conveniently situated” 

monasteries followed swiftly by outlying hermitages and the development of 



cemeteries (Thomas, 1973: 9).  The two principal candidates for monastery sites are 

St. Ninian’s Isle, famous for its silver hoard, and Papil in Burra.  A number of other 

small churches were built and a number of extreme sites were occupied, some of 

these latter being former fortifications.  This surge of Christian building activity was 

not equalled until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (e.g. Lamb, 1973, Cant, 1975) 

when some of these earlier sites were re-used.  It is relatively common to find two 

distinct phases of activity on Christian sites.   

At St. Ninian’s Isle, where the burial ground continued in use from the Iron Age 

until the nineteenth century, the earliest activity on the site is described by RCAHMS 

as “an Iron Age site (possibly a wheel house) yielding pottery datable to about the 

2nd century AD” (NMRS # HU32SE4).  The actual form of the complete structure is 

unknown, but excavations in 1999 and 2001 noted an area of stone paving and 

walling to the south west of the ruined medieval church (Barrowman, 2003: 53).    

The expert’s full comment concerning the pottery which he saw at the excavation in 

1958 was that it “… was of the kind found in the Jarlshof wheel-house complex, and 

this occupation must be labelled ‘Iron age’ even if it belongs to the early centuries 

AD” (Thomas, 1973: 11).  The problems of using the Jarlshof pottery sequence to 

date sites have already been mentioned (e.g. Fojut, 1998b: 21-23), and the temporal 

relationship of the structure with the suggested monastery remains unclear.  It has 

been suggested that it was “of pastoral character” (Cant, 1996: 164) and, by 

implication, contemporary with the a church on the site.   

The earliest part of the chapel which is visible today may date to the late eleventh 

century AD (Cant, 1996: 162), but it overlies an earlier structure.  This is thought to 

be a pre-Norse church contemporary not only with several sculptured stones 

including corner-posts from early Christian shrines (Thomas, 1973), but also with 

the Pictish silver hoard (Wilson, 1973) and possibly with the sandstone slab 

containing an ogham inscription (Romilly Allen and Anderson, 1903: 18).   

There appear to have been early burials on the site, and a sample (SUERC-751) from 

the earliest (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2003) has been dated to c. AD 

340-620  (Historic Scotland); others have been dated to the sixth and seventh 

centuries. 

Papil on Burra is an example of a place-name derived from the word papar.  In 

themselves such names “offer little or no specific information  beyond the apparent 

fact of ownership or occupation of a locality by papar – or their reputed presence 



there – in the past or in the present (relative to the coining of a given name) or both” 

(MacDonald, 2002: 20).   

At Papil on Burra (NMRS # HU33SE2),  however, a varied collection of cross-slabs 

and shrine-posts and sculpted panels (Scott and Ritchie, 2009) do indicate the 

presence of “a major site covering a long date-range from the eighth century 

onwards” (Fisher, 2002: 53).  The most famous of these artefacts are the Papil stone 

(Goudie, 1881, Illus. 29 in Scott and Ritchie, 2009: 18) and the Monks stone (Moar 

and Stewart, 1944, Illus. 30 in Scott and Ritchie, 2009: 19). 

There is evidence for a series of perhaps three churches on the same site at Papil 

(Moar and Stewart, 1944: 91-92).  The earliest of these may have been pre-Norse.  A 

rectilinear enclosing earthen bank marks the monastic enceinte, and it has been 

suggested that this may have been superimposed on an older and slightly smaller 

curvilinear enclosure (Thomas, 1973: 10).   

The curvilinear enclosure may be connected with the nature of early public worship 

and is a feature of a number of early church sites in Shetland (Fojut, 2006: 81-82).  

Examples include not only St. Ninian’s Isle and Papil but also Kirkaby on Unst and 

Cullingsburgh on Bressay. 

