
Highland Archaeology Festival 2020 

Report by Susan Kruse, Archaeology for Communities in the Highlands 

The annual Highland Archaeology Festival in normal circumstances involves publicising 

dozens of events contributed by museums, local groups and individuals, and a weekend 

conference focussing on recent discoveries and research in Highland heritage from earliest 

settlers to modern times. This year, although initial organising of an events programme and 

physical conference had taken place before lockdown, it was realised by May that physical 

events, including the conference, would not be possible. After discussions, and observations 

on other day-long online conferences, it was decided to organise an online Festival of Talks 

focussing as usual on Recent Archaeological Discoveries and Research. The talks ran over 

the normal festival period (in this case 25th Sept – 12th October), with a talk every weekday 

evening. ARCH helped organise and run the sessions. 

This was very successful, with the wide ranging topics attracting a large audience (see 

Appendix 1). Having a series of talks created a festival atmosphere. It is interesting to see 

other groups, such as the Scottish Community Archaeology Conference adopting a similar 

approach. 

Publicity was sent out to the HAF email list, including to all museums and local organisations 

(over 250), with promotion by ARCH (c. 1000 supporters), NoSAS (c. 120), and UHI. 

Information on the HER and ARCH Facebook accounts was also posted. It is clear however 

from the comments that this information was spread widely beyond our normal publicity 

networks. 

1653 people booked on the 12 talks with the final talk fully booked at 250 (the maximum for 

Microsoft Teams), and a waiting list of over 100. In total 1117 people connected of which 

463 were unique, clearly showing that most people booked on multiple events, and some 

indeed booked for all events. Bookings ranged from 52 to 250, with attendance ranging 

from 38 to 168. In general there were between two-thirds and three-quarters actual 

attendance compared to bookings (63% to 75%). 

Attendees joined from across the world, including Australia (where it was 5:30am), and 

across the U.S., Europe (Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Norway, France, Netherlands, and 

Germany), England, Wales, Ireland and throughout Scotland. Exact details are not known, 

because booking was done by EventBrite, which only records email addresses. Nevertheless, 

attendees were encouraged to let us know where they connected from. 

The talks were hosted using the Council’s Microsoft Teams software, which on the whole 

worked satisfactory. There was technical support available to help before and during 

sessions. This made a big difference: even if people still had problems connecting, they felt 

that someone was helping out. Technical issues were by and large simple (unfamiliarity on 

how to connect, the fact that each talk had a separate link), but a few were less easy to 

diagnose. We quickly learned that asking people to leave and reconnect solved most 

problems. ARCH ran practice sessions ahead of time to allow people to try out Teams 



beforehand, and provided help sheets. Fifteen people availed themselves of the 

opportunity, which meant fewer problems on the night. 

The festival programme was varied (see Appendix 1), catering for a wide variety of interests. 

Having online talks also allowed us to invite more distant speakers than we are usually able 

to do, including one from Norway. This year we had a student slot, where three University 

of the Highlands and Islands students presented short papers about their research. We hope 

to continue this next year, as it was a good experience for students and listeners. In addition 

to talks we also had a discussion session as in the physical conference, and this worked well 

even with 38 participants. Questions in the talks were in the main submitted via the Chat 

facility, but a few vocal questions were also made. 

If speakers were agreeable, the talks were recorded, and these have been posted on a 

YouTube channel which currently has 26 subscribers 

(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCCBt431KmkCVTPugVKHhjwA/featured). This will 

increase the impact of the Festival. As of 27-10-2020 (eleven days after the talks were 

posted), there had been an additional 692 viewings, though it is not possible to determine 

how many were by the same person. 

The Festival has allowed us to promote the rich and important material culture of the 

Highlands to a wider audience than we would have traditionally reached. Initial feedback 

from participants is favourable (see Appendix 2), with many urging us to have some virtual 

talks next year even if we are able to have a physical conference. 

