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ART / ARCHAEOLOGY DAY, ORKNEY COLLEGE 15TH JANUARY 2010 
 

This is a brief summary of the presentations and discussions which took place 
as part of the Art / Archaeology Day hosted by the Archaeology Department of 
Orkney College on Friday 15th January 2010. These notes are not exhaustive 
but give a flavour of the themes explored during the day and are intended as 
a springboard for further discussion and debate.  

I have also included a list of further reading and websites which I hope will be 
useful.  

After a welcome to the day by Jane Downes, Head of Archaeology at Orkney 
College, there were several presentations by members of the archaeological 
team based at Orkney College. These are summarised below: 

 
WHY ART / ARCHAEOLOGY? 

Antonia Thomas, Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology (ORCA) 

• Setting the scene for the day ahead by looking at the broader relationship 
between art and archaeology. What do we mean by art? What do we mean by 
archaeology? Both are huge subject areas and everybody probably has a 
very different idea of what ‘art’ is, and indeed, what ‘archaeology’ is, let alone 
what art / archaeology means!  

So, why Art / Archaeology? How do art and archaeology overlap? 

Is it old paintings of the standing stones? 

Is it prehistoric art? 

Is it reconstruction drawings of ‘ancient’ people and places? 

Is it ancient crafts and technologies? 

Is it museum displays? 

• It is about all these things, but about a whole lot more too – and the Art / 
Archaeology day is not only about tackling some new approaches to these 
traditional areas, but also about exploring some of the other ways in which the 
two disciplines have overlapped in the past. 

• When we talk about the relationship between art and archaeology, we must 
remember that there is no one relationship - we are talking about relationships 
in the plural.  

• The relationship between art and archaeology is not new – archaeology’s 
antiquarian beginnings are intimately linked to the discipline of art history and 
collecting, a time when prehistoric monuments were admired as romantic 
ruins and artefacts were looted for their aesthetic value alone, and removed 
from their context. 
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• There is also a great deal of art discovered and studied archaeologically: 
this is an area which has had a great deal of media attention in Orkney over 
the past year, with the discoveries at the Links of Noltland and the Ness of 
Brodgar.  

• Archaeological sites have also long inspired the visual arts. The three 
examples most often cited are the Romantic movement, Modernism and Land 
Art – although arguably with all of these examples, there was no real division 
between the natural and the built landscape in the artist’s eye, and the 
archaeology can not be separated from the ancient geological landscape in 
which it stands. 

• And in the past few decades, contemporary artists have continued this 
relationship. In 1976, a large group of artists went on an Edinburgh Arts 
European tour, from the temples of Malta to the Ring of Brodgar to explore the 
rich source material offered by Europe’s prehistoric sites. Lucy Lippard was 
one of the first art historians to make parallels between a whole range of 
contemporary art forms and prehistoric monuments and we can see that 
contemporary art has been significantly inspired by archaeology too. 

• But recently, people have started to view the relationship between art and 
archaeology from another perspective, and have noted that rather than 
archaeology merely inspiring artists, archaeologists also have a great deal to 
learn from artists. So we can now investigate a two-way relationship which 
has huge potential for both artists and archaeologists, and Orkney has to be 
the perfect place to explore that relationship. Here are a few examples to get 
discussions started: 

Archaeology in art 

1. Art inspired by archaeological sites. e.g. Light Without Shadow 2002, by the 
Henry VIII’s Wives collective, installed at the Tramway, Glasgow. A 1:1 scale 
model of Skara Brae. 

2. Art on archaeological sites – the site / the site archaeologists as canvas or 
gallery. e.g. Thomas A Clark’s installation at the excavations at Ha’Breck, 
Wyre, in 2009.  

3. Artists’ residencies, e.g. at the Stonehenge Riverside Project. Visual artists 
working in a range of media, such as Mark Anstee and Leo Duff.  

4. Artists ‘doing’ archaeology, e.g. Mark Dion - Tate Thames Dig (1999) and 
Rescue Archaeology (2004) being the most significant examples.  

Art in archaeology 

• The whole discipline of archaeology has moved on way beyond its 
antiquarian beginnings. Archaeology is a method of enquiry rather than a 
period of study, and it is now as valid to study the contemporary or recent past 
as it is prehistory. The sub-discipline of “contemporary archaeology” is by its 
very nature very self-aware and challenges themes of decay, time and 
memory – in a recent book on the subject by Gavin Lucas and Victor Buchli, 
the authors write about a project in which they ‘excavated’ a council house, 
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abandoned only recently before their study. It was a very conscious decision 
to use Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) to illustrate the front cover.  