Cullingsburgh is also where the Bressay Stone was found (Romilly Allen and 

Anderson, 1903: 5-10).  It is one of a number of pre-Norse Christian carved stones 

found throughout Shetland, often at early church sites (Romilly Allen and Anderson, 

1903: 3-18, Fisher, 2002: 53-56).  Although domestic occupation appears by this 

period to have dwindled entirely, there is an early Christian carved stone from 

Kebister which is probably pre-Norse and may date from the eighth or ninth century 

AD (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 220-221); there is a possible chapel at the same site 

(Owen and Lowe, 1999: 82-83).   

Some of the papar place-names are associated with good quality agricultural land 

(Lamb, 1995: 15), but the eremitic sites represent an entirely different aspect. 

The extreme sites are isolated and thought to represent an eremitic tradition relating 

to the Pictish period and possibly associated with the monasteries in more populated 

areas (Lamb, 1973: 83-86).  These isolated sites are located on sea-stacks or 

promontories.  Some show two distinct phases of activity.  Even allowing for the 

effects of erosion over the centuries, they can never have been easy of access.  Some 

of the sites, such as the northern Burri Stack of Culswick in west Mainland Shetland, 

are extremely small and carry only a single structure (Lamb, 1978: 144-145).   



Other extreme sites can be seen to carry a group of square to oblong buildings.  

Although similarly sited, these structures differ in their proportions.  At Kame of 

Isbister on Mainland Shetland and at the Clett of Birrier, Fetlar, for example, the 

structures are squarer in aspect.  They have a length to breadth ratio which is usually 

3:2 and never more than 2:1 (Lamb, 1973: 78).  By contrast, the earliest house at 

Jarlshof is some 21 metres in length and has an internal diameter of 5 metres 

(Hamilton, 1956: 103).  The stack sites at Strandibrough, Fetlar and on the Maiden 

Stack and Brei Holm, both Papa Stour, appear to “carry longhouse-type buildings of 

Norse form” (Lamb, 1978: 146).   

Two periods of occupation have been proposed for the two forms of building, with 

the earlier, squarer forms representing a Pictish tradition contemporary with the 

small stack settlements.  The later longhouse-settlements are thought to date from the 

twelfth or thirteenth centuries and in some cases to have  been located with reference 

to the earlier examples (Lamb, 1978: 149).   

Investigations on the sea stack of Brei Holm, off Papa Stour, found the footings of 

some eight buildings and a turf-covered bank which ran along the west side of the 

stack.  Brei Holm would appear to have been “a self-supporting community with 

their own workshops” (Brady, 2002: 81) making pottery and tools and possibly some 

metalwork.  In the absence of a clearly identifiable church building the question of 

whether it was a monastic community was left unresolved, but two distinct phases of 

occupation were noted.  The earlier yielded datable material (SUERC-572 & 573) 

(The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2003: 165) from the period c. AD 430-670 

(Bronk Ramsay, 1995).  The excavator pointed out that this evidence was consistent 

with two phases of Christianity in the Northern Isles (Brady, 2002: 82).   

Other possible monastic sites in Shetland are similarly difficult to interpret.  A 

settlement at Kirki Geo on Fair Isle (NMRS # HZ26NW1) was thought to be a 

possible chapel or monastic site of the Late Iron Age (Site # 229 in Hunter, 1996).  It 

is represented by an enclosure bank and an area of possible structures adjacent to the 

cliff.  Investigation of the eroding cliff section produced stratified bone and a “late 

Iron Age” pottery assemblage (Carter et al., 1995).  The main set of deposits was 

dated to c. AD 600-880 (AA-11696 in Historic Scotland) and linked with the 

settlement by the excavator (Carter et al., 1995: 472).  The topography of the site, 

however, is low-lying and it has been proposed that the eroding promontory of 



Burrista is a more likely setting for a monastery on Fair Isle (Hunter, 1996: 92-94).  

This proposal has yet to be tested.   

In the period after c. AD 650 there is evidence of renewed interest in the blockhouse 

and promontory fort sites.   

