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Introduction 
A short trial of an experiential methodology was undertaken in the Lochbrow North field as part of 

the Lochbrow Landscape Project on Saturday 21st September 2013. A mobile app developed by 

Edina for recording field data was tested as part of this as an alternative method of recording field 

information. Inclement weather, the small number of participants and failure of GPS batteries meant 

that this was, by necessity, a short trial undertaken over a couple of hours and only one aspect of 

the methodology (perception within sites) was attempted. However, the outcomes are promising, 

with useful insights gained both from the information recorded and through discussions during the 

day. It is recommended that a larger survey be undertaken during the 2014 season, learning lessons 

from this short trial. 

Methodology 
The methodology used at Lochbrow is based upon that employed by Hamilton and Whitehouse 

(2006) as part of the Tavolierie-Gargano Prehistory Project, modified for use at Lochbrow. 

Experiential or phenomenological approaches are based upon the rationale that human 

understanding and action, and by implication social practices, structures and relationships are 

informed by human experience, and that landscapes are known and understood through the human 

body. The sites and landscapes that we seek to understand were human places and humanly-created 

spaces. Therefore, one way to think about them in greater depth is to place ourselves back into 

those spaces and think about them through the embodied experience. There is no suggestion that 

this can in some way can recreate the prehistoric experience, just that this is one way of adding 

another dimension to our interpretations and of beginning to engage with these sites in a different 

way. Therefore, the methodology employed is an attempt to think about Lochbrow as lived and 

experienced space, and to develop a richer understanding of the way in which these sites and 

landscapes may have been perceived, experienced and used. It should be seen as a starting point 

from which it is possible to begin to consider Lochbrow as sentient, social space(s) and a way of 

casting light on aspects of human experience not addressed by traditional archaeological methods. 

As most of the sites at Lochbrow are likely to have been communal spaces, it was envisaged that the 

experiential methodologies would be undertaken by groups of participants. This was also seen as a 

means of countering the criticism that phenomenological approaches have often been undertaken 

by lone, often male, individuals (Hamilton et. al., 35). The development of standardised forms for 

recording perception were also seen as one way of dealing with the criticism that experiential or 

phenomenological methods lack rigour and are overly subjective and unrepeatable (Llobera 2001; 

Fleming 2005), as well as a means of incorporating the observations of a wide range of participants 

in an organised and useable manner. By employing a number of participants with a mix of ages, 



genders etc. it is hoped that it may be possible to develop both a balanced understanding of 

perception at Lochbrow, but also some understanding of the way in which perception may have 

varied between different groups of people. This may also act as check on the more extreme 

elements of subjectivity. 

One key assumption at Lochbrow is that the locations were a part of the sites and the way in which 

they could be used and functioned. Therefore it is important to include the surroundings of the sites 

within any consideration of social space and to consider the landscape as a whole. 

Key questions to be considered include: 

 How were the sites constructed in their landscape? 

 How does perception change across the site location (i.e. across much of the field) and how 

does perception change in relation to the sites themselves (e.g. is an individual location 

close, distanced or separated from the site)? 

 How does topography affect this? 

 Communication and experience within the sites themselves. How could they have 

functioned as social spaces? Would it be possible to see someone at other end of the cursus, 

see big gestures, small movements, distinguish between ‘locals’ and ‘strangers’, hear them? 

Recording was envisaged on two scales: across the whole field and within the sites themselves. Two 

sets of recording sheets were developed with questions covering vision and sound, as well as 

information about weather conditions, wind direction etc. and space for free text (see appendix 1 

for example of completed recording sheet for perception within the sites). Questions were designed 

to record the different levels communication possible (i.e. hearing a sound is different from being 

able to understand what is being said) as this is likely to have had an impact upon the way in which 

the monumental spaces could have functioned, the nature of the social space, whether everyone 

could have participated in practices or ceremonies, exclusion or inclusion, the relationships of those 

outside the monuments with the monumental spaces and changing perception of the monuments 

and an individual’s relationship to these spaces.  Recording sheets for drawing perception of circular 

views, based upon those developed by Hamilton and Whitehouse (2006, 42), were also created (see 

appendix 2 for completed example). The same questions were used to build two recording forms 

within Fieldtrip GB, a mobile mapping and data collection app created by Edina (see 

http://fieldtripgb.blogs.edina.ac.uk/). Of the three participants, one (KM) used the mobile app along 

with the recording sheet for circular views, though later switched to the paper sheets, and two (NY 

and SB) used paper recording sheets from the beginning along with handheld GPS units for recording 

coordinates. Due to the inclement weather and failure of the batteries for the GPS units, only 

recording of perception within the sites themselves was undertaken (without a GPS it was still 

possible to record location in relation to the individual sites). 