• Francis Bacon’s studio in Reese Mews in London was ‘excavated’ in a 
sense – it was meticulously recorded by archaeologists prior to its removal 
and reconstruction in the Hugh Lane Gallery in Dublin. 

• But archaeologists are not just concerned with recording art – several 
archaeologists have also been exploring the creation of art as part of their 
practice. e.g. Michael Jasmin, a French archaeologist who creates work on 
site during excavation, with minimal intervention on site, using only discarded 
materials. Similarly, but on a larger, landscape scale, the work on Leskernick, 
Bodmin Moor by UCL has explored site-specific art in order to express the 
archaeologists’ response to the landscape around them, a landscape of tors 
and strange rock formations, prehistoric houses and stone rows.  

• These are responses to current approaches and theories of landscape 
archaeology, which stress the importance of dwelling and being in the world – 
landscape is not just external wallpaper, it is affected by and affects the 
person with that world, whether they are a person in the past or an 
archaeologist in the present.  

• So archaeological thinking is much more reflexive and self-aware than it 
was, say thirty years ago – and there is much more emphasis on the 
importance of subjective experience 

• Thinking in this way allows archaeologists to think about archaeology as 
performance, and opens up possibilities with theatre and the visual arts 

• There are also performative possibilities with experimental archaeology: the 
exploration of ancient technology and crafts affords a particularly exciting 
interface between art and science, the present and the past.  

• And by doing art, creating and making things, archaeologists themselves 
can gain a better idea of how it was to make things in the past – and perhaps 
this can help us understand art in the past, and what it may have meant to the 
societies who lived with it? 

• There are also many possibilities in terms of archaeological practice itself. 
Archaeology is dominated by images. These can be examined as a diverse 
range of source material for artists and artists can surely teach archaeologists 
new ways of working through images and image-making, because images are 
constantly created, interpreted and re-presented in archaeology.  

Images in archaeology 

• Data analysis and presentation, e.g. geophysics  

• The aesthetics of aerial photography 

• Maps and plans, offering a strangely detached and abstracted aerial, birds’ 
eye view of the world 
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• Archaeological site drawings 

• Archaeological site photography 

• Interpretation panels - often the lasting images of archaeology – whilst 
theories change and text gets updated, images endure. How can we 
communicate and present the whole experience of the past?  

• There is considerable scope for archaeologists to learn from artists about 
ways of looking at, interpreting and presenting the past.  

 
NEOLITHIC ‘ART’ IN ORKNEY 

Nick Card, Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology (ORCA) 

• This presentation discussed some of the on-going research from the 
Neolithic complex at the Ness of Brodgar, where hundreds of examples of 
Neolithic designs, pecked or incised into stone, have now been found. These 
comprise zigzag designs, chevrons and lozenges, and have much in common 
with the so-called ‘passage-grave’ art found across Atlantic Europe in the 
Neolithic, especially in the Boyne Valley in Ireland.  

For more information, contact nick.card@orkney.uhi.ac.uk  

 
THE AESTHETICS OF AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHS IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

Amanda Brend, Orkney College Geophysics Unit 

• For over a century, aerial survey has provided us astonishing views of 
archaeological monuments and landscapes, and the resultant air photos form 
an extremely valuable resource.  Photographs of known monuments, and 
those that survive only as cropmarks and soilmarks, provide archaeologists 
with a huge variety of scales for analysis, from the house to the broader 
landscape.  Despite their role in site discovery, however, aerial photographs 
tend to be used mainly for illustrative purposes and emphasis is placed on 
their technical qualities rather than their meaning in interpretive terms.  They 
are not a driving force when it comes to writing accounts of the past.  
Transcribed and mapped information derived from aerial photographs, rather 
than the photos themselves, is often seen as a first step to interpretation.  

• This presentation argues that we can do so much more with our rich aerial 
resource.  The sites recorded on aerial photographs represent a tangible link 
to the material traces of the past.  They are rich reservoirs of human 
experience, action and intent and through them we can think about past social 
practices.  Thinking about aerial photos in this way, combined with exploration 
of their aesthetic qualities, allows us to use the resource as a strong narrative 
and interpretive tool and, in so doing, open up new avenues for approaching 
past landscapes.   

