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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the relationship between academic discourse and visitor experience at 

World Heritage Sites, investigating whether it is possible to put ‘’authenticity based on sound 

research’’ at the heart of the visitor experience (ICOMOS 2011), whilst still “preserving and 

promoting the spirit of place” (ICOMOS 2008).  

Using an original methodology inspired by phenomenography and ethnography, three case 

studies were used to look at the collective experiences of the other, as opposed to the self (as 

seen in phenomenology). Using participant observation, interviews and analysis of online 

reviews a comprehensive picture was built up of the embodied experience of the visitor. 

Three very different World Heritage Site case studies were used to represent typical 

U.K/European site types – the rural prehistoric site represented by the Heart of Neolithic 

Orkney, the Roman military site by Housesteads Roman Fort on Hadrian’s Wall and the 

urban medieval secular and religious sites by Durham Castle and Cathedral. Exploring the 

visitor experience of these sites allowed comparative analysis, revealing a complex and 

embodied visitor engagement. Visitors proved more critical and actively mindful than they 

are often portrayed but struggled to connect with the monuments as the materiality of past 

communities, sites that were once vibrant living places.  

Proposing the use of concepts of dwelling and embodied encounter this thesis provides a 

detailed case for rethinking the relationship between World Heritage Site Management Plans 

and Research Frameworks to prioritise the experiential. Interpreting not merely what remains, 

but what was there in the past, to bring the context back the these monuments in a more 

holistic manner; aspiring to a presentation that empowers the visitor by giving them access to 

more information in a way that is not data heavy but relies on their own experiences as a 

being-in-the-world.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Early summer 2002, the stakeholders for Durham Castle and Cathedral Management Plan sit 

around a table in the office of the Cathedral Chapter Clerk discussing, again, the proposal to 

enlarge the World Heritage Site boundaries. A very young and idealistic Research Officer 

takes the side of the Durham City Council Design and Conservation team, arguing 

passionately that the significance of the site lies not inside the tight boundaries of the existing 

designation but in the bigger picture, the manner in which the sites, the river and the town 

have always been codependent.  

Years later this was still there in the back of my mind, the mismatch between the academic 

conceptualization of the site, the policy and planning decisions and the experience of the 

locals and visitors. Attending a Theoretical Archaeology Group conference I presented a 

paper on my experience at Durham (Renwick 2007), arguing that rather than archaeology 

needing to be taken out of heritage, we had to let it back in, rather than crowding it out with 

decisions on planning, parking and footfall.  

This thesis is a direct result of thinking through how to better reflect the site as representing 

the materiality of a community, as opposed to a “frozen ruin” (Emerick 2003: 271), all the 

way through into the management and visitor experience. 

The Bigger Picture 

The concept of World Heritage has come a long way since the Convention Concerning the 

Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (known as the World Heritage 

Convention) was first ratified in 1972. This was a protective designation designed to offer 

protection and assistance for sites considered worthy of preservation for future generations of 

humankind (UNESCO 2017). The Convention was inspired by international concern over the 

decision to build the Aswan High Dam in Egypt. Building this dam was to flood the valley 

containing the Abu Simbel temples and in 1959 after an appeal from the Egyptian and 

Sudanese governments UNESCO launched an international campaign to safeguard the sites. 

Archaeological research was supported and increased in intensity and the Abu Simbel and 

Philae temples were dismantled and reassembled on dry ground, a campaign that cost about 

US$80 million, half of which was contributed by 50 countries showing solidarity and support. 

This led to other successful campaigns, in countries as diverse as Italy, Pakistan and 
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Indonesia.  Consequently, UNESCO initiated, with the help of the International Council on 

Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), the preparation of a draft convention on the protection of 

cultural heritage; the World Heritage Convention came into being in 1972. The Convention 

defined cultural and natural heritage and laid out a series of articles which state parties that 

ratified the Convention were to abide by. Thus, for the first time, heritage officially became a 

global concern. Countries which have ratified the Convention are able to nominate sites. From 

its beginning in 1978 with 12 properties the World Heritage List has now grown to a total 

of 1,052 World Heritage Sites across 165 countries and new nominations are submitted by 

state parties on a regular basis (ibid).  