The pottery report from the limited investigation at Burgi Geos, Yell noted two 

phases of activity (MacSween, 2004: 3): one dating to the Early Iron Age (a range of 

500-200 BC was suggested) and one to the later Iron Age.  One sherd from the 

second group of finds compares with the ceramics from Late Phase 3 contexts at 

Scalloway (Fig 83 in Sharples, 1998: 135) which the excavator there placed in AD 

650-900 (Sharples, 1998: 87).  The evidence of the pottery is supported by a date 

obtained from a clean sample of charred barley from the later phase of activity at 

Burgi Geos (Giorgi, 2004).  This was dated to 1423±41 BP (Wk-14088) (Channel 4, 

2003) i.e. AD 540-680 (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).   

At Scatness, Dunrossness, the carcase of a neonatal pig was found within the 

blockhouse cell entrance passage which would suggest that the building was not in 

regular use.  Small fires appear to have been lit and radiocarbon dates from charcoal 

in two of the fires give calibrated date ranges of AD 670-980 (GU-3402) and AD 

567-890 (GU-3403).  Dates derived from charcoal do not necessarily date the 

burning event, but at Scatness a third date obtained from sediments in the cell 

entrance passage (GU-3401)  was calibrated to AD 630-890 which appears to 

support a seventh to ninth century bracket for this activity (Carter et al., 1995: 444).   

This activity in former fortifications is contemporary with early Christian 

monasticism but is not necessarily connected with it.  On the other hand it has been 

pointed out from the example of a promontory fort in the north of Scotland that there 

may have been “…a Pictish tradition of giving fortified sites, presumably still high 

status but no longer needed as defences, to the early church” (Fojut, 2006: 84). 

1.5.4 Prosperity or decline? 

There is some question as to whether there was a decline in population towards the 

end of the Late Iron Age in Shetland.  The end of the period is marked by the coming 

of the Norse, and the question of the relationship of the incoming Norse peoples with 

the native inhabitants of the Northern Isles continues to be a matter of debate 

(summarised in Bigelow, 1992: 14, and Morris, 1996). It has been said that the Norse 

“seem to have acted as if the islands were effectively uninhabited” (Fojut, 2006: 87), 



and a case has been made to suggest that this may have been because the islands 

were virtually empty before the Norse arrived (e.g. Brøgger, 1929: 56-67).   

On the other hand, the archaeological evidence implies that the church was thriving 

and that settlement continued at a number of sites.  Some non-broch domestic 

settlements may have been empty: the excavation at Bayanne was limited in scope 

but a thorough hillside survey was conducted at Kebister (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 

23-78) suggesting that in the latter case at least it was not simply that the focus of 

settlement had moved.  Conversely the brochs remained substantial buildings and so 

did at least some of the blockhouses: dates from Phase 3 of the blockhouse at 

Scatness indicate that stone robbing did not start there until after the late first 

millennium AD (Carter et al., 1995: 444).   

The characteristic forms of Shetland settlement at this time are hinted at in the 

Historia Norvegiae which relates what was known or remembered in the twelfth 

century of the pre-Norse inhabitants of Orkney and, by implication, Shetland.  At 

present “it is still not clear what the cultural environment of this text was, where it 

was written or where the author had got his information from” (Crawford, 2001: 1).  

The information recorded in Chapter VI (De Orcadibus Insulis ‘Concerning the 

Orkney Islands’) contains some “strange legendary accretions” (ibid.): for example, 

the papar are described as adherents of the Jewish faith, and the Picts as a race who 

lost their strength at midday (Ekrem and Mortensen, 2003: 64-67).   

The same part of the text, however, notes more plausibly that the papar wore 

vestments like priests and that the Picts built astounding cities (… in structuris 

urbium … mira operantes …) even though they hid themselves in subterranean 

houses (in subterraneis domunculis).  The first Latin phrase implies impressive 

stone-built walls, which would be an accurate description of the extant brochs and 

substantial roundhouses of the Late Iron Age.  In the second Latin phrase the writer 

does not use the normal Latin word for house or home, namely domus, but coins a 

contemptuous diminutive domunculus.  The word is in keeping with the slight 

construction and unimpressive nature of the figure-of-eight buildings like those at 

Jarlshof, Old Scatness and Scalloway, which were partly revetted into the ground 

and may have had turf roofs. 

