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ProLogue

LATe feBruAry 1925, BrodgAr fArM, sTenness

It had already been a long, hard winter. Like all Orkney farmers, James Wishart was keen to get on with the business 
of getting his field ploughed, harrowed and sown for the next season’s silage crop. But his field contained rather a lot 
of sizeable and awkward stones, which would have to be removed before they damaged his plough. Wishart had pulled 
out a good number when one in particular caught his eye: a large flagstone slab which was strikingly carved along 
one of its edges, with patterned bands not unlike a Fair Isle sweater. He had to dig around the stone to remove it, and 
more objects soon caught his eye: two balls of stone, just bigger than his fist and smooth like beach pebbles. But there 
was ploughing to be done, and the field wouldn’t clear itself of all these rocks.  Wishart placed his finds by the dyke, 
and carried on. He was little interested in old stones, carved or not, and there was work to be done. But he thought he 
would mention the matter to his neighbour Peter Leith, who liked to look at such things. 

Leith had a keen knowledge of local history and archaeology and happened to be one of the few people in the West 
Mainland who owned a camera. He came round straight away. He placed the slab on top of a roll of barbed wire in the 
farmyard, set up his tripod and plates, and looked through the viewfinder.  When Leith and Wishart had examined the 
stone, the carved lines really stood out, and if the light caught them just right, they were as clear as if they had been 
painted. But now, through his camera lens, they were really quite hard to see. Peter had an idea: there was a stick of 
chalk in his pocket, and he rubbed it along the markings, blowing away the excess until the lines were obvious again. 
When he developed his glass-plate negatives the next day, he was happy enough. The exposure of the sky wasn’t quite 
right, but the stone was just as he wanted it, and the chalked in carvings were as clear as day. 
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1� inTroduCTion

Figure 1. Photograph of the Brodgar Stone taken by Peter Leith in 1925  
(Reproduced with the kind permission of Peter Leith).
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1. Introduction

iMAges And ArTefACTs

In April 1925, two months after James Wishart discovered 
the Brodgar Stone, the news finally found its way to 
James Marwick, Provost of Stromness. He rushed round 
to the farm, but the place where it had been pulled from 
the field was no longer visible. Propped up against the 
wall in the barn, he found what he had come for: the large 
slab with its ‘curious marks’. He requested a print of 
Peter Leith’s photograph of the Brodgar Stone, and used 
it to illustrate his report on the find for the Proceedings 
of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (J.G. Marwick 
1926). The following year, at Marwick’s suggestion, the 
Brodgar Stone was purchased for the National Museum in 
Edinburgh. An image was commissioned from Tom Kent, 
a local professional who specialised in - amongst other 
subjects - photographs of artefacts and archaeological 
sites. Kent’s studio for the shot, like Peter Leith’s, was en 
plein air, but he substituted the roll of barbed wire for a 
more photogenic wooden barrel. This time the lines didn’t 
need to be chalked in. The sunlight was at just the right 
angle to give the necessary contrast, raking across the 
edge of the slab, showing the carvings perfectly.

I have long been fascinated by this photograph of the 
Brodgar Stone. It shows an artefact of the Neolithic but 
is an image of 1920s Orkney. This was a time of intense 

local interest in archaeology, and over the next decade an 
incredible number of Neolithic sites were opened up and 
recorded. Principal amongst these was the work of V. 
Gordon Childe at Skara Brae, and his legacy continues to 
dominate studies of the Orcadian Neolithic. It was Childe 
who first recorded carvings on the walls of Skara Brae, 
noting that ‘the nearest parallel is to be seen on the slab near 
a cist at Stennis [sic]’, i.e. the Brodgar Stone (Childe 1930, 
184). Until the discoveries at the Ness of Brodgar, the site 
contained the largest assemblage of architecturally-situated 
art in Britain, but its domestic context frequently excludes 
it from discussions of Neolithic art (e.g. Nash 2012, 137), 
highlighting an unhelpful dualism between ritual and 
domestic that continues to be prevalent in archaeology. 

An examination of the way the Brodgar Stone has been 
presented exposes other assumptions. The slab has been 
illustrated and discussed several times, but ever since 
Peter Leith chalked in the lines for his photograph, only 
its incised marks have received attention. Yet in places 
these are accompanied by crude but deliberate pecking: 
a cup-mark is ground into an incised band, a roughly-
pecked pattern overlying a further incised band. Perhaps 
the incised slab was re-visited, or even defaced with this 
pecking, or maybe it was always part of the design. There 
are subtle complexities to the stoneworking which have 
been overlooked. 

