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Archaeological Chronology in the Highlands: a brief summary

Upper Later Palaeolithic (c. 12500 – c. 8500 BC)

Key Characteristics


Little known for Scotland, but probably hunting parties

Ritual/Burial


None known

Housing


Not known 

Characteristic Finds


Distinctive lithics

Key Scottish Sites


Howburn near Biggar

Key Highland Sites


Shieldaig, Wester Ross;  South Cuidrach, Skye
Mesolithic (c. 8500 BC -c. 4000 BC)

Key Characteristics


Hunter/gatherer/fishers

Ritual/Burial


None known

Housing


Tents / temporary housing/ caves. Possibly round houses too? 
Characteristic Finds


Middens with shells & bone fragments, stone tools & knapping debris, microliths
Key Scottish Sites


Oronsay; Rum; Colonsay; Oban; Morton, Fife; Cramond near Edinburgh; Dunbar

Other Key Highland Sites


Sand, nr. Applecross

Neolithic (c. 4000 BC - c. 2500 BC)

Key Characteristics


farming, as well as hunting, gathering, fishing


first appearance of pottery

Ritual/Burial


chambered cairns, stone circles, cup & ring marked stones

Housing


(sub)rectangular framed houses, ?round houses

Characteristic Finds


pottery sherds, carved stone balls, stone axes, maceheads
Key Scottish Sites


Skara Brae, Maes Howe, Knap of Howar & lots of other sites in Orkney


Balbridie, Aberdeenshire

Key Highland Sites


Camster Cairns, Kinbeachie; Littleferry
Bronze Age (c. 2500 BC -c. 700 BC)

Key Characteristics


first appearance of metals

Ritual/Burial


cist burials, Clava Cairns, cremation urns, small henges, cup & ring marked stones
Housing

'hut circles'

Characteristic Finds


metalwork hoards, beaker pots, bronze axeheads, burnt mounds
Key Scottish Sites


Jarlshof, Shetland

Key Highland Sites


Clava Cairns; Lairg, Sutherland; Seafield West
Iron Age (c. 700 BC - c. AD300 some authors stretch to c. AD 1000)
Key Characteristics


iron as well as bronze, gold, silver etc


settlements of various forms
Ritual/Burial


few human remains; ritual cave sites
Housing


brochs, duns, hillforts, crannogs, round houses
Characteristic Finds


massive metalwork, steatite vessels, beads
Key Scottish Sites


Hillforts such as Traprain Law; Buiston Crannog 

Culduthel Inverness industrial settlement; High Pasture Cave, Skye
Other Key Highland Sites


Hillforts such as Knockfarrel; Brochs such as Dun Telve, Dun Trodden, Clachtoll 

Early Medieval (including Picts and Vikings) (c. AD 300-c. 1000)
Key Characteristics


Native Picts with distinctive sculpture and artefacts


Invaders bringing their own traditions, artefacts, house styles

Ritual/Burial


Conversion to Christianity, resulting in burials without goods; churches; monasteries

Viking pagan graves with gravegoods 

Housing


Little evidence 
Characteristic Finds


Pictish sculpture and distinctive brooches

Viking silver hoards; Viking gravegoods
Key Scottish Sites


Many sites on Orkney; Kilphedir & Bornash in South Uist, Udal in North Uist

Freswick, Caithness; Portmahomack
Other Key Highland Sites


Rosemarkie Caves
Medieval 
(c. 1050 – c. 1500)


NB: for some of this period, some of the Highlands are under Norse control

Key Characteristics


Emergence of burghs


Specialists workshops, industries


Local powerful nobility (Lords of the Isles etc), clans



Gradual influence of Scottish monarchy

Ritual/Burial


Churches, cathedrals, monastic establishments


Richly carved gravestones in some cases.

Housing


Variable. Castles, longhouses, roundhouses, urban tenements, even crannogs
Characteristic Finds


Currency; annular brooches 

More domestic remains e.g. pottery


Cultivation remains

Key Scottish Sites


Urban sites: Perth, Aberdeen, Edinburgh


Religious sites: Border abbeys


Finlaggan

Key Highland Sites


Inverness, Fortrose, Cromarty
Reformation to Industrial Revolution (c. 1560s -c. 1750)

Key Characteristics


Clans


Union with England (1603) & increased links to trading networks


Religious disputes, Jacobite rebellions


Emergence of middle class

Ritual/Burial


 Reformation, Covenantors 

Housing


As medieval. Castles give way to mansion houses

Characteristic Finds


As medieval. With Reformation, Communion silver, tokens


Key Scottish Sites


Edinburgh

Key Highland Sites


Inverness, Culloden, Fort George

Industrial Revolution (c. 1750 - 21st Century)
Key Characteristics


Industrial Revolution


Clearances


Herring/ increased fishing industry


Development of road & rail network


Tourism, spa towns


Hydro-electric schemes


Whisky industry

Ritual/Burial


Parish churches

Housing


Mansions to blackhouses and shielings; some planned settlements; cleared settlements
Characteristic Finds


Industrial waste, mills, harbours, bridges,


deserted crofts & shielings, doocots

Key Scottish Sites


New Lanark, Glasgow, Edinburgh, plus many others
Key Highland Sites


Inverness, Cromarty, Wick, Dounreay, plus many others
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