The first step towards nomination is the production of a tentative list, identifying significant 

heritage, including sites they may wish to submit for nomination in the next 5-10 years. This 

followed by the selection of sites to put forward for nomination and the production of a 

nomination file including details such as the Outstanding Universal Value of the site, the state 

of conservation and details of ownership and management. Sites must meet a set of ten 

criteria laid out in the The Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World 

Heritage Convention (known as Operational Guidelines): 

(i) to represent a masterpiece of human creative genius 

(ii) to exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or within 

a cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or technology, 

monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design 

(iii) to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a 

civilization which is living or which has disappeared; 

(iv) to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological 

ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history; 

(v) to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-

use which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the 

environment especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact of 

irreversible change; 

(vi) to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or 

with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance. 

(The Committee considers that this criterion should preferably be used in 

conjunction with other criteria); 

(vii) to contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty 

and aesthetic importance; 
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(viii) to be outstanding examples representing major stages of earth's history, including 

the record of life, significant on-going geological processes in the development of 

landforms, or significant geomorphic or physiographic features; 

(ix) to be outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and 

biological processes in the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, 

coastal and marine ecosystems and communities of plants and animals; 

(x) to contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ 

conservation of biological diversity, including those containing threatened species 

of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science or conservation 

(UNESCO 2015). 

The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) and the World Conservation 

Union (IUCN) advise the World Heritage Committee on the nominations and evaluate them; 

advice on their state of conservation is also given by the International Centre for the Study of 

the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM). After a site has been 

nominated and evaluated the World Heritage Committee make the final decision on 

inscription at its annual meeting (UNESCO 2017).  

The World Heritage Convention was ratified by the U.K. in 1984 and its first cultural WHS 

were inscribed in 1987; these were Stonehenge and Avebury, the Castles of Edward I in North 

Wales, Durham Castle and Cathedral, Fountains Abbey and Studley Royal water gardens and 

the cradle of the Industrial Revolution at Ironbridge Gorge. The following year these were 

joined by Hadrian’s Wall, Westminster Palace and Abbey, Blenheim Palace and the City of 

Bath. Gradually the U.K. inscriptions began to change to reflect the changing priorities of the 

World Heritage Commission (Whitbourne 2002) and the 1999 tentative list contained more 

industrial sites such as Blaenavon Industrial Landscape, New Lanark and the Derwent Valley 

Mills, which are now inscribed. The current tentative list includes even less traditional 

heritage sites such as Darwin’s Landscape Laboratory and the Jodrell Bank Observatory, 

representing scientific contributions to humankind and therefore a strong intangible element 

as represented in criterion vi of the Operational Guidelines .  

Ratification of the World Heritage Convention brings with it the commitment from the state 

party to not only protect its inscribed World Heritage sites but also a responsibility to care for 

all heritage sites on its territory. World Heritage designation today brings with an increasing 

level of responsibility including a rolling series of management plans for each property. WHS 

condition is monitored through a system of Periodic Reporting on a five yearly cycle.  
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Research into the selection, management and presentation of World Heritage Sites has 

increased rapidly during recent years. It has focussed primarily on creating a representative 

World Heritage List and an increased recognition of the wide range of different types of site 

which are of Outstanding Universal Value and the place of the intangible heritage associated 

with many of these sites (c.f. Titchen 1995, Labadi 2005, Jokilehto 2006b, Stovel 2007). 

This increased interest in setting, place and intangible heritage in World Heritage reflects a 

wider development within the social sciences (c.f. Johnson 1999, Trigger 2006, Hodder 

2012). Within archaeology this been evident in a growing interest in a wider range of issues 

being addressed within the discipline such as gender, power, symbolism, ritual, personal 

identity and nationalism. These post-processual developments have seen the birth of what are 

variously known by labels such as interpretive, experiential, humanist, constructivist, intuitive 

or theoretical landscape archaeologies (cf. Thomas 2000, Trigger 2006, Hodder 2012) and are 

based on concepts from philosophy, broadly following variations of phenomenology. 

