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A Thematic Assessment of Mediaeval Archaeology in Scotland from 1985 to 2007 

Dr Sarah E. Thomas 

 

This thematic study of the archaeological work undertaken in Scotland between 1985 and 2007 

has involved the creation of an Access database, the collection of data on archaeological work 

from Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, the entry of that data into the database and its 

projection into ArcGIS distribution maps. This database was to be constructed around the 20 

themes laid out in the mediaeval panel’s introduction.  

 

The database, constructed in Access 2007 but also useable in Access 2002-2003, was designed 

with 10 main fields: site name, location, theme, type of work, dating, type of site, description, 

date of entry and x and y grid references. Some of the fields, for instance, most importantly, the 

theme field are designed so that multiple options can be chosen: thus, a site might fall into both 

politics and power structures and settlement and the material culture of daily life. The type of 

work field allows us to distinguish between different archaeological techniques and to make a 

distinction between research funded and commercially funded fieldwork.  

 

The dating field has 5 options: early medieval (c.400-1000), high medieval (c.1000-1300), late 

medieval (1300-1600), medieval no precise dates and undated, possibly medieval. This last 

option is set as the default value and the majority of sites identified through field survey and 

aerial photography fall into this category. DES entries, particularly those for field survey, often 

offer little or no interpretation and dating, consequently the inclusion or exclusion of sites is 

based on the interpretation and judgement of the author. The chronological parameters laid out 

in the medieval panel’s introduction and outline of themes – fifth century AD to the early 

seventeenth century – means that pre-improvement settlement and rural remains have been 

included.  

 

The scope of the database was restricted to sites and artefacts recorded in DES from 1985 to 

2007. The amount of detail about sites and artefacts recorded in the database was dependent 

upon the quality and quantity of the data published in DES. For example, a site with a 6 figure 

grid reference will be much less accurately recorded than one with a 12 figure grid reference.  

 

The total number of sites and artefacts recorded in the database from 1985 to 2007 is currently 

4173 of which 1987 are definitely medieval (Map 1). This can be further subdivided; 404 are 
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early medieval, 352 are high medieval, 551 are late medieval, 1015 are medieval with no precise 

dates and 2186 are undated, but possibly medieval (Maps 2, 3, 4, 5 & 6). In 1985, there were 

only 71 sites and finds reported in DES of medieval or possibly medieval date whereas in 1989 

there were 154 and this rose to a high of 364 in 1993. To some extent, some of the increase may 

be due to different reporting strategies; for instance, some field survey reports list individual 

sites whereas others give a brief description of work and supply one central grid reference. 

However, once we break it down to archaeological work on sites of certain medieval date, there 

is a noticeable increase from the mid-1990s onwards. For example, from 1985 to 1995, 

archaeological work was undertaken on 702 medieval sites, in the following eleven years, there 

were 1285 medieval sites under archaeological investigation.  

 

This increase seems to be partly down to increasing development, particularly in the central belt, 

Tayside and Aberdeenshire, but also encompasses a great increase in research focused fieldwork 

in the Western and Northern Isles; for example the research on South Uist by teams from 

Sheffield and Cardiff Universities and work in Orkney and Shetland by York and Bradford 

University teams respectively.  

 

The most numerous of the themes is ‘Settlement and the material culture of daily life’, followed 

by ‘Environmental factors, land-use and regionality’ (Maps 7 & 8). These undoubtedly reflect 

the nature of medieval settlement and include sites such as settlement, enclosures, field 

boundaries, middens, roads, boat-noosts, remains of cultivation such as rig and furrow.  Types 

of artefacts include pottery, combs, weights and buckles. There are 2759 sites and artefacts 

included within the theme of settlement and the material culture of daily life and 2133 included 

in the environmental factors theme. These sites and artefacts are to be found from Shetland to 

Dumfries and Galloway and on both urban and rural sites. 

 

Churches, chapels and monastic sites are some of the key sites included in the theme of 

‘Religion and Spirituality’ (Map 9). The 807 entries also include pagan and Christian burials, 

long-cist cemeteries and urban cemeteries. Artefacts include papal seals, papal bulla, crucifixes, 

cross-slabs, grave-slabs, effigies and architectural fragments. These site and artefacts are 

particularly dense in eastern Scotland with less marked concentrations in Orkney, Shetland and 

along the Moray Firth. The geographical gaps are in the Highlands and inland Dumfries and 

Galloway.  
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The theme of ‘Politics and Power Structures’ covers sites such as castles, duns, bishops’ palaces, 

tower houses, mottes and hill-forts whilst it also includes artefacts such as coins, seal matrices 

and papal bulla (Map 10). There are 582 sites and artefacts including multiple entries for 

Edinburgh and Stirling castles and 10 entries for Botel castle and bailey in Dumfries and 

Galloway.  The distribution is similar to Religion and Spirituality but with fewer sites in Orkney 

and Shetland and a marked concentration in South Uist, as a result of John Raven’s survey of 

duns. 