Whatever the state of the populace when the Norse arrived, Norse culture quickly 

became dominant. 



1.6  After the Iron Age 

Shetland’s Norse period runs from the end of the Iron Age and merges into the early 

medieval.  It is divided into an earlier and a later period by the conversion of the 

Norse to Christianity, as this marked a change in material culture. 

The exact date of Norse colonisation is not known.  AD 800 provides only an 

approximate reference point for the start of the Norse period in Shetland.  In terms of 

recognisable fishing and farming settlements, it is suggested that the first Norse 

phase at Jarlshof could be dated to the first half of the ninth century (Hamilton, 1956: 

94, Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998: 67).  Raiding bases were probably 

established during the eighth century AD (Crawford, 1987: 40) but the Norse may 

have been gathering local knowledge of Orkney and Shetland waters for some years 

beforehand (Lamb, 2005: 47-52).   

The incoming Norse were pagan but after the conversion to Christianity of Olaf 

Tryggvason at some point before AD 994 (Jones, 1984: 132), Norse politics and 

culture began to change and reflect the new religious influence (Sawyer, 1997: 218-

224).  The rise of Earl Thorfinn in Orkney in the first part of the eleventh century 

marks this change of direction in the Northern Isles (Thomson, 2008: 69-84).  The 

Early Norse or Viking period is usually regarded as ending either c. AD 1000 (e.g. 

Fojut, 2006: 89) or c. AD 1100 (e.g. Bigelow, 1985: 104) but in Shetland the 

available radiocarbon dates tend to fall just before AD 1000.   

In this study the term “Early Norse” covers the period c. AD 800-1000 and “Late 

Norse” the period c. AD 1000-1300.  

In AD 1195 Shetland was taken from the Earldom of Orkney and placed under the 

direct control of the Norwegian crown.  The major re-organisation of rent and tax 

which followed was described in Chapter 3: The character of Shetland settlement.  

Shetland’s first historical document arose from that re-organisation and is dated AD 

1299 (Crawford, 2002a).  It thus represents a point when archaeology begins to be 

supplemented with documentary evidence.  There is no break in material culture, but 

AD 1300 also marks the beginning of a discrete period when Shetland had its own 

distinctive institutions (Smith, 1990: 25) and is therefore used here to mark the 

beginning of the Historic period (c. AD 1300-1700). 

1.6.1 Types of settlement 



During the Early Norse period Norse cultural elements become more and more 

visible in Shetland and finally pre-dominant.  In archaeological terms these elements 

are the typical Norse domestic assemblage and the characteristic longhouse shape.  

Norse domestic assemblages tend to include loom weights, steatite bowl fragments 

and spindle whorls.  Norse longhouses are narrow and rectangular, typically 20 

metres in length with a width of 5 metres e.g. Houses 1,2 and 3 at Jarlshof  

(Hamilton, 1956: 107-138).  Early Norse longhouses often have bow-shaped long 

walls (Crawford, 1987: 145) but this feature is not necessarily diagnostic.  Structure 

16a on the Brough of Birsay, Orkney, did not have bowed walls but was part of the 

ninth century settlement (Hunter, 1986: 90, 114); conversely the longhouse at 

Underhoull, Unst in Shetland definitely had bowed walls (Small, 1967: 237) but is 

now thought to date to the eleventh or twelfth century (Stummann Hansen, 2000: 

98).  

Once established the influence of the Norse represents a major cultural break but the 

processes of colonisation are unclear.   

Occupied settlements at this period appear to have been concentrated on three main 

types of location: pre-existing domestic settlements, Christian monastic sites and the 

earliest longhouses.  The dataset is small so it is not yet clear whether the sites which 

have been investigated are unusual or typical.  Neither Bayanne nor Kebister were 

domestically re-occupied, but it is not possible to say whether this was generally true 

of non-broch settlements which had been empty during the Late Iron Age. 