Believing that by understanding how the environment was perceived by humans in the past it 

is possible to learn something about their general beliefs and feelings that motivated them 

(Trigger 2006: 473). These methods have seen much criticism (discussed in Chapter Three), 

but the basic principle of a human engaging with their surroundings and attempting through 

this to relate to the past is something that resonates with the marketing of heritage sites using 

terms such as imagine, relive and experience, for example:  

“As you walk up the grassy path to Housesteads Roman Fort, you can imagine what it must 

have been like for those 800 Roman soldiers posted there” (Visit England 2017). 

Research has been undertaken on authenticity and integrity in World Heritage (c.f. Titchen 

1995, Assi 2000, Jokilehto 1995, 1998, 2006a, 2006b, Labadi 2005, Stovel 2007, Pendlebury 

et al 2009, Jones 2009) and on the visitor experience of World Heritage sites (c.f. Edensor 

1998, Shackley 2006, Beck 2006, McClanahan 2006, Timoney 2008, Nesbitt & Tolia-Kelly 

2009, Kamel 2011, Yan 2015). However these two concepts have not been examined as a 

single issue. Therefore this thesis makes a significant contribution to a holistic approach to 

heritage interpretation, weaving together ideas from archaeology, heritage interpretation, 

anthropology and ethnography to examine how our understanding of the way people 

experience the world, both today and in the past, can be used to inform heritage management 

and interpretation. 

The Research Question  
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At the core of this study lies a statement from The Paris Declaration on Heritage as a Driver 

of Development: 

“- To put authenticity at the heart of the development of cultural tourism and the growth of 

interpretation and communication strategies; to promote interpretation based on sound 

research and inventories, avoiding manufactured ‘travels in hyperreality’ that are crudely 

derived from heritage values” (ICOMOS 2011: 4).  

 

Prompting the research question:  

 

Is it possible to put authenticity at the heart of World Heritage visitor experience, promote 

interpretation based on sound research and inventories, whilst also preserving and promoting 

the spirit of place of a World Heritage Site? 

 

In order to address this question, this study initially defines the current understanding of 

authenticity and spirit of place in the context of the World Heritage Convention and wider 

debates with archaeology and heritage. Using ideas from within archaeology, anthropology 

and ethnography to investigate the ways in which landscapes are experienced and 

conceptualised sets the scene for looking at specific case studies. Three UK Cultural World 

Heritage Sites, the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS, Housesteads Roman Fort (part of the 

Roman Frontiers WHS) and Durham Castle and Cathedral WHS (see Figure 1.1) are used to 

examine their presentation and explore how visitors behave on the sites and choose to recount 

their experience afterwards, both to an interviewer and on the online platform TripAdvisor. 

The data from these case studies is then combined to discuss how visitors are experiencing 

these sites, how these sites are being viewed by academics and finally, how we could move 

forward to create a more authentic visitor experience, that reflects the current research and the 

Outstanding Universal Value of the site as outlined in the WHS inscription, whilst still 

preserving and promoting the spirit of place.  
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Figure 1.1 Location of the case-study sites (Crown Copyright 2017)  
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Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided into ten chapters followed by appendixes containing data from the 

visitor observations, interviews and reviews:  

Chapter Two, following on from this introduction, explores the development of the concepts 

of authenticity and integrity in World Heritage and sets this in the context of the wider debate 

over authenticity in archaeology and heritage management. This explains the context of this 

study and defines the authenticity at its heart.  

Chapter Three takes in the development of archaeology and heritage management, focusing 

specifically on the rise of post-processual ideologies; examining the use of phenomenology 

and related approaches as a framework for thinking about, and interpreting, the past. This 

chapter explores both the strengths and the critiques of this approach and the way in which the 

experiential methodologies of archaeology can potentially be applied to heritage management 

and interpretation.  