 

The theme ‘Commerce, industry and manufacturing’ has 411 entries including sites like urban 

and monastic sites such as Portmahomack, bloomery sites, and artefacts such as pottery, tiles, 

metal objects and jewellery (Map 11). Imported items such as French or Low Countries pottery 

are also included. This theme again tends to cluster in eastern Scotland with a scattering of sites 

on the west coast, the islands and the Northern Isles. The noticeable gaps are in the Highlands, 

Lewis and inland Dumfries and Galloway. 

 

‘Urban-Rural Dichotomy’ has 341 entries and these include sites such as burgage plot 

boundaries, settlement remains, medieval backlands and cultivation remains (Map 12). The 

majority of work undertaken in this theme has been different elements of commercial 

archaeology prior to development work. Sites in this theme tend to be particularly concentrated 

in towns which were originally mediaeval burghs such as Perth, Edinburgh, Ayr and St 

Andrews. There are two entries for sites on the west coast, both of which were undated fair 

stances.  

 

The main concepts of the three themes, ‘Birth of a nation’, ‘Ethnicity and identity’ and ‘the idea 

of Scotland’, seemed to be fairly close to each other (Maps 13, 14 & 15). Ethnicity and Identity 

has 263 entries; these mainly concern sites or artefacts identified as Pictish, Norse, Anglo-

Saxon, plus some sixteenth-century French fortifications. This theme is relatively small, but this 

is because it is quite difficult to determine ethnicity and identity archaeologically.  The idea of 

Scotland theme was similarly hard to determine how that might be identified in the 

archaeological record. There are 106 entries for this theme - coins were included along with 

royal palaces and castles and fortifications and sites and artefacts which could be identified with 

the various ethnic groups, for instance, Pictish stones or multi-cellular structures, Norse 

longhouses and Anglo-Saxon metalwork. ‘Birth of a nation’ had 82 entries mainly concerning 
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sites or artefacts associated with ethnic identity; i.e. Pictish stones, Norse artefacts or settlement 

in the north and west and Anglo-Saxon artefacts in the south-east.  

 

‘Conflict’ had 71 entries, including sites such as castles, forts and mottes, some with fire 

damage, for example Ingleston Motte in Dumfries and Galloway (Map 16). One potential 

beacon site in Orkney was also included.  Artefacts include sword pommels, one axe, an arrow-

head and a lead ball. There are some links between this theme and the next one, ‘Scotland in the 

British Isles’, given the wars with England; this theme includes 43 sites or artefacts. These are 

mainly English coins, particularly those of Edward I and Edward III, and some imported items 

such as a signet ring whose closest parallel is to be found in Salisbury. These finds are mainly 

found in Angus, Tayside and along the Forth estuary.  

 

The theme of ‘Crusaders and pilgrims’ has only six entries, all pilgrim badges including one 

from Rome (Map 17). How are crusaders or pilgrims represented in the archaeological record? 

Pilgrim badges and burials with scallop shells may well both represent pilgrims, both to sites in 

Scotland and abroad. Crusaders are more difficult to identify; for example, if archaeological 

evidence was found of mid thirteenth-century ship-building in Inverness would this theme be 

applicable given Matthew Paris’s description of the building of a ship at Inverness in 1248 

which was intended to carry crusaders from the Low Countries to the Holy Land (Macquarrie 

1985 51-2)? A similar problem of identification or interpretation implies to the theme of 

‘mercenaries and the export of aggression’ which is currently represented by two late mediaeval 

West Highland grave-slabs bearing effigies of warriors (Map 18).  

 

The 43 sites and artefacts in ‘Word Power’ principally consist of inscriptions on cross-slabs and 

grave-slabs with some inscribed seal matrices, a lintel and one ogham inscription (Map 19). A 

particularly interesting example is that of the slate tablets at Inchmarnock with the clear 

examples of people being taught to write. The distribution is mainly in eastern Scotland, again 

relatively concentrated in Angus and Perth and Kinross, but with significant individual sites in 

the west such as Inchmarnock in the Firth of Clyde and Bornish on South Uist.  

 

Given the importance of the clan system and kinship in mediaeval Scotland, it is currently rather 

unrepresented with only 22 sites or artefacts assigned to this theme (Map 20). Five of the 22 

entries are for the important MacDonald power centre of Finlaggan on Islay and another five are 

for the site of Dun Eistean on Lewis which was associated with the Clan Morrison. The entries 
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are exclusively in the west, but that should not preclude there being further new entries for site 

and artefacts elsewhere in Scotland. The predominance of clan and kinship theme sites in the 

west is perhaps partly the result of the subjective nature of the database; it relies on the detail of 

the DES entry and then the interpretation of the person entering the data as to which themes 

apply to a site or artefact.  

 

Gender and Sexuality is principally represented by burials where skeletal material survives 

sufficiently to determine gender (Map 21). Whether burials are included in this theme also 

depends on how detailed the report to DES was, that is if burial reports did not include gender 

details such sites were not included. However, we can also include monastic sites, both 

monasteries and nunneries, within this theme and consequently there are 119 sites within it.  

 

Finally, there are only three entries for the theme of education and the national universities (Map 

22). Two of the sites are remains of buildings thought to be associated with the universities of 

Glasgow and Aberdeen whilst the third is Inchmarnock, where inscribed slates have been found. 