For more information, contact amanda.brend@orkney.uhi.ac.uk  
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LANDSCAPE-ARCHAEOLOGY-ART 

Dan Lee, Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology (ORCA) 

• This presentation considered ideas of landscape, particularly the Orkney 
landscape that surrounds us, shapes us and inspires us. Recent ideas of 
landscape were put forward followed by a discussion in relation to 
archaeological sites and landscapes. The walkover survey provides a useful 
low tech and experiential process to attempt to understand and interpret these 
rich Orcadian pasts. The multi period landscape of Quandale, Rousay, was 
used to illustrate how the places of the past are inhabited in the present.  

• Landscape is more than simply about land and space. It is a complex 
relationship between people and the environment that inscribes the land with 
traces of people’s lives through the generations. But the landscape also 
shapes people’s lives in return. The landscape is therefore static and 
unchanging in comparison to the dynamism of human activity. Traditionally, 
landscape is seen as a passive backdrop to human activity and quantified in 
terms of resources, economy and subsistence. But of course landscapes are 
dynamic and active. They represent the past, present and future of human 
lives. The landscape is a complex intertwining of places, paths and movement 
that form narratives and myths. They can operate at a range of scales from 
the micro, such as the surface of a tooth, to the macro such as the ‘Highland’ 
landscape. At the centre of the idea of landscape are people.  

• In Orkney, the landscape is difficult to define in relation to Scotland, where 
landscapes are defined by Romantic ideas of the Highlands. Orkney is neither 
highland nor lowland, and some places hardly have any land at all. Can some 
of the smaller islands be described as having a landscape in a traditional 
sense? Orkney has a subtle and gentle landscape of low islands and strips of 
land set against the might of larger hills and cliffs. All of these are host to an 
incredibly rich past evident in the numerous monuments and sites that 
surround us. The land, the sea and the sky are inseparable, so that if you 
think about land, you have to think about the sea.  

• Archaeological sites, and so landscapes, are a complex history of cutting, 
dumping, dismantling, building, reworking, blurring, re-building, respecting and 
depositing. They are a complex history of people’s daily lives and intentions.  
The metaphor of text is often used to describe the history of the landscape 
with each generation inscribing their say. Landscapes are therefore a 
continual project of reworking, curating, changing, respecting, story telling and 
myth-making that never ends. We find ourselves in the latest chapter that is at 
once superseded.  

• But how do we attempt to portray these dynamic landscapes? Walkover 
surveys provide a useful low tech method of investigating large areas. Much 
can be learned about how features, boundaries and monuments of all ages 
relate to each other. There is also the physical act of walking, be it systematic 
transects or meandering journeys, that provides an experiential process of 
moving around the landscape and monuments in an attempt to understand it. 
Understanding our contemporary engagement with our surroundings may 
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help us reflect on how we write the past. The anthropologist Tim Ingold has 
said that ‘archaeology itself is a form of dwelling’, and walkover surveys 
certainly feel like a sort of brief inhabitation of places. At Quandale, Rousay, 
the prehistoric Bronze Age landscape was inhabited and reinterpreted in the 
historic period. The community negotiated the past through physical remains, 
memory, folklore, stories and myth, but this inhabitation was by no means 
straightforward.  

For more information, contact daniel.lee@orkney.uhi.ac.uk  

 
[RE-]PRESENTING THE PAST: DRAWING ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE FIELD 

Antonia Thomas, Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology (ORCA) 

• Many visitors to archaeological sites are surprised to see how much drawing 
takes place. But for field archaeologists as well as artists, drawing is an 
essential skill; but rather than being sketches, archaeological field drawings 
are technical, measured illustrations, drawn to scale and to prescribed formats 
and conventions.  

• Every different feature encountered on an archaeological site – whether it’s 
a wall, a ditch, an area of soil, etc – is assigned its own number, called  a 
context number. This allows us to record all the different elements of a site 
and work out how they all relate to one another. And each one of these 
contexts needs to be recorded in several ways: by written description, 
photography, and measured drawing. In many ways, the drawn record is the 
most accurate and most important of these.  

• One of the first things we do when we start a new site and work out where to 
put our trenches is set up the site grid. The site grid is a series of points 
across the site, starting at 0E / 0N in the southwest corner, and extending in 
metres in an eastwards and northwards direction as far as is needed to 
sufficiently cover the trenches, a bit like laying an invisible grid of metre 
squares across the site. Grid co-ordinates are always given Easting first, then 
Northing (apart from in the USA where they do it the other way around!).  A 
point 20m north and 40m east of the base point at 0E / 0N for example, will 
have the co-ordinate 40E / 20N.  