Chapter Four takes this further and discusses the methodology used for this study, analysing 

the visitor experience of three superficially different UK cultural World Heritage Sites: The 

Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS, Housesteads Roman Fort (part of the Frontiers of the 

Roman Empire WHS) and Durham Castle and Cathedral WHS.  

Chapters Five, Six and Seven present the results of these case studies in turn examining the 

academic conceptualisation of these sites, focusing especially on the experience of the site in 

the past. This is followed by participant observation of visitor movement on site and 

analysing the recounting of the experience in interviewer administered surveys and online 

TripAdvisor reviews. Chapter Eight pulls together all of these results in a comparative 

analysis.  

The following chapter, Chapter Nine, examines these results with the concepts explored in the 

earlier chapters, thinking through embodied encounters to engage with the past. This 

discussion proposes that by bringing together the academic research to explore the experience 

of the site in the past with the physicality of the visitor it is possible to create an experience 

that both retains and reflects the spirit of place, whilst remaining authentic to archaeological 

conceptualisation of the site.  

The final chapter, Chapter Ten, is a concluding synopsis which considers the overall 

implications, strengths and limitations of the study and directions for future research.  
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Scope and focus of study  

The focus of this study is on the visitor experience of UK cultural heritage sites and its 

relationship to the archaeological conceptualization of the site in the past. While recognising 

that there are different narratives at all the sites beyond those of the archaeologist, the 

emphasis on archaeology in the nomination and inscription of these sites means that this is the 

predominant narrative explored in this study.  

Due to practical constraints arising from the sheer size of the Frontier of the Roman Empire 

WHS, Housesteads Roman Fort was selected to represent the classic fort site on Hadrian’s 

Wall. The main focus on the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS is the experience of the visitors 

to the stone circles, the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar due to the limited options 

of movement available to visitors to Skara Brae and Maeshowe. This decision will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter Four.  

There are many options available when studying visitor experience; this study examines the 

independent tourist experience as opposed to that of the local resident. While the cruise ship 

or coach tour tourist is mentioned briefly where observed, this is not a central focus of this 

study as their experience generally has very little scope for self-expression in terms of 

determining the length and type of visit. On site interpretation techniques are discussed in the 

study, but are not a central focus, while the examination of visitor experience naturally takes 

into account the impact of interpretation, this study takes a wider view of the whole site 

experience rather than focusing on an analysis of interpretation methods. For this reason the 

chosen sites have a similar range of interpretation techniques, the interpretation panel or label, 

the guided tour and the guidebook.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 
 

Chapter Two: World Heritage and Authenticity  

This chapter explores the concepts of authenticity, integrity and spirit of place in the context 

of the World Heritage Convention and the way in which the development of these ideas 

within World Heritage has echoed the increasing interest in these issues in wider heritage 

management.  

Authenticity has been a central concept in World Heritage since its inception. Although the 

associated literature covers a broad spectrum of concepts around identifying and conserving 

authenticity in World Heritage sites and their settings there has been very limited work 

undertaken on the authenticity of visitor experience at World Heritage Sites. Prior to the Paris 

Declaration (ICOMOS 2011) this did not appear in official documentation and discussions of 

authenticity were largely confined to tangible authenticity or integrity of WHSs. In order to 

explore authenticity in visitor experience the controversial word itself needs to be defined.  

The concept of authenticity is an ancient one, traceable back to philosophers such as Plutarch 

discussing the issue of material authenticity in respect to the gradual repair and replacement 

of the timbers of the Argonauts’ ship in Athens. The word authentic, derived from the Latin 

authenticus, entered the English language in the 14th century and is later used by Shakespeare 

to mean the absence of pretence (Assi 2000: 60). The modern concept of authenticity as a 

value that is intrinsic to an artefact, site, or behaviour that cannot be added to, but only 

revealed, dates to the growth of Romanticism in the 18
th

 century (Jokilehto 1994).   