The paucity of entries for this theme may partly be an issue of identification; how is education 

identified archaeologically? Should we be including all parish churches as places of education 

given the role of the priest as educator?  

 

The database and the linked distribution maps allow us to analyse where work has been 

undertaken in Scotland in the last 25 years. The overall map of mediaeval archaeology in 

Scotland shows that archaeological work has mainly been undertaken in Aberdeenshire, Angus, 

Skye, Islay, Argyll, South Uist, the Northern Isles, Fife and the central belt. The gaps are mainly 

in the Highlands, Caithness, Sutherland, and to some extent in the Borders and Dumfries and 

Galloway.  

 

The multiple fields in the database mean that we are able to sort and filter the data in numerous 

ways. Thus, it is possible to sort the data by archaeological work type in addition to by theme. 

Field survey is predominantly concentrated in the west, particularly in Skye and Argyll – it 

represents work undertaken by ACFA, the Cowal Archaeological and Historical Society and 

Roger Miket among others (Map 23). The way that field survey has been reported in DES skews 

the distribution: for instance, field surveys in Skye reported each individual site whereas other 

field survey entries, for instance concerning work done in Argyll, summarise the work and give 
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one central grid reference for numerous sites or highlight some key sites, but do not report every 

single site or structure.  

 

In contrast, excavation – comprising research excavations, commercial and rescue excavations, 

trial trenching and watching briefs – clusters in the east and the central belt with some 

exceptions in the Western and Northern Isles (Map 24). The excavations in the north and west 

tend to be either research or rescue, whereas those in the central belt and the east are dominated 

by pre-development commercial archaeology. Stray, surface and metal detector finds similarly 

are grouped in the east, with relatively few examples further west and north, which probably 

represents more metal detector activity in the east.  

 

Complex queries can be undertaken in the database in order to sort this information into more 

meaningful patterns. For instance, a theme can be broken down by date and by region in order to 

analyse its strengths and weaknesses. For example, in Angus the theme of religion and 

spirituality is dominated by early medieval sites and artefacts whereas in Fife late medieval sites 

and artefacts are more common (Map 25). Access to the interactive GIS map is important 

though because sometimes an early medieval site on the distribution map can be overlain by a 

late medieval site – for instance, the Isle of May appears on this map as late mediaeval. Further 

analysis could be done by separating the early medieval religion and spirituality sites by the type 

of work category; thus, about half of the sites and artefacts in Angus are stray finds or stones 

reported as having been donated or moved to a museum (Map 26). The remainder are excavated 

sites, predominantly burials such as the site of Red Castle, with only one site identified through 

field survey. 

 

Overall, it can be argued that the strengths of mediaeval archaeology in Scotland vary according 

to the regions. In the central belt and the east coast, it is strong on most of the themes set out in 

the medieval panel’s introduction – for instance, sites relating to the urban-rural dichotomy 

theme are predominantly located in the east and central belt which is hardly surprising given the 

distribution of medieval royal burghs. These areas are relatively weak on conflict and have no 

entries for either clans and kinship or education. Indeed, the themes of conflict and word power 

are two of the under-represented themes across Scotland along with education, mercenaries and 

crusaders and pilgrims. In contrast, the north and west has been extensively field surveyed, at 

least in particular areas, but lags behind in terms of excavation, apart from some high-profile 

excavations such as those on South Uist and on the islands of Westray and Sanday in the 
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Orkneys and Portmahomack in the Highlands. The north and west are thematically strong on 

settlement, environment and religion, but weaker on commerce, the idea of Scotland and 

Scotland in the British Isles. Some of the themes – for instance, crusaders or mercenaries – are 

harder to identify archaeologically than others and assignment of themes is reliant on the detail 

of the DES entry and the knowledge and judgement of the person entering the data. 
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Map 1 - Medieval Archaeology 1985-2007  
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 2 - Early Medieval Archaeology 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

  

Map 3 - High Medieval Archaeology   
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 4 - Late Medieval Archaeology   
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 5 - Medieval Archaeology, no 

precise dates 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 6 - Undated, possibly medieval 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 
Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 7 - Settlement and Daily Life  
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 8 - Environmental Factors        
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 9 - Religion and Spirituality      
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 10 – Politics and Power Structures 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

  

Map 11 - Commerce, Industry and 

Manufacturing                                  
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 12 – Urban-rural Dichotomy  
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 13 – Birth of a Nation              
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 14 – Ethnicity and Identity     
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 15 – the Idea of Scotland         
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 16 – Conflict                             
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 17 – Crusaders and Pilgrims  
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 18 – Mercenaries                      
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

Map 19 – Word Power                      
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 20 – Clans and kinship            
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 21 – Gender and Sexuality      
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 24 – Excavations                      
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 25 – Religion in Angus and Fife 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance 

Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

Map 23 – Field Survey                     
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 

Map 22 – Education                          
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An 

Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service. 
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Map 26 – Early Medieval Religion in Angus and Fife 
© Crown Copyright/database right 2009. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA 

supplied service. 