Prior to the experiential survey the cursus and timber circle were marked out on the ground using 

flags, based upon the recorded cropmarks. Perception was recorded at key points on the cursus and 

timber circle. The information in the recording sheets was manually entered into an access database. 

Grid coordinates were also recorded so that the data could be loaded into a GIS. Where no 

coordinates had been noted due to the failure of the GPS, coordinates were generated from the GIS 

based upon the noted location. 

http://fieldtripgb.blogs.edina.ac.uk/


 

Figure 1 Recording perception at the cursus terminal (photo: Kirsty Millican) 

Results 

The App 
The mobile app proved to be very slow registering the data and was felt to detract from the 

recording process as more time was spent struggling with the input than considering perception.  

Additionally, it started to rain during the morning and so getting a smart phone wet was a problem. 

Only KM used the app from the beginning and as a result of these problems, after recording 

perception at three locations, swapped to the paper recording sheets. Further problems with the 

app were encountered when trying to download the data recorded: the data would not download 

from the phone, when the data was viewed on the phone only one set of results had been registered 

which means that unfortunately information recorded at two of the locations is missing and the one 

recording point that had registered was on the wrong side of the River Annan when viewed in the 

app. Therefore the trial of the app was not a success and, unless the problems identified can be 

resolved, future surveys should use the paper recording forms. The one set of results that had 

registered were manually entered into the access database. 

Perception within sites: the cursus 
Perception was recorded between the terminal of the cursus and three points along its length: at the 

southern recorded extent of the cursus, roughly half way up and at the partition. The observations 

recorded by KM at the first two points have been lost by the app. 

Summary of the main observations: 

It was possible to see one another at either end of the cursus and both small and large gestures 

could be perceived. A shout could be both heard and understood along the whole length of the 

monument. Some sound, though, proved to be directional and probably dependent on wind 

direction; a clap from someone at the south end of the cursus could be faintly heard by participants 



at the cursus terminal, but not the other way around. When one participant moved gradually up the 

cursus and the other participants were stationary at the terminal, there was little difference in the 

perception of sounds between the southern recorded extent of the cursus and half way up its 

length. However there was a noticeable difference when the participant reached the cursus partition 

where faint speech patterns began to be heard (although speech could be faintly heard, individual 

words could not be discerned and it remained difficult to make out what was being said; shouts 

were clearly heard). Additionally, facial expressions became more obvious and discernable at this 

distance, which together with the observations regarding sound and the smaller area enclosed, 

could suggest that the northern end of the cursus functioned as a smaller social space within which 

practices being undertaken could be seen and heard by all those within and individuals would have 

been recognisable. 

Obviously large timbers and weather conditions are likely to have modified these observations and if 

the partition is contemporary with the full length of the cursus (which cannot be taken as certain 

considering the demonstrable reworking of a number of excavated cursus monuments (Thomas 

2006; 2007), this would modify what could be seen and heard from the terminal of the cursus. 

It was also noted that it may just have been possible to recognise an individual from one end of the 

known extent of the cursus to the other if that person was familiar or dressed distinctly, but if they 

were within a group of people, then this would have been much more difficult, if not impossible. 

Consequently, when taking the cursus as a whole, a much larger, less personal, social space is 

suggested whereby whole groups of people could potentially be accommodated. 

Perception within sites: the timber circle 
Perception was recorded at several points around the boundary of the timber circle and also with 

one participant in the centre of the circle. 