Broch settlements show a mixed picture.  Old Scatness, East Shore and Scalloway 

continued to be occupied at the beginning of this period but there is as yet no direct 

evidence of occupation in the immediate vicinity at the end.  On the other hand 

buildings at Burland, Trondra shows signs of going out of use before being replaced 

which suggests that the settlement there may have been empty immediately 

beforehand. 

At Old Scatness the eighth and ninth centuries AD are marked by activity re-

arranging some of the existing structures on the site.  Two dates from the tertiary 

structure (Structure 7) inside the broch indicate a late phase of use around AD 444-

659 and/or AD 688-924 (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 62-63).  Occupation on the rest of the 

site appears to have been concentrated on the two roundhouses with triangular-

shaped piers to the south east of the broch (Structures 6 and 11) and on the figure-of-

eight structure (Structure 5) which had been built over the infilled Structure 21 to the 



east of the broch.  Dates from Structure 6 indicate secondary occupation c. AD 664-

891 with third and final phase occupation occurring between AD 663 and AD 981 

(Dockrill et al., 2005a: 61).  Meanwhile Structure 11 had two small cellular elements 

(Structures 19 and 20) added to its west wall; these show “Pictish” construction 

methods similar to those seen in Structure 5.  A hearth in one of these  cells 

(Structure 19) has been dated to between AD 662 and AD 880 (Dockrill et al., 

2005a: 63).  A central long hearth was constructed in the main body of Structure 11 

which has produced an archaeomagnetic date of c. AD 850-960, a period of use 

which is supported by two radiocarbon dates from the same hearth (Dockrill et al., 

2005a: 63).   

However no diagnostically Norse structures were discovered in the course of the 

excavation of Old Scatness or during survey of the surrounding area.  The excavator 

feels that it is possible that structures were removed in the course of works 

associated with the adjacent airport (Dockrill, S.J., pers. comm.) and points to the 

number of Norse artefacts found within the  broch settlement in Structures 5, 6 and 

11 (Dockrill et al., 2005a: 63) and to the traces of Late Norse midden found to the 

east of the main settlement outwith the circuit of the ditch (Dockrill et al., 2004: 39).   

There may also have been occupation in the Early Norse period at East Shore, 

Virkie.  Although secondary use of the broch at East Shore was dated to the period c. 

AD 80-410 (AA-11693), a sequence of external midden deposits continued to at 

least c. AD 640-950 (GU-3408) (Carter et al., 1995: 455).  All dates were obtained 

from layers that predated any evidence for a collapsing broch, and the excavator 

concluded that it was “highly likely that the broch was also in use, or at least stood 

intact … until late in the first millennium AD (GU-3408: c. AD 640-950) (Carter et 

al., 1995: 457).  Since later midden eventually obscured the broch remains, this 

suggests intense and extended later occupation (Carter et al., 1995: 463).  A 

rectangular building lying next to the broch (Illus. 12 in Carter et al., 1995: 448) may 

be a longhouse but it awaits further investigation. 

At Scalloway the broch appears to have stood intact until a similar date; the 

excavator placed the abandonment of the broch site to a period before or around c. 

AD 900 – 1000 (Sharples, 1998: 80, 87, 206).  The position is slightly less clear 

owing to anomalously large dumps of fish and sheep bone possibly associated with 

later non-domestic use.  There was no evidence of Norse buildings within the area 

excavated and few Norse artefacts, but the project was limited in that it was being 



carried out in advance of building development and its aims did not include survey 

of the surrounding area (Sharples, 1998: 5).  It was hypothesised that any Norse 

settlement at Scalloway lay under the modern village immediately to the south of the 

limits of the broch excavation (Sharples, 1998: 203).  