• This site grid is known as a local grid – it means nothing outside of the world 
of the site, but will later be tied into Ordnance Survey co-ordinates so that 
there is an accurate record of exactly where everything is in relation to the 
wider world. Outside of the trenches, we set up lines of stakes marking certain 
points on this grid – so that we are ready to draw the archaeology, we can run 
string and measuring tapes between the points, to make this invisible grid 
visible.  

• This visible grid – criss-crossing lines of string making a mesh of metre 
squares – is used for drawing plans of the site. Plans are drawings which 
represent a horizontal slice through a site, drawn from above – a bird’s eye 
view. A planning frame – a wooden metre square frame with a string grid 
within it dividing the metre into 25 x 20cm squares – is placed on the ground 
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over the stones and soil which need to be drawn. The corners of the planning 
frame are placed at the intersection of the grid strings so that each planning 
frame square relates to a metre square on the site grid.  

• What is seen on the ground through the planning frame is then drawn onto 
permatrace (transparent waterproof drafting film) laid over 1mm graph paper. 
Plans are usually drawn at a scale of 1:20 – 50mm on the permatrace 
represents 0.5m in ‘real life’. Knowing what to draw takes experience and 
there is a level of interpretation that takes place when drawing archaeology.  

• Archaeological field drawing is a language and a code in its own right, full of 
symbols and annotations that only those with archaeological training 
understand. The line marking the edge of the trench is always represented as 
a dot-dash; the edge of a context such as a wall is always a solid line; the 
edge of an artificial section cut through a context is shown dot-dot-dash, for 
example. When the drawing is finished, a series of levels are taken across the 
site – each of these levels (giving a height above sea level) are then written 
on the plan, so that the 2-dimensional illustration contains 3-d information. 
Each context is then labelled, and the plan is rolled up and put away. Each 
time more excavation takes place and the layers and features that have been 
drawn are removed to reveal new ones, the drawing takes place again.  

• Sections are also drawn – rather than being horizontal slices through the 
site, these are vertical slices. These are nearly always drawn at a scale of 
1:10.  

• Archaeological field drawing requires its own equipment: line levels and 
plumb bobs, planning frames and string, hand tapes, very hard pencils (at 
least 4H, depending on the brand), and ‘permatrace’ drafting film.  

• Looking at the site in this way allows an intimate relationship with the subject 
matter of the drawing, giving a unique understanding of the archaeology. It is 
sometimes only with drawing a section or a plan that we really start to see 
what we are looking at.  

Digitising  

• Back in the office, one of the first jobs is to digitise the site drawings. Most 
archaeological units have a dedicated archaeological illustrator, whose job it 
is to turn the muddy, smudged field drawings into clean, crisp, publication 
standard illustrations.  

• Until recently, we used to trace the field drawings onto another sheet of 
permatrace using ink pens. Letraset transfers were used to create areas of 
shading and to label features on the illustration. Mistakes were scraped off 
using scalpels!  

• Nowadays, it is all done digitally. Maps and location plans are created using 
AutoCAD, but site drawings such as plans and sections are usually digitised 
using CorelDRAW®, or more commonly, Adobe® Illustrator®.  
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• Firstly, the site drawing is scanned. Depending on the size of the drawing, 
this might take several scans. The drawing is then pieced back together in 
one layer in Illustrator®. A grid is set up in another layer, so that the site grid 
can be checked to make sure than the scanner hasn’t stretched the drawing 
image. 

• The drawing is then digitally traced in several other layers, using a digital 
pen and tablet. Different features use different line weights: for example, a 
wall face will have a bold line at 0.5pt thickness, whereas a stone forming part 
of a bigger context will be 0.25pt. The final drawings will be scaled for 
publication, so that they can fit on an A3 or A4 sheet.  

• Although digital drawings might lack the ‘soul’ of a pen and ink illustration, 
they still require an illustrator’s eye to get right and a degree of archaeological 
interpretation also happens at this final illustration stage.  

For more information, contact antonia.thomas@orkney.uhi.ac.uk  

 
WORKSHOP SESSIONS 

The following bullet points summarise the main ideas and suggestions 
discussed during the afternoon workshop sessions. The following themes 
were suggested to kick-start discussions:  

Scales of analysis: artefact / body / monument / landscape 

Memory / time / decay / death 

Absence / excavation 

Recording techniques and technologies 

Events 

The discussions arising from these can be distilled into the following points: 

1. INTERPRETATION AND PRESENTATION 

• Interpretation panels often interfere with the setting of monuments  

• The walk from the car park to the Ring of Brodgar is crying out for some 
creative input 

• The Skara Brae timeline was suggested as a good device for illustrating the 
journey through time 