 

Figure 2 Recording perception at the timber circle (photo: Kirsty Millican) 

Summary of the main observations: 



At every point, the participants could clearly see one another, though whether facial expressions 

could be distinguished from one side of the timber circle to the other varied between the 

participants. Whether speech could be heard from one side to the other also varied, probably a 

function of the wind direction. Shouting and clapping could be heard throughout the timber circle, 

and both large and small gestures were visible across the whole of the circle. Clearly any standing 

timbers would have modified what could be heard within the circle, perhaps emphasising and 

containing the sound. Nevertheless, the observations suggest that the timber circle was a relatively 

small social space and anyone within the circle could have participated in any practices taking place 

inside the circle. Indeed it was noted by one participant (KM) that the interior space of the circle 

appeared to shrink substantially when one person was standing at the centre of the circle and the 

other two at either side. Despite the fact that the Lochbrow timber circle is a very large example of a 

timber circle, this made it feel like a much smaller and almost intimate space. This is likely to have 

been emphasised by the presence of large timbers. 

It was noted that the drumlin effectively blocked the location of the cursus terminal from view, 

though the difference in date makes it doubtful that anything of the cursus itself remained when the 

timber circle was built. 

The timber circle seems to have been positioned in such a location that features of the landscape 

that are close are hidden from view. 

Perception in a circular view 
See appendix 2 for completed example. The recording of perception in a circular view had some 

limited success. It was useful in that it forced all participants to think about what could be seen from 

a particular location and to engage with the landscape in this way, which in turn fed into the noted 

text. However, the end results were not quite as informative as it was hoped they might be. Partly 

this is because the expected end result had not yet been fully formulated, but also greater 

explanation of the reason for recording such views and the expected end results was probably 

required. The recording of circular views, though, is likely to increase in usefulness the more that are 

created. What the views recorded in 2013 may suggest, however, is that distant views are not of 

much relevance to the sites at Lochbrow as has been suggested previously (Millican 2012). 

Observations from the flagging out of the monuments 
The flagging out of the cursus and timber circle also proved incredibly useful and served to 

transform the way in which the North field and the monuments themselves could be understood 

and perceived. It highlighted important elements of the monuments’ morphology and landscape 

location that were not obvious from the transcribed cropmarks or without more concrete 

information regarding their exact locations. Continuing this in the future and spending time dwelling 

within marked out sites is likely to produce further insights. 

Overall, this practice effectively started to fill out the space in the North field, turning what had been 

an abstract space into a real place. 



 

Figure 3 The flagged out cursus terminal (photo: Kirsty Millican) 

Cursus preliminary observations: 

The western side of cursus at the terminal end is placed very close to the edge of the palaeochannel. 

This seems likely to have emphasised the height of any timbers. As there is a considerable amount of 

level ground to the east of the cursus, it seems likely that it was a deliberate choice to place the 

cursus here. As well as enhancing the height of the timbers when viewed from the west, this 

relationship seems also to create a very definite edge to the area at the west of the cursus, 

suggesting that this could have been used to define the area of activity around the cursus as has 

been suggested before (Millican 2012). It is perhaps no coincidence that this relationship is observed 

at the northern end of the cursus, where a partition creates a smaller enclosed space. Elements of 

the observed morphology (see discussion below) suggest that this smaller enclosure could have 

represented the first phase of the monument, which was expanded at a later date (though this 

would require excavation to demonstrate if this was, indeed, the case). This may suggest that this 

was a relationship constructed with a smaller incarnation of the cursus, particularly as it is not 

something observed along the length of the cursus. Indeed, further to the south, the palaeochannel 

diverges from the cursus, and the western side of the cursus seems to have been built in relationship 

to another natural feature, this time the drumlin. Relationships with significant topographical 

features therefore appear important. 

The cursus passes very close to the drumlin and appears to respect it, with the west side curving 

round the drumlin and slightly to the south of it. This curving section means that anyone at the south 

end is slightly offset from anyone at the north end, and may also have affected visibility – with 

timbers in place, it is possible that these timbers may have blocked the view from the north end of 

the cursus to anyone at the south end of the cursus. Indeed, when at the north end, the curving 

section almost seems to cut across the width of the cursus. 

