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Aims and structure of the session 

 
Aims 
This ‘workshop’ session aims to investigate the ways in which concepts and ideas 
from theoretical archaeology have become embedded in applied archaeological 
practice, with especial reference to the environmental impact assessment process.   
 
The workshop seeks to address, in particular, the tensions which these ways of 
thinking create in the highly empirical contexts of the U.K. planning process and 
public local inquiries.  Can the use of concepts and approaches such as 
phenomenology, aesthetics and theories of landscapes ever be legitimate and 
sustainable in such contexts?  Should we simply be pragmatic and allow that, for the 
foreseeable future at least, there is little potential for gaining acceptance beyond our 
own discipline of a wider basis for evidentiary positions than those traditionally 
respected in these milieux?  Or should we be more forthright in promoting these by 
now widely recognised and frequently employed approaches within archaeology and, 
if so, how may we support and defend such approaches from criticism founded on 
traditionally accepted notions such as measurability, boundedness and consensus?  
 
The session will explore some themes taken from real life situations, with particular 
reference to the ways in which concepts of ‘setting’ have become fundamental to the 
assessment of the potential for developments to impact upon the integrity of 
archaeological sites and landscapes.  It will seek to examine how the ‘expertise’ of 
archaeologists might be understood and defined and indeed whether or not, rather 
than central experts, archaeologists are anything more than peripheral actors on 
these stages.  
 
Structure 
The session will not be played out in the form of the traditional lecture and discussion 
format.  Participants will be challenged to engage with the issues from a variety of 
viewpoints.  A case study will form the focus of the session, some details of which 
are made available below for delegates to consult in advance of the session.  
 
After some introductory remarks, the session organisers will present a number of 
brief, role-played presentations concerning the case study based on their own varied 
engagements with the issues in question.  First, the ‘developer’ will present details of 
their development (a wind farm), then the developer’s archaeologist will summarise 
their assessment of the potential impacts this development may have on the cultural 
heritage of the site and its surrounding landscape.  Following this, an academic 
archaeologist and a representative of the competent heritage monitoring body will 
provide their own analysis of the potential impacts of the development. 
 
The intention is that these brief presentations will act as a catalyst to open up debate 
to include all present at the session as active participants, through break out and 
feedback sessions. 
 

The development proposal  
 
The proposals being put forward are for a 53-turbine wind farm on the slopes of 
Beinn Sgeireach, which is located to the west of Loch Shin in Sutherland (northern 
Scottish Highlands; Fig. 1). 



 

   

 
Fig. 1: Location of development, Loch Shin, Sutherland 

 
The turbines will predominantly be distributed across the south-western and southern 
slopes of Beinn Sgeireach, taking advantage of the prevailing winds (Fig. 2).  
Purpose-built access tracks for the construction of the wind farm and for subsequent 
maintenance works will lead on to the mountain from the A839 road to the south.  
That road will provide the main artery for bringing materials to the development area.  
 

 
Fig. 2: Extent of development area (outlined red) 



 

Heritage sites potentially affected by the developm ent  
 
A desk-based assessment and walkover survey of the development area are 
currently being conducted; the key findings of this work will be presented in due 
course. 
 
In addition to the above ongoing assessment of the proposed development area, a 
scoping exercise has identified two statutorily-protected heritage features in the near 
vicinity.  Potential impacts on the setting of these features are currently being 
assessed and the key findings will be presented in due course.  The features in 
question are Balnashin Castle and a henge monument nearby (Fig. 3). 
 

 
Fig. 3: Location of sites 

 
Balnashin Castle  
Balnashin Castle (Fig. 4) was built in the late 19th century for Alastair MacIver of 
Balnashin, owner of one of the largest landed estates in the north of Scotland at the 
time.  It was built to replace the medieval castle which had stood on this site since at 
least the 15th century, and which was the seat of the MacIvers of Balnashin from that 
time.   
 
Balnashin Castle was designed by the well-known architect Malcolm Adam and is 
considered to be amongst the finest surviving examples of his domestic work.  Adam 
no doubt chose the Baronial style for this project to reflect the antiquity of his patron’s 
lineage.  The main façade faces to the south-west, but the house enjoys near-
panoramic views.  The site was chosen for its associations with the medieval castle, 
but no doubt also because of the picturesque aspect it offers.  Balnashin Castle is a 
category B listed building, designated under the terms of the Planning (Listed 
Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997. 
 



 

 
Fig. 4: Balnashin Castle from the south-east, with Beinn Sgeireach in the background 
 
Although recognised for its architectural merit, the house is perhaps better known for 
its associations with the early 20th-century occultist Alexander Curley.  Looking for a 
suitable place to pursue his interest in the occult, Curley purchased Balnashin from 
the by-then-bankrupt Alastair MacIver on account of its remoteness, its connections 
with the Maciver kindred and its proximity to Beinn Sgeireach.  Histories of the region 
often portray the chiefs of MacIver as particularly blood-thirsty and unsavoury 
characters, and this appears to be a reputation with some basis in fact.  In 1609, 
Rory MacIver, 6th chief of the clan, was executed after his conviction for witchcraft.  
Most serious amongst the various allegations against Rory was the alleged sacrifice 
of several members of a rival kindred in a satanic ceremony conducted on the peak 
of Beinn Sgeireach.  Curley regularly hosted occult gatherings and performed various 
ceremonies at Balnashin until he sold the property in 1938. 
 
Principally because of its associations with Curley, Balnashin was purchased in 1973 
by Ben Scary, guitarist with stadium rock legends Stonehenge and a long-standing 
Curley devotee.  The guitarist is thought to have based his stage name on the name 
of the mountain next to Curley’s home. 
 
Balnashin, henge 
This Scheduled Ancient Monument (Fig. 5) is located to the south-east of Balnashin 
House.  The monument was first identified from aerial photographs of this area taken 
during a particularly dry summer.  Any above-ground traces of the monument have 
long ago been removed by ploughing.   
 
The henge is associated with other monuments of Neolithic and Bronze Age date in 
this area which together form a linear group.  This line of monuments runs south-to-
north, near-parallel to the River Shin; it terminates in the north at the stone circle of 
Achany, which lies near the south-eastern end of Loch Shin.  



 

 

 
Fig. 5: Balnashin Henge from the west 

 
In his recent monograph on the prehistoric monuments of northern Scotland, Prof. 
Lairg has considered that: 
 
“. . . the linear distribution of monuments following the River Shin is crucial to our 
understanding of prehistoric ceremony and ritual in this part of Scotland.  By walking 
this route and encountering each monument as a locale punctuating a process of 
movement through the landscape, we can begin to appreciate the significance of 
these monuments and this landscape more fully.  It is in moving south-to-north and 
engaging with each monument as part of this that we really begin to appreciate their 
meaning . . .” (Lairg 2008, 239).    
 



 

Visualisations of the proposed development 
 
The following are visualisations showing the likely visual character of the 
development as seen from the key heritage sites detailed above.  In each case, 
photographs of the view from the building or monument have been overlain with 
scale representations of the turbines which will be seen from the location in question. 

 

 
Fig. 6: Visualisation of the development from Balnashin Castle looking NW  

 

 
Fig. 7: Visualisation of the development from Balnashin Henge looking NW  