At Burland, Trondra a slightly different picture is suggested by the evidence from the 

structures on the shore opposite the broch islet.  Structure 2, which was originally 

constructed in the Middle Iron Age and had latterly functioned as a smithy, went out 

of use.  To its west the much eroded remains of another probable structure (Structure 

3) were found extending towards the coast.  This was undated, but it had been built 

over part of the smithy and was therefore probably of slightly later date (Moore and 

Wilson, 2001a: 13-14).  A sub-rectangular building (Structure 1) overlay Structure 2 

on its east side (Moore and Wilson, 2001a: 14-16) and a sample obtained from this 

building (SUERC-3631) provided indicative dates of c. AD 680-940 which suggests 

that its construction immediately followed on the latest use of Structure 2.  

The excavator notes that it is possible that Structure 1 was an Early Norse longhouse 

with bowed walls (Moore and Wilson, 2001b: 12-13).  It was only partly exposed by 

excavation but was seen to be at least 6.8m long by 3.6m wide with an inner face of 

large upright stones and a stone-lined drain running down its centre (Moore and 

Wilson, 2001a: 14-16).  The longhouse hypothesis remains to be tested by further 

excavation. 

Certain Christian monastic sites show signs of continued activity in the Early Norse 

period.  The major Christian settlement at St. Ninian’s Isle continued to be used for 

burials throughout the period (Barrowman, 2003) and two tenth century coffins were 

found in association with the possible early chapel at Kebister (Owen and Lowe, 

1999: 82-83) where there is also an expansion of herb-rich grassland pasture at this 

period (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 77).  The papar have been associated with 

agricultural activity (Simpson, 2002).  Of the  more extreme sites, the Kame of 

Isbister (NMRS # HU39SE4) has yielded a single scientifically established date 

(Wk-14016) of c. AD 770-990 (Bronk Ramsay, 1995).  This was obtained from a 

limited excavation by Extreme Archaeology in 2003 (Hirst et al., 2004).   

The earliest Norse longhouses represent the third element of occupied settlement 

during the Early Norse period but few have been identified with any certainty.  In 

due course a programme of work on the island of Unst should provide a useful 

dataset of information.  Surveys were undertaken in 1994-95 and in 2005 and these 



sought to record all rectangular structures aligned downslope with a view to 

identifying potential Norse farmsteads throughout the island (The Council for 

Scottish Archaeology, 2005: 128-129).  Limited archaeological investigation has 

taken place at small number of the sites (Stummann Hansen, 2000) and two of these, 

at Belmont and at Hamar, have been the subject of fuller excavation.  The earlier 

phase of the Norse longhouse at Belmont had curved walls and was dated on stylistic 

grounds to the ninth or tenth centuries AD; the later phase was tentatively dated to 

the eleventh or twelfth centuries (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2006: 154-

155).  At Hamar two structures were examined: House 1 was described as a “Late 

Norse structure” (The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2006: 153-154) whilst 

House 2 appeared to “consist of a late, small structure overlying an earlier house” 

(The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 2007: 176).  As yet no radiocarbon dates 

have been made available from either site, and the limitations of using bowed-wall 

morphology to indicate date have been outlined above. 

Setting aside the question of whether the occupants were native Shetlanders or 

incoming Norse, there are implications for the density of settlement if both broch 

settlements and early longhouses were occupied at this period.  It has been suggested 

that the longhouses represent “a process of infilling of the [settlement] pattern” 

because they are often to be found on tracts of land away from broch sites (Small, 

1982), but the lack of securely dated material makes it difficult to analyse site 

distribution. 

1.6.2 Settlement focus 

There are a number of sites in Shetland where Norse and Iron Age structures do lie 

next to each other.  Jarlshof is perhaps the most famous example but it is in many 

ways unique and was excavated before scientific dating became established.  

Conversely the area around Sandwick, Unst has provided some radiocarbon dates, as 

discussed in detail in the preceding chapter.  The pattern of continued or repeated use 

with small movements of settlement focus between the Iron Age and the Norse 

period has been noted elsewhere.   