Figure 2. The Brodgar Stone photographed by Tom Kent in 1926  
(reproduced with the kind permission of Orkney Library and Archives).
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Art and Architecture in Neolithic Orkney

This observation forms a springboard for many of the 
ideas in this book. If a design can be altered or augmented, 
it indicates that any meaning which lies behind the 
decoration is not fixed. As we will see in Chapter 2, this 
runs counter to many archaeological narratives, which 
assume that ‘rock art’ has a meaning (always singular) 
that has to be seen and ‘read’.  At the heart of the problem 
is the static and monosemic way in which both art and 
architecture tend to be treated in archaeology. Despite 
encompassing an incredible diversity in both process 
and context, Neolithic rock art is consistently discussed 
in terms of its superficial visual appearance and form. 
Studies of prehistoric architecture have been remarkably 
similar. Neolithic buildings are often treated as ‘ready-
made’, with the focus on their assumed ‘final’ form at the 
expense of interest in how they came to be built, modified 
and occupied over time. This approach is particularly 
persistent in discussions of Neolithic buildings in 
Orkney, as a result of the apparent perdurance over 
millennia of its stone-built architecture. At a range of 
scales, from the monumental to the artefactual, form has 
been prioritised over process in discussions of Neolithic 
art and architecture. This is largely, of course, because of 
the way in which sites appear to us. Buildings are frozen 
at the time of their discovery, whilst decorated stones are 
frequently removed and placed on display in museums. 
Rarely are we given the opportunity to look beyond the 
surface to explore the processes by which stones might 
have been decorated, placed and appreciated in context. 

My work takes a different approach to Neolithic art 
and architecture. Focussing upon the Heart of Neolithic 
Orkney World Heritage Site, this book details the results 
of original fieldwork at the three sites of Maeshowe, 
Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar. This combines the 
re-interpretation of known examples of architecturally-
situated carvings with new survey and excavation work, 
leading to the discovery of many previously-unrecorded 
examples. By taking a process-led approach, this research 
discusses how stone, and the way that it was worked, 
decorated, placed and appreciated, was fundamental to 
the way that Neolithic Orcadians understood themselves 
and their world. 

BACkground To The reseArCh

We now know that the Brodgar Stone came not from a 
Bronze Age cist, but from an extraordinary complex of 
Neolithic buildings known as the Ness of Brodgar. The 
ongoing excavations directed by Nick Card of the Orkney 
Research Centre for Archaeology, UHI Archaeology 
Institute have now produced over 7001 dressed and 
decorated stones from the site, many of which come from 
secure Neolithic contexts and in situ structural elements. 
I have worked at the Ness of Brodgar since 2006;2 my 

1  As of 2015.
2  As a Project Officer for the Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology 
(ORCA), I worked as a supervisor in Trench J and N in 2006 and 2007, 

primary observations during these excavations form the 
backbone of my research. 

The insight that this involvement has allowed is both 
timely and crucial. Excavation exposes aspects of the 
architecture which normally remain hidden, and allows 
the recording of decoration and stoneworking in situ, and 
as they are first revealed during excavation. The fragility 
of the exposed stonework means that surfaces often 
laminate away after one or two seasons of fieldwork; 
coupled with the ephemeral nature of many of the marks, 
this means that if the decoration was not actively recorded 
during excavation, it might not be noted at all. At the 
Ness of Brodgar, decorated and dressed stones have been 
found across the site, and were deposited at each stage of 
the construction process. The dismantling of buildings 
through excavation thus affords an exploration of how 
stone was worked and decorated as part of construction 
and occupation. It takes the discussion beyond the 
surface and allows us to engage with the question of 
when particular stones might have been carved. This 
allows an exploration of the temporality of appreciation 
of different carvings, an aspect further highlighted by the 
identification of different phases of attention in many 
of the stones. A variety of stoneworking practices are in 
evidence, and include incising, carving, pecking, pick-
dressing, chiselling, grinding and cup-marking. These 
all have their own rhythms of engagement, but are not 
mutually exclusive; like the Brodgar Stone, several 
stones are incised, then carved or pecked. This diversity 
belies a catch-all designation of art, and the purely visual 
consumption that this term implies, and indicates that the 
process of working was a significant characteristic. 

Parallels can be drawn with carvings found elsewhere 
in Britain and Ireland, but the Orkney pieces form 
a distinctive group of their own and it is necessary to 
explore how this stoneworking and decoration operated 
within the wider context of the Orcadian Neolithic. 
Looking beyond superficial characteristics opens up 
the analysis to include the materiality of the stone and 
this form an important sub-theme in this book. This 
takes the discussion beyond the sites themselves into 
the wider landscape and the materials which constitute 
the buildings under discussion. The discovery of large 
numbers of in situ stones from the Ness of Brodgar, from 
secure Neolithic deposits, also permits an assessment of 
comparable carvings from across Orkney. This demolishes 
any doubts about the authenticity of decoration elsewhere 
and allows for the identification of ‘new’ and previously 
unappreciated forms of stoneworking, even within the 
well-studied sites of Maeshowe and Skara Brae. A fresh 
programme of survey work undertaken for, and reported 
in, this thesis, alongside a re-examination of previously 
recorded material from those sites, has revealed that 

and Structure 10 in 2008-2011. Between 2012-2014 I was on site to 
undertake my PhD research.
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the stones used in these buildings were also subject to a 
diverse range of different, often very subtle, and largely 
overlooked forms of attention. 