 

The refined code of this court does not consider an elegant ruin as a man's property, on which 

he may exercise the irregular sallies of a wanton imagination; but as a deposit of which he is 

only the guardian, for the amusement and advantage of posterity. William Gilpin (1786) 

 

Historically, authenticity has been defined as very much a materialist concept with sites and 

objects identified as ‘genuine’ and ‘original’, seen as a testable and nominally objective 

concept (c.f. Tilling 1972: 93). However in more recent years, authenticity has been identified 

as far more complex and debated across disciplines. This multifaceted study of authenticity 

has led to it being perceived as an amalgam of philosophical, psychological, and spiritual 

concepts (Steiner and Reisinger 2008: 299). Attempting to untangle this complex concept has 

resulted in many different definitions and categorisations of authenticity and differing 

opinions on which types of authenticity are, and should be, present in visitor experiences. 

Since this thesis focusses specifically on World Heritage the main definitions used are those 

of UNESCO and ICOMOS.  
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There is a substantial literature regarding authenticity in tourism; authenticity is 

acknowledged as a powerful motivation for tourists to seek out distant places and times (c.f. 

MacCannell, 1973; Cohen, 1988; Naoi, 2004, Jones 2009). Sociologist MacCannell 

introduced the concept of authenticity into tourism studies, speaking of tourists being 

motivated by a quest to seek the authentic experience, but then having no way of 

distinguishing whether this is in fact the “true” way people live, or a staged setting for the 

purpose of appearing authentic (MacCannell 1973: 589-603).  

 

MacCannell is speaking from the viewpoint of materialist authenticity, but accepting that 

tourists are often satisfied with the inauthentic, so long as it fits with their beliefs of how the 

experience should be. This idea however directly conflicts with the aspiration for World 

Heritage Sites to put authenticity at the heart of their cultural tourism and promote 

interpretation based on sound research (ICOMOS 2011:4). Visitors may be satisfied with an 

‘attractive authenticity’ (Guttormsen & Fageraas 2011) but in the case of World Heritage 

there exists what Smith (2006) describes as an ‘authorised heritage discourse’ which runs 

throughout the concept and is enshrined in the process from the moment a site is proposed by 

a state party as World Heritage.   

 

It has long been acknowledged that authenticity, or at least the perception of it, is particularly 

central to heritage tourism (c.f. Boniface and Fowler 1993; Taylor 2001; Waitt 2000). As a 

cultural heritage attraction the ‘heritage ruin’ has become expected to be attractive and 

carefully curated to suit our expectations. Old, ruined, sanitary and organised, it provides the 

visitor with a neat and disciplined space without extra flora, fauna, debris or modern 

intrusions (Edensor, 2005a, 2005b).  

 

“If the past is a foreign country, nostalgia has made it a foreign country with the healthiest 

visitor trade of all” (Lowethal 1990:4).  

 

Chhabra, Healy and Sills established a direct link between the perception of authenticity and 

tourist spend: the higher the perception of authenticity, the higher the tourist groups were 

prepared to spend on an event or attraction (2003: 717).  

 

Authenticity in visitor experience has been seen as many different things by different authors, 

it has been conceived as a motivational pull (c.f. Cohen, 1988; MacCannell 1973; Naoi 2004): 
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a value (Olsen 2002), a ‘claim’ (Peterson, 2005), a perception (Cohen, 1988), and a choice 

some visitors make to actively seek out authenticity. Steiner and Reisinger define the tourist 

experience of authenticity as existential authenticity, after Heidigger (1996), being comprised 

of visitors creating their own authenticity through activity (Steiner & Reisinger 2006). Wang 

(1999) also makes a close connection between existential authenticity and activity, defining 

tourist authenticity into three categories: 

 

 Objective authenticity – the potency possessed by ‘originals’ 

 Constructive authenticity – the authenticity projected onto toured objects by tourists 

themselves or by tourism producers; there can be more than one version of 

authenticity for the same object 

 Existential authenticity - a potential state of Being that is activated in the tourist by 

tourism activities, which may have nothing to do with the toured objects. (Wang 1999: 

352).  