At the Sands of Breckon, Yell a heavily-eroded multi-period site extends along the 

shore.  Stratigraphy is difficult to interpret owing to repeated blown sand events 

(Carter and Fraser, 1996: 271-272).  Over the years a number of isolated finds have 

been deposited with the Shetland Museum, but it is not usually recorded in which 



part of the site they were found (Ian Tait, pers. comm.).  Iron Age activity is 

concentrated on the lower ground to the north west, but a number of Norse artefacts 

have been recovered from the south east part of the site.  As at Scalloway (Sharples, 

1998: 199-202) there is evidence for a medieval settlement and later connections 

with German merchants and other continental traders.  At the Sands of Breckon, 

however, the nearest broch site is over a kilometre away at the Burgi Geo (NMRS #  

HP50NW2).   

The actual location of the Iron Age settlement is not certain (Carter and Fraser, 1996: 

297) but re-deposited midden in one area contains Iron Age potsherds, indicating 

that there was an Iron Age settlement upslope.  A bank and ditch across a small 

headland suggests a small defended coastal promontory site of a type often attributed 

to the Iron Age.  Fragmentary stone settings may indicate prehistoric houses, and 

other indeterminate mounds and walls may also be prehistoric.   

The main Iron Age evidence at the Sands of Breckon relates to burials (Carter and 

Fraser, 1996: 297) and this has provided the only scientifically established date for 

Iron Age activity.  Bone from a disturbed burial has been dated to c. AD 120-350 

(AA-11691).  Four stone settings may be the remains of long cists of slightly later 

date, and the excavator also compared a low cairn of quartz pebbles with the square, 

kerbed burial cairn at Sandwick, Unst.   

Both Sandwick, Unst and Sands of Breckon, Yell bear comparison with the site at 

Freswick, Caithness where Pictish activity is concentrated at one end of the bay and  

Norse activity at the other (Batey, 1987, Morris et al., 1995).  There are similarities 

too in the dune and machair topography and associated problems with archaeological 

evidence being removed by erosion and buried by sandblow.   

Unfortunately the limited dating evidence at both Sandwick and the Sands of 

Breckon leaves unresolved the question of occupation in the Late Iron Age period as 

well as in the Early Norse period.  Both sites do, however, illustrate how Norse and 

Iron Age structures in Shetland can be found close together and how the focus of 

settlement might migrate only a few hundred metres over successive centuries.   

If Iron Age settlements and early Norse longhouses were indeed occupied at the 

same time, then this has implications for the choice of new building locations and the 

density of settlement in the Early Norse period.  More work is needed on identifying 

and dating the earliest longhouses and on mapping their distribution in relation to 

known Iron Age sites, before drawing any conclusions. 



1.6.3 Prestige structures 

This chapter began by considering brochs, and it closes by considering the 

disposition of medieval chapels.    

The medieval churches and chapels of Shetland are thought to date from c. AD 1050 

onwards (Cant, 1975: 9), not long after the conversion of the Norse.  Their 

distribution is shown in Figure 4-3: Medieval chapels in Shetland. 

It has been pointed out that in Orkney there appears to be a relationship between 

medieval chapels and broch settlements (Lamb, 1993: 261-262).  Their distributions 

also appear to coincide in Shetland; see Figure 4-1: Brochs in Shetland. 





More work is needed on the significance of this, but it appears that certain locations 

continued to attract prestige structures. 

1.7 The study area and Shetland’s Iron Age  

This survey of trends and events before, during and after Shetland’s Iron Age has 

included consideration of a range of sites and monuments throughout the island 

group.  It has concentrated on those which have been archaeologically investigated, 

including a small number from the study area.   

The next chapter looks in detail at the full range of sites and monuments found in the 

study area.  Most of these have never been examined in detail but they are 

representative of the types and classes found elsewhere in Shetland.  They should 

therefore be set in the context of the material discussed in this chapter and compared 

with analogous sites which have  been dated.  



 