MeThodoLogy

This book is based on the analysis of primary data 
in the form of in situ decorated and dressed stone 
at Maeshowe, Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar, 
and material removed from the latter two sites. At the 
Ness of Brodgar, my involvement in the excavations 
has allowed an in-depth study. All 548 decorated and 
dressed stones recovered between 2006 and 2013 were 
recorded, many as they were first revealed. Work at all 
three sites comprised archaeological (drawn, written, 
photographic) work and archival research. The same 
basic methodology was followed throughout, and is 
discussed below, but the specific exigencies of each site 
required their own approach and these are detailed in the 
appropriate chapters.

Survey of in situ stonework

Primary survey at all sites comprised an initial visual 
inspection of all areas of stonework, to identify both 
previously-recorded stoneworking and decoration and 
look for ‘new’ examples. Initially, every accessible 
Neolithic tomb or house in Orkney was examined for 
carvings. Several previously unidentified markings 
were recorded in the tombs at Wideford, the Holm of 
Papa Westray South, Cuween and Quoyness, but space 
precluded their inclusion here. Likewise the carvings 
from the houses revealed in the ongoing excavations at the 
Links of Noltland are likely to form an important source 
of comparison in the future, but are not included here.

The current study instead focusses on the three main sites 
of Maeshowe, Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar. I 
have recorded 30 examples of incised decoration of likely 
Neolithic date within Maeshowe, 19 of which were not 
previously noted. Of the 75 examples of in situ decoration 
at Skara Brae, 24 have been recorded for the first time by 
my survey. Many of these were only visible at a very close 
range (often a couple of centimetres). At both these sites, 
all visible areas of stonework were examined in detail, 
but the survey was unavoidably largely restricted to the 
surface. At the Ness of Brodgar, however, stones could be 
examined as walls were being dismantled, leading to the 
discovery of many stones with ‘hidden’ decoration. The 
interpretation of their placement forms the focus for many 
of the case studies in this thesis.

Written records

Historic Environment Scotland supplied 1:100 elevation 
drawings in AutoCAD, based upon photogrammetric 
surveys, of the interior stonework of Maeshowe and 
Skara Brae. These formed base drawings for annotation 

during my survey. All decorated and dressed stones 
were given a unique number specific to my fieldwork. 
At the Ness of Brodgar, each stone with identifiable 
working or decoration was assigned a unique Small 
Finds (SF) number and located in three dimensions in 
situ by Total Station or GNSS. A pro forma Decorated 
Stone Recording Sheet was used to record each stones’ 
characteristics (Figure 3). 

Photography

All 196 decorated or dressed stones in situ on walls and 
other structural elements at Ness of Brodgar at the end of 
2013 were photographed in a range of lighting conditions. 
The difficulty of taking photographs of individual stones 
on a busy, working excavation was compounded by the 
exposed nature of the site and the strong light of the 
Orcadian summer. Just as Peter Leith and Tom Kent had 
realised 80 years previously when they photographed the 
Brodgar Stone, I found that the visibility of the incised 
marks was shifting and variable. As the sun moved 
throughout the day, previously unseen carvings would 
suddenly become illuminated, before passing into shadow 
and becoming invisible again; standing walls here, and in 
the exposed areas of Skara Brae, required examination 
and recording at various times of the day. Within the 
enclosed space of Maeshowe, the roofed passages and 
House 7 at Skara Brae, standing walls were examined 
under controlled dark conditions using a raking light from 
a LED strip and photographed under a long exposure. 

Thirty-six stones have been removed from Skara Brae 
to various museums and stores (see below). With the 
exception of four which were not seen, all were examined 
in detail and photographed in their current locations 
under variable conditions (Chapter 5). 

Apart from 21 unstratified, and 18 stratified, stones which 
were unable to be moved due to their size, I photographed 
all decorated and dressed stones removed from the 
Ness of Brodgar 2006-2013. This was undertaken in a 
studio at Orkney College and stones were illuminated 
by ‘painting’ light from a LED strip at raking angles 
across the carvings on variable exposures using a Nikon 
D90 DSLR. A Macro lens was used where appropriate 
to identify and illustrate sequences of working. Several 
incised lines were only visible in detail when these 
photographs were enlarged. As such, the difficulty of 
photographing and even seeing the incised lines, both 
on site and in the studio, allowed an exploration of not 
only their visibility, but also how light interacts with the 
markings, and how this mutability might have been a 
significant characteristic in the Neolithic (Chapter 7). 