The partition feels curved and there appears to be a slight kink in the cursus sides where it meets the 

partition. This is a feature that has been noted at other timber cursus monuments (Kendrick 1995; 

Brophy 2000) and could suggest that there was more than one phase to the construction of the 



cursus, perhaps beginning as a timber enclosure in which the partition functioned as the southern 

terminal, which was later expanded to the south. Such multi-phase construction would accord with 

the suggestion that additional rows of posts may be visible in the cropmarks close to the terminal, 

though this has yet to be definitely proven. 

The fact that the sides of the cursus look a little wobbly in places could also suggest that it was 

constructed in sections. 

The terminal feels curved when inside the cursus, but appears to have a pointed form when viewed 

from the outside. 

Timber circle preliminary observations: 

The timber circle sits close to the edge of the terrace, with the terrace edge curving around beyond 

it. Indeed, the western arc of the timber circle and the edge of the terrace seem to mirror one 

another, which could suggest that the circle was positioned here to take advantage of this 

characteristic of the natural topography. Certainly there is a legitimate question of why the circle is 

so close to the terrace edge when there appears to have been plenty of flat space further away from 

the edge of the terrace on which to build. Like the relationship of the cursus to the palaeochannel, 

this positioning may also have emphasised the height of the timbers when viewed from the west, 

and may suggest that the local topography was used to enhance or emphasise this section of the 

monument. 

The timber circle is larger on its N-S axis than E-W, and this characteristic of its morphology could 

also be observed on the ground, when standing within the circle. As a regular circle is relatively easy 

to mark out with nail (or peg) and string, this may well have been a deliberate characteristic. Why 

this might be is more difficult to answer. It may be a function of the mirroring suggested above, 

though other explanations, including the intended uses and functions of the circle, are also likely. 

From observations on the ground it is possible that the timber circle is on slightly higher ground than 

the surrounding area. Only further topographic survey is likely to demonstrate if this is the case. 

Conclusions 
Altogether this short exercise proved very useful and has provided some insightful and interesting 

observations, adding to our understanding of the cursus and timber circle. As well as the more 

formal recording, general discussion in-between recording points also proved informative with all 

participants engaging with the questions raised. Many of the observations recorded still need to be 

thought through in detail, and some likely require additional supporting evidence that can only be 

acquired through further survey and/or excavation. Nevertheless, this trial of the experiential 

methodology has successfully demonstrated that it can indeed add another dimension to the way in 

way in which we understand these monuments and their landscapes, and will hopefully enrich the 

interpretations resulting from the Lochbrow Landscape Project. 



Recommendations 
It is recommended that a larger scale experiential survey be undertaken in 2014, encompassing both 

the north field and the south field. As a minimum the cursus and timber circle in the north field and 

palisaded enclosures in the south field should be flagged out. If possible it may be fruitful to flag out 

the location of the barrows known in the north field too. 

Perhaps use bamboo canes with flags attached, rather than small flags to make the outlines of the 

site more visible and replicate better the height of large timbers. 

Larger numbers of participants should be employed, though the logistics will require careful 

consideration. One issue to consider is having enough GPS units to record location coordinates. This 

may limit the number of people that can be employed at one time. 

Ensure that batteries for handheld GPS units are fully charged, or not so old that they will not hold a 

charge (as was the case in September)! 

If there are enough people, it may be useful for at least some to work in pairs to encourage 

discussion. 

The sites, their chronology and general understanding of their original form along with the any key 

natural features (such as the drumlin) must be explained to all participants prior to taking part of the 

survey. All three participants had a good understanding of the sites at Lochbrow, which led to some 

interesting and insightful observations. Without such an understanding it seems unlikely that these 

observations would have arisen. Therefore I would recommend a short induction or introduction to 

the sites and landscape at Lochbrow for everyone taking part in the future. 

Better explanation of the recording sheet for perception in a circle and what is expected from this is 

required, as well as encouragement to spend as much time as necessary working on this rather than 

rushing through it. 

Space for free text on the recording sheet should remain as the observations noted proved very 

useful and insightful. 
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Appendix 1: Example of completed recording sheet for perception 

within the sites 

 



 

 



Appendix 2: Example of completed circular view 
 

 