 

Jamal and Hill (2004) draw on the typology developed by Wang, with three similar 

categories: objective (real) authenticity, constructive (socio-political) authenticity and 

personal (phenomenological) authenticity, applied to aspects of cultural tourism experiences.  

 

Jamal and Hill describe objective authenticity as relating to “real time”, genuine, 

authenticated artefacts, following scientific and positivist paradigms and valuing the ‘other’ 

and pre-modern societies as ‘original/unique’. Constructive authenticity is seen as more fluid, 

tending to relate to communities or destinations and “heritage time” rather than specific sites, 

symbolic and constructed authenticity, relating to sense of place, destination image, mediated 

by ideologies and related to constructivism and post-modernism. Personal authenticity relates 

to “visitor time” as played out in a performative space:  tourists and residents engage in sense-

making and meaning-making through encounters with situated place. “Real time” is defined 

as the objective period in time at which the object being judged took place in the past, this is 

defined by ‘experts’ and can be judged accurately. “Heritage Time” is far less objective, this 

is socially constructed and objects may be appropriated to construct a story (or myth) that 

conforms to a particular discourse, whether economic, political or social. “Visitor Time” on 

the other hand can be seen as the transcendence of time, the tourist understands the events 

took place in another time, but is also aware of the events importance in relation to the 

tourist’s own life, so there is a continuous flow from past, present and future. This means that 

the tourist is evaluating the authenticity of the object both in relation to the past it belongs to 

and their personal authenticity. Hence Jamal and Hill see cultural sites as both dynamic and 
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performative, reinforcing personal and collective identity through narrative encounters and 

experiences with the space and place (2004: 357-359).  

 

These experiential approaches all place the meanings of tourist spaces directly in the “eye of 

the beholder” (Lanfant 1995:36); all the real objects in the destination space take on meaning 

in relation to the person (Jamal & Hill 2004: 361). The activity of the tourist allows them to 

dwell and become bodily involved with the ‘other’ world that they encounter (Obrador-Pons, 

2003). This concept of a bodily engagement with sites has also been very visible in 

archaeology and anthropology over the last few decades and will be discussed in Chapter 

Three as a central theme of this study.  

 

Despite the current rise of the constructivist approach, focussing on the discourse about 

objects as opposed to their material properties, both constructivist and objective approaches 

remain strong in modern society. The constructivist approach applies to the experience of 

authenticity, a concept that is socially determined and never testable; however the objective, 

materialist approach survives strongly in institutions such as law courts, auction houses and 

museums (Handler 2001: 964).  

 

When examining this issue from the perspective of cultural heritage management and 

presentation it becomes more complex. The cultural heritage manager is generally trying to 

present both the tangible, material heritage and the intangible, constructed concepts of 

heritage. Jones situates the visitor encounter somewhere between these objective (materialist) 

and constructivist approaches, comprised on one hand of the relationship between the 

materiality of objects and their contexts; on the other the experience and negotiation of 

authenticity (Jones 2009: 133-4). This concept of negotiating authenticity is very relevant to 

the issue of presenting both an authentic visitor experience and promoting the spirit of place 

at WHSs. The next section of this chapter will explore how these concepts developed within 

World Heritage and the critical literature surrounding them. 

 

The World Heritage Convention  

The Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (the 

World Heritage Convention) was adopted by the seventeenth session of the UNESCO General 

Conference in Paris on 16
th

 November 1972. The Convention was intended to recognise and 

protect cultural and natural sites of ‘universal significance’, preserving them for the benefit of 

future generations as part of the heritage of humankind. In order to preserve these sites of 
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‘outstanding universal value’ the Convention set up procedures to allow them to be protected 

by the ‘international community’ (UNESCO 2017). This protection took the form of a system 

whereby these exceptional cultural or natural sites would be eligible for inscription onto a 

World Heritage List. The World Heritage Committee was established to deal with these 

inscriptions and with decisions relating to the preservation of these sites by their state party. 

