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INTRODUCTION

In 1988 the Trustees of the National Museums of Scotland
expressed a desire that the Museums should undertake an
archaeological research excavation in Scotland. The Finlaggan
Archaeological Project was the result. The initial reason for
choosing Finlaggan was that it was an important medieval centre,
the study of which might lead to a greater understanding of a
region of Scotland, little studied and understood (Illus 0.1). The
Museums contained important material from the medieval West
Highlands and such a project might help to provide more
information on them, and more objects for display.

Two islands in Loch Finlaggan were identified as the historic
site and focus of the research project. Both islands, Eilean Mor
(Gaelic, ‘the large island’) and Eilean na Combhairle (Gaelic, ‘the
council island’), were scheduled ancient monuments, and it was
therefore also crucial to convince Historic Scotland (the prede-
cessor of Historic Environment Scotland) of the merits of the
project and receive the necessary permission to dig. Excavation
commenced in 1990 and remained almost totally confined to the
two islands, but we soon realised the desirability of setting this
work in a wider context. Our fully developed strategic plan for
the project had the following five objectives.

First, we desired a greater understanding of what was hap-
pening in the Western Isles, particularly, but not exclusively, in
the Middle Ages. The Lordship of the Isles had long been recog-
nised by historians as an important phenomenon, a serious
challenger to the Stewart dynasty for control of much of Scot-
land. The documentation for it was exceedingly thin, and
archaeology offered the best way forward to gaining a better
understanding. It seemed clear to us when we started the project
that Finlaggan was the type of site which would have good
archaeological deposits of the medieval period, and this has been
amply borne out by our work. Other excavations on medieval
sites in the West Highlands had been so few and far between that
we did not consider we ran any risk of needlessly duplicating
other researchers’ results.

Finlaggan had already been identified as the centre of the
Lordship of the Isles by several historians. In particular, a new
edition in 1961 by R W Munro of Donald Monro’s 1549 descrip-
tion of the Western Isles brought renewed attention to the early
traditions of inauguration ceremonies for the lords of the Isles at
Finlaggan (not actually mentioned in the dean’s account), and the
meetings there of the Council of the Isles. It was obviously a site
of national importance, and a second objective of our work was to
throw some light on Finlaggan as a centre. We were encouraged
by the recent formation of the Finlaggan Trust, with its com-
mittee and much of its membership based on Islay. We

believed — rightly — that the support and collaboration of such a
body would help in the development of the project.

The Trust recognised that there was increasing interest in Fin-
laggan and was intent on encouraging this by making visits to the
site easy, enjoyable and informative, while at the same time man-
aging access so that wear and tear to the place was kept to an
absolute minimum, the integrity of the remains was not com-
promised or violated, and the process of decay to the upstanding
remains was arrested. Archaeology is a necessary part of such
schemes, whether as part of the conservation programme on
upstanding structures or as a means of explaining the significance
of different features on the site. It was, therefore, an important
aspect of our project that we should cooperate with the Trust.

Our third objective was to explain why Finlaggan was a site
of such strategic importance in the Lordship of the Isles. We
postulated as possible reasons for this the relative quality of the
land for agriculture and/or stock-rearing, the exploitation of
deposits of lead and silver, and ceremonial traditions extending
backwards to earlier times. We further proposed that Finlaggan
might have acted as a centre for the redistribution of the surplus
food and other commodities produced in the lordship, a place
where people gathered, perhaps at set times or seasons, to do
business, where law was dispensed and administrative arrange-
ments were made. The programmes of environmental work,
fieldwork and excavation initiated by us were designed to eval-
uate these ideas.

Fourth, our commitment to Finlaggan gave us the opportu-
nity to make a wide-ranging archaeological study of a compact
area of land, defined as the area around Loch Finlaggan, in geo-
graphical terms taking in the catchment area for the loch, and
including the old farms of Portanellan, Mulreesh, Robolls,
Kepollsmore and Sean-ghairt as shown on the map (Smith 1895:
pl V) derived from the mid-18th-century survey by Stephen
MacDougall. While appreciating Finlaggan’s unique importance
as a centre in the medieval period, it was also our objective to
place this in the wider context of human occupation of this
part of Islay from the first arrival of people on the island to the
present day. We anticipated that our environmental programme
in particular would demonstrate human impact on and use of
the land at Finlaggan in prehistoric times. We were impressed
by the survival of medieval and more recent buildings, field sys-
tems and mining remains in the vicinity of Finlaggan.
Documentary evidence for the post-medieval period suggested
that Finlaggan had no special status after the collapse of the lord-
ship, and we hoped that a fieldwork survey would not only
provide a context for the later history of Finlaggan but be a
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suitable paradigm for more recent developments elsewhere in the
West Highlands.

Fifth, because Finlaggan was perceived all along as a research
project, we wanted to encourage other research initiatives, using
Finlaggan material.

The detailed examination of our Finlaggan study area has
been set in context with essays on the history of Islay and the West
Highlands and Islands in the medieval period. The writer has
considerable sympathy with the view of the 17th-century Mac-
complained that previous Scottish
historians were ‘partial pickers of Scottish chronology and history
[and] never spoke a favourable word of the Highlanders, much less
of the Islanders and MacDonalds, whose great power and fortune
the rest of the nobility envied’ (MacPhail 1914: 10). A full re-
assessment of the contribution of Highland culture to the story of
Scotland is still a worthy aim and it is hoped that this volume will
contribute to that in a positive way.

‘We do not pretend that we have totally succeeded in dealing
with our objectives or that there are not other matters that we

Donald historian who

could or should have given attention to. I hope, nevertheless, that
it will not appear presumptuous to suggest that renewed interest
in the historic site of Finlaggan and improved access to it are the
most important achievements of the project. Of course, it is pri-
marily the Finlaggan Trust which has been responsible for this,
but I believe we have in no small measure helped. Before the
excavations commenced Finlaggan was little visited, even by the
islanders, and reaching the site involved a pot-holed track barred
by three gates, a muddy field and a boat-crossing.

Now the Finlaggan Trust has an excellent visitor centre with
ample parking space. The track is asphalted, and the main island
can be reached by timber walkways and a bridge. The Trust has a
programme in place for the conservation and display of the ruins,
and already much has been done. There are discreet display panels
which do not detract from the overall appearance of the place. It
is also apparent that not only many islanders have now visited and
enjoyed Finlaggan but it is also a must for most visitors to Islay.
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Table 0.1 (cont.)
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