Drawn record

Detailed measured sketches of decorated stones were 
made both in my site notebook and on the pro forma 
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recording sheets. Stones with solely pecked or cup-
marked decoration were photographed but not drawn. 
Due to the contextual focus of my study, and the limited 
time available for recording, the markings on unstratified 
stones have not been illustrated with line drawings in 
the catalogues. Photographs of incised stones were 
subsequently rectified and, combined with the measured 
sketches, digitised in AutoCAD and Adobe Illustrator to 
produce the illustrations of the recorded incised motifs. 

Databasing

At the Ness of Brodgar, all decorated and dressed stones 
recorded between 2006 and 2013 were catalogued using 
the SF numbers issued on site. The full catalogue of 
these can be found in Volume 2 of my thesis (Thomas 
2015) but is not reproduced here. A detailed database, 
comprising 56 different attributes, including XY co-
ordinates was compiled in Excel, and imported into 
ArcGIS with a geo-referenced base plan of Trench P. 
This then provided a searchable distribution plot that was 
used to analyse depositional and spatial patterns across 
the Trench P structures. Many of these are illustrated 
as distribution plots and form the basis for many of the 
interpretive discussions in Chapters 6-9. 

Seventy-seven decorated stones were recorded in 2014; 
these fall outside of my data collection period but are 
referred to within the text when appropriate. Decorated 
stones found at Ness of Brodgar during 2015 are discussed 
where relevant. The same attributes were used to record 
the decorated stones at Maeshowe and Skara Brae, 
but their small assemblage sizes preclude meaningful 
statistical analysis and these were not analysed in ArcGIS.

Museum-based research

The National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh holds 
most of the material recovered from Childe’s and Clarke’s 
excavations at Skara Brae. Decorated stones within these 
assemblages were examined and recorded in January 
2012 and September 2013. Other pieces from Skara Brae 
are in the site’s Visitor Centre where they are displayed 
alongside several pieces on loan from Stromness Museum, 
which holds many of the items donated by William Watt. 
Other decorated architectural stones from Skara Brae are 
currently stored by Historic Environment Scotland in 
Kirkwall. These were all examined in July-August 2013.

Archival research

Throughout my research, I have been fortunate to have 
full access to the Ness of Brodgar site archive. Further 
information on stratigraphy, dating and interpretation 
was obtained through conversations with Nick Card, the 
Site Director, and the excavation team. Archival research 
relating to Maeshowe and Skara Brae was undertaken at 
the National Monuments Record Service in Edinburgh, 
which holds a substantial collection of unpublished 
photographs, reports, notes and illustrations relating 
to these sites. These include copies of Gordon Childe’s 
excavation notebooks, the photographic archive relating 
to Childe’s excavations at Skara Brae, and RCAHMS 
drawings and photographs dating back to the 19th century. 
The Tom Kent Photographic Archive, housed by Orkney 
Library and Archive, contains many images of the site 
during Childe’s excavations and has been another essential 
resource. 

The sTruCTure of This Book

This thesis started with the story of the Brodgar Stone. I 
argued that examination of the way in which it has been 
represented reveals more than just a snapshot of one 
particular moment. In Leith’s and Kent’s photograph, 
this Neolithic stone becomes an artefact of the 1920s, and 
as a representation it continues to be influential today. 
The Brodgar Stone had already experienced a complex 
biography in the Neolithic, comprising several stages of 
marking and alteration, yet only one of these stages – 
the incising – has ever received any attention. Like the 
photograph itself, therefore, there are befores and afters 
in the story of the Brodgar Stone (cf. Plummer 2012). 

Figure 3. Example of a Decorated Stone Recording 
Sheet used at the Ness of Brodgar (reproduced with 

the kind permission of ORCA).
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By taking a broadly biographical approach, this thesis 
will explore the befores and the afters in the wider 
assemblages of Neolithic art from Maeshowe, Skara 
Brae and the Ness of Brodgar. This allows an exploration 
of how buildings and carvings emerged through process, 
and how the temporality of the working, decoration and 
appreciation of particular stones relates to the wider 
context of life in Neolithic Orkney.

Chapter 2 follows this Introduction and discusses the way 
in which prehistoric art has been treated in archaeology and 

introduces the wider context of Neolithic art and architecture 
in Britain and Ireland. Neolithic Orkney becomes the focus 
of the discussion in Chapter 3, which lays the foundation 
for the discussion of Maeshowe, Skara Brae and the Ness 
of Brodgar in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. These chapters present 
primary data relating to those sites, drawn from both my 
fieldwork at those sites, and my re-assessment of existing 
material. This has allowed new and original interpretations 
to be drawn and forms the basis for the case studies 
discussed in Chapters 7, 8 and 9. These are focussed around 
the interlinked themes of Process, Temporality and Context. 


