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2009 marks an important landmark in the use of geophysi-
cal survey on Orkney, as it is now 10 years since the fi rst work 
was undertaken on the Heart of Neolithic Orkney World 
Heritage Area.  h is work began with a gradiometer survey 
of a few fi elds around the Stones of Stenness in 1999, which 
evolved into the WHA Inner Buff er Zone project in 2002.  
By 2009 the area investigated has expanded to cover almost 
300ha of detailed gradiometer survey. Data has been collected 
at 1 m by 0.25 m intervals with initially Geoscan FM36s and 
in more recent years with Bartington Grad 601-2 systems. In 
addition limited amounts of area resistance (Geoscan RM15), 
ground penetrating radar (GSSI Sir 3000) and electrical ima-
ging (IRIS Syscal Pro) have been undertaken on selected tar-
gets.  Although surveys of this size have been done before, 
this Orkney work is important for a number of reasons, not 
least because it covers the full extent of the designated WHA 
Inner Buff er Zone and thus off ers a very complete picture of 
this area, aiding its management and conservation.

Although the designation of Orkney’s WHA refers to 
its Neolithic monuments, little was known about the area 
beyond the existence of a number of extant monumental 
structures. Questions arose as to the role that these sites 
played in the landscape and how they interacted with it.  
Beyond the excavations of Barnhouse and Skara Brae to 
the north-west, little was known about domestic activities 
within the area and how these related to the large monu-
mental sites.

Ten years on, many of these questions appear to have 
been answered and the WHA is a landscape now much 
better understood. It is clear that, although famous for its 
Neolithic sites, the WHA was, in fact, an evolving area pro-
ducing evidence of fairly large-scale activities in later periods 
such as the Iron Age (cf. Big Howe and Skaill brochs) and 
medieval periods (extensive ridge and furrow cultivation and 
evidence of possible farmsteads). In some areas the survey 
found nothing, which is interesting because this reinforces 
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Figure 1: Amanda Brend undertakes gradiometer survey as part of 
WHA Phase XI in October 2008.



126 S. M. OVENDEN et al.

ArcheoSciences, revue d’archéométrie, suppl. 33, 2009, p. 125-127

the idea of a clear demarcation between a ‘domestic’ and a 
‘ceremonial’ landscape. In other places, huge sites, comple-
tely absent from our current archaeological records, have 
been rediscovered. What is perhaps most important is the 
way in which sites in the WHA no longer sit in isolation; 
instead they can be interpreted in context and this can only 
add to our understanding and management of the area.

After ten years, geophysical survey is almost complete over 
the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHA, but in many ways the 
project is only just beginning. h is poster will look at the 
large and interesting dataset that now lies at our disposal 
and at the careful consideration which must be given to how 
this data should best be used. One main priority is to obtain 
topographic information for the area through the use of 
LiDAR survey, hopefully being undertaken during 2009/10. 
h is data should signifi cantly enhance the interpretation of 
the geophysical survey, but also help us to understand how 
topographic features were used and exploited during pre-
history. Another possibility discussed will be the creation of 
some kind of integrated dataset, generated using the infor-
mation already held for the WHA, in which geophysical 

and topographic data would form a large part. We are very 
aware that Orkney is distant from many places and such a 
system could form the basis of a web-based interface to allow 
researchers from all over the world access to this data.

Further consideration will also be given as to how best 
this useful resource can best be used to inform our archaeo-
logical understanding of the WHA Inner Buff er Zone. In 
Britain, aerial photography has been used as a tool for the 
interpretation and understanding of how landscapes were 
used, a stage beyond the mere classifi cation of monument 
types. Perhaps this project off ers a valuable opportunity to 
approach geophysical survey in a similar manner and use it 
to make informative statements on the changing nature of 
an extremely important archaeological landscape.

Figure 2: h e extent of 
the Heart of Neolithic 
Orkney WHA survey as 
of November 2008.
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Figure 3:  Geophysics begins to place Skara Brae in a landscape context.  Neolithic, Bronze Age, Iron Age, Medieval and modern activities 
are all evident in this area.
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