Appendix 1: Programme 

Friday25th Sept  

Megalithic overkill? Rethinking the multiple stone rows of Caithness and Sutherland – Dr 

Kenny Brophy (University of Glasgow) 

Booked: 182. Actual attendance: 124. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 54 
  

Monday 28th Sept  

New evidence for the earliest inhabitants of the Isle of Skye – Dr Karen Hardy (Catalan 

Institution for Research and Advanced Studies (ICREA), Barcelona) 

Booked: 191. Actual attendance: 125. Not recorded 
  

Tuesday 29th Sept  

Global access to cultural heritage: 3D modelling of monuments and artefacts – Dr Hugo 

Anderson-Whymark (National Museums Scotland) 

Booked: 81. Actual attendance: 55. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 6 
  

Wednesday 30th Sept  Double bill: 

1) Fairburn Tower – recent analysis and investigation – Tom Addyman (Addyman 

Archaeology 

2) LiDAR survey in the Highlands: future prospects for 3D mapping and landscape 

archaeology – Dr Graeme Cavers (AOC) 

Booked: 138. Actual attendance: 100. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 46 

Thursday 1st Oct  



Tracking our information: from project start to archiving: a panel and discussion  

The outsider’s perspective – Susan Kruse (ARCH) 

The Local Authority perspective – Kirsty Cameron (Highland Council) 

The archaeological contractor’s perspective – Lynne McKeggie (Highland Archaeological 

Services) 

The allocation of finds- Emily Freeman (Treasure Trove Scotland) 

Booked: 52. Actual attendance 38. Not recorded 
  

Friday 2nd Oct  

The Viking Age on Skye: artefacts, place-names, and landscape – Joseph Thomas Ryder 

(University of Bergen) 

Booked 227. Actual attendance: 150. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 139 
  

Monday 5th Oct  

Prehistoric Inverness—Susan Kruse (ARCH) – filling in for AOC who were unable to provide 

originally scheduled talk on Inverness West Link Road Phase 2. 

Booked: 91. Actual attendance: 57. Not recorded 
  

Tuesday 6th Oct  

Recent Palaeoarchaeology Work in the Highlands – Dr Scott Timpany (UHI Archaeology 

Institute 

Booked: 124. Actual attendance: 82. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 6 views 
 

Wednesday 7th Oct  

Digital Heritage, Archaeological Reconstructions and the Curatorial Field – Jacquie Aitkin 

(Timespan Museum) and Alan Miller (U. of St Andrews) 

Booked: 75. Actual attendance: 48. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 31 
  

Thursday 8th Oct         Current Student Research  

1) The archaeology of whisky smuggling: searching for things that weren’t meant to be 

found! – Darroch Bratt (UHI PhD student) 

2) Seeing the woods for the trees  a palaeoecological investigation of native woodlands to 

inform present and future woodland conservation management strategies in Northern 

Scotland - Jasmijn Sybenga (UHI PhD student) 

3) Out of the Round: a palaeoecological investigation into human-environmental 

interactions of hut circle communities in Gairloch, Wester Ross - Hannah-Genders Boyd 

(UHI MRes student) 

Booked: 131. Actual attendance: 98. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 30 
 

Friday 9th Oct Double Bill 

1) Multi-period remains at Ashaig on Skye – John MacLeod 

2) What do we need to know?: contributing to the Highland Regional ScARF – Susan Kruse 

(ARCH)  

Booked: 111. Actual attendance: 72. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20: 42 
  

Monday 12th Oct  

A Northern Pictish Powerhouse: Excavations at Burghead 2015-20 – Professor Gordon 

Noble (University of Aberdeen) 



Booked: 250. Waiting list: 102. Actual attendance: 168. Viewings of recordings as of 27/10/20:  
 

Appendix 2: Feedback from emails and chat 
 

Festival Feedback – from the Microsoft Teams Chat 
 

• the festival has been brilliant so far, thank you so much for opening it up to all of us    

• Please do more online talks! They have been BRILLIANT   

• Love the fact that we can join from home .. would never get the chance to see all these great 
talks otherwise. PLease consider continuing them.   

• Yes - please carry on with both in person when possible and online talks! it's such a treat to 
be able to come although I've moved away from Inverness!  

• Please keep the online lectures going.  One of the few bright spots of the plague is being 
able to join talks from all over the world.  

• I'm not impressed with MS Teams compared to other platforms (Zoom, GoWebinar)  

• Please have more talks on line, this was so interesting. I would not be able to go to lectures 
other than on Skye. thank you so much. 