• Writing subjective narratives to replace the lost discourse of the people in 
the past: Ancestral Geographies of the Neolithic by Mark Edmonds is a good 
example of an archaeologist who does this 

• Could Orkney have an “Archaeo-park” consisting of reconstructed houses 
and experimental archaeology taking place?  
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• Grid squares parallel images, sharing different kinds of practice different 
people working in different squares -  this could be explored further, with 
different people doing work on different squares, to form a mosaic type image 

• Mystery was seen as a linking theme for both art and archaeology as both 
find meaning in myth and mystery 

• Folklore and stories about archaeological sites are important 

2. ACCESSIBILITY 

• Many attendees suggested that they would like archaeological material to be 
more widely available, for example, archaeological site records and drawings 
and geophysical plots. There are however sometimes issues of copyright and 
(with commercial projects) client confidentiality  

• Education – there is a need for collaborations and overlaps at a school level 

• Art should be used to broaden appreciation and understanding of the 
broader landscape and give new interpretations of old sites 

3. TECHNOLOGY 

• 3D visualisation and rendering could be used more effectively in heritage 
interpretation and museums for ‘virtual tourism’ 

• Could there be webcams on site during excavations? 

• Could sound be used more effectively on site to create soundscapes? 

4. SUGGESTED COLLABORATIONS AND PROJECTS 

• A web-site should be set up with a forum for artists and archaeologists in 
Orkney to explore these ideas further 

• There should be a follow-up day, led by artists 

• Archaeologists-in-residence: there are artists-in-residence, but not 
archaeologists-in-residence – why not? This could be anywhere, perhaps in 
schools or shops? Perhaps this could be at the rubbish dump, or the new 
Zero Waste Centre in Stromness?  

• Landscape survey: many attendees felt that they would like to accompany 
archaeologists on walkover surveys. This would have to be small groups, 
preferably only a couple of  people 

• National Archaeology Week 

• There should be a monument to mark the location of the Odin Stone – this 
could be a piece of contemporary art 

• Bag the Bruck – could be used as part of an art / archaeology project 

• Islands Year of Culture 2011 - possibilities 
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• The Big Draw event in October is an opportunity for exploring art on 
archaeological sites 

• Scottish Archaeology Month (September 2010) should be used as a means 
of promoting collaborations between artists and archaeologists 

• Original site drawings could be exhibited – the messiness is good! 

 
NEXT STEPS 

• There will be a follow-up day on Friday 30th April 2010 hosted by the Pier 
Arts Centre, Stromness. Please feel free to contact Antonia Thomas for more 
information or to discuss any of the ideas explored during the Art / 
Archaeology Day. 

antonia.thomas@orkney.uhi.ac.uk (01856 8750144) 
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INTERESTING WEBSITES      

All web addresses were accessed on 18th January 2010  

Aaron Watson Images and Illustration http://www.monumental.uk.com/  

Artists + Archaeology www.artistsinarchaeology.org  

Association of Archaeological Illustrators and Surveyors www.aais.org.uk  

British Museum www.britishmuseum.org  

Diffusion.org a public authoring platform for creative ideas  
http://diffusion.org.uk/  

Graffiti archaeology http://www.otherthings.com/grafarc/  

Henry VIII’s Wives http://www.h8w.net/work/index.html  

Historic Scotland www.historic-scotland.gov.uk  

Hunterian museum, University of Glasgow http://www.hunterian.gla.ac.uk/  

Land 2: creative practice-led research 
http://www.land2.uwe.ac.uk/welcome.htm 

Lejre Experimental Archaeology Center, Denmark 
http://www.sagnlandet.dk/ENGLISH.425.0.html  

Material World blog http://www.materialworldblog.com/  

Michael Jasmin www.michaeljasmin.org  

National Library of Scotland digital library 
http://www.nls.uk/digitallibrary/index.html  

National Museums Scotland http://www.nms.ac.uk/  

Newgrange and Knowth website http://www.knowth.com/  

Orkney Archaeology Society http://www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/OAS/  

Osteography: art and bioarchaeology http://osteography.wordpress.com/  
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Orkneyjar, the Heritage of the Orkney Islands www.orkneyjar.com  

Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments in Scotland 
www.rcahms.gov.uk  

Scandinavian Society for Prehistoric Rock Art 
http://www.rockartscandinavia.se/  

SCRAN http://www.scran.ac.uk/  

Stanford University ‘metamedia’ collaboratory http://metamedia.stanford.edu/  

Tate Learning – Mark Dion 
http://www.tate.org.uk/learning/thamesdig/flash.htm  

 

 