• Please do it again. It’s the only way I can attend. 

• Hello again from Peter Boyd in the Shropshire Hills. I think that I have attended all the talks 
and enjoyed the opportunity to visit 'old stamping grounds' around Scotland. 

• I am from near Dumfries. The talks have been really great. The only benefit of C19 is that I 
have been able to hear talks I could not normally have attended - and I would have missed 
out on so much. Many thanks to all involved in arranging them. 

• Keep the online lectures going after C19 recedes 

• Hi from Aberdeen. Loving the conference and please keep the talks going throughout the 
year 

• Hi from Orkney - this is my 1st HAF, have really enjoyed the presentations and have found 
myself registering for more as the week has progressed :) Thanks! 

• Love the online accessibility to these talks (and also talks from around the world)  What 
about an occasional PechKucha night so 8 or so researchers can share their studies? 

• Please repeat the online format 

• I have really LOVED all these lectures and so grateful they are there for me to listen to... It's 
really keeping me up to date with new events up there... It's a long time since I visited all the 
sites, now travelling up from Rochdale, but I feel I might yet have another trek. 

• It's great to have the festival beamed into our own living rooms this year 

• It would be great to have more online events like this throughout the year, especially for folk 
who are not Inverness-based. 

• Congratulations to everybody at HAF for putting together such a fantastic and interesting 
programme 

• I am not sure what I will do after all this archaeology thank you so much for all the talks and 
the effort involved it getting everything going. 

• It's been a treat being able to log into these truly excellent talks after work in the evenings, --
-- couldn't do that from Wick :-) 

 
Feedback sent in emails: 

• Many thanks to everyone involved in HAF.  Being in Wiltshire I greatly enjoyed many of the 
talks and particularly your helpful session at the beginning . [Formerly from the Highlands] 

• I really enjoyed all the talks I attended this year and intend revisiting some of them while 
they are on the website and catching up on those I couldn't attend first time round. The 
speakers were excellent and the opportunity to get the archaeological message out well 



beyond Highland was worth all the work I am sure. Hopefully we will be back in the Council 
chambers next year however I hope it will be possible to live stream the talks worldwide 
and certainly Scotland wide as well as there are many people who cannot attend the actual 
events normally. 

• As a participant I thoroughly enjoyed the online programme. It was very good to be able to 
get speakers who would not be available for a personal appearance and to include UK wide 
and international audiences. On the other hand I certainly missed the social side of the 'live' 
events and the conference and the greater interaction that they generate. So I hope that 
online presentations can continue to be a part of future HAFs alongside field events and a 
conference. 

• Thank you and colleagues for all the hard work you put in to make this year's HAF a success. 

• Well done all of you, it was brilliant.  I enjoyed all of it, such a wide range of topics and 
periods. I did find the delay at times in slides appearing to be rather frustrating. The speaker 
would be half way through describing it before it came on my screen. At times the speech 
was fuzzy and broken, and the slides were very small - until on the last presentation I found 
'full screen', pity I did not find it sooner. I particularly enjoyed the gentle wander around 
Breakish on Skye, having been there with Martin Wildgoose many years ago. The slides 
were particularly bad being slow that time, but he waited for them before speaking, which 
was good. Also of special interest was Darroch Bratt, and whisky stills, as at one time I went 
searching for stills in Glenmore, and other places in this area of Badenoch & Strathspey.  I 
shall have to check that I did record everything I found.  It is amazing what Jacquie Aitken 
and friends can do with digital animation or whatever it is called.  Very interesting.I shall 
look forward to next year's presentations, and hope by then we will actually be able to go 
and look at things in the mud, midges and rain. 

• Thank you all for a wonderful HAF online series of talks and discussion. On the positive, lots 
of speakers and people from afar which is brilliant. On the negative, as with everything just 
now, it's a shame not to be able to see people. Perhaps in the future a combination of the 
two. 

• I have enjoyed the festival talks immensely. 

• I wanted to say thank you I have been really enjoying these talks and wanted to let you 
know - wasn't sure how to email you. I live on Skye and have had not been able to join 
before so thanks. well done it is great to hear all these talks and specialists. big thank you 

 