The World Heritage Committee is made up of representatives from each of UNESCO’s 

member states and the monitoring of these sites is carried out through a system of Periodic 

Reporting.  

 

Potential candidates for the World Heritage List are chosen from a tentative list put forward 

by each state party. The World Heritage Committee examines these nominations and a 

number are chosen for inscription as World Heritage Sites. A World Heritage Site has to 

conform to certain criteria set out in the Operational Guidelines of the World Heritage 

Convention.  

 

For the purposes of the Convention cultural heritage sites are defined as: 

 

"monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and painting, elements or 

structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and combinations of 

features, which are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or 

science;  

groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected buildings which, because of their 

architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of outstanding universal 

value from the point of view of history, art or science;  

sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and of man, and areas including 

archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, 

ethnological or anthropological points of view." 

 

The next level of criteria dictates whether the site is of ‘universal value’. 

Each property nominated should fulfil at least one of the following criteria. It must:  

 

i. “represent a masterpiece of human creative genius; or  

ii. exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or within a 

cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or technology, 

monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design; or  
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iii. bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a 

civilization which is living or which has disappeared; or  

iv. be an outstanding example of a type of building or architectural or technological 

ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history; or  

v. be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement or land-use which is 

representative of a culture (or cultures), especially when it has become vulnerable 

under the impact of irreversible change; or  

vi. be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with 

beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance (the 

Committee considers that this criterion should justify inclusion in the List only in 

exceptional circumstances and in conjunction with other criteria cultural or natural)” 

(UNESCO 2017) 

 

Although authenticity is not explicitly described here, these criteria are markers of 

authenticity and integrity in themselves; without being accepted as being authentic to some of 

these criteria a site cannot be inscribed. This process of selection is a key factor in the creation 

of the concept of World Heritage value and the formation of the identity of the World 

Heritage List (c.f. Titchen 1995, Jokilehto 2006). 

 

The concept of a World Heritage Site is not a new one. The list of the Seven Wonders of the 

World was drawn up in the Classical period as epitomising the pinnacle of human 

achievement. This list gave them recognition rather than protection. Despite this the Seven 

Wonders provided the foundation of the concept of ‘universal value’ now enshrined within 

the World Heritage Convention. The first sites inscribed on the World Heritage List were very 

monumental and visually striking sites which were already tourist attractions. The Euro-

centric nature of the early World Heritage List was perhaps not surprising, given the history 

of art and architecture at this period was dominated by European and American academics 

(Whitbourne 2002: 4).  

“the admiration provoked for the Seven Wonders and for other sights is different. For beauty, 

like the sun, makes it impossible to see other things when it itself is radiant.” (Philo of 

Byzantium) 

Were the Seven Wonders of the World still in existence today they would almost certainly 

have been among the first World Heritage Sites to be inscribed. The only surviving sites from 

Philo’s list are the Egyptian pyramids; ‘Memphis and its Necropolis - the Pyramid Fields 



24 
 

from Giza to Dahshur’ was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1979. The significant 

difference between Philo’s Seven Wonders and a modern World Heritage Site is the 

institution of management, protection and monitoring brought with World Heritage 

inscription. Although World Heritage status brings with it little extra legal protection, except 

that added by individual state party legislation, it does bring international recognition and 

assistance in case of major threats. While outstanding universal value was very obvious in the 

early inscriptions, as the World Heritage List has become longer it has become more 

important to determine the meaning of outstanding universal value and the concepts that 

embraces. Over the last twenty years significant efforts have been made to readdress the 

balance so that the World Heritage List is now less dominated by monumental Western sites 

and Western values (c.f. Titchen 1995, Cleere 2001, ICOMOS 2005, Jokilehto 2006, 

Sirisrisak & Akagawa 2007). The concept of authenticity, integrity and intangible heritage has 

been central to these developments.   

 

Prior to the World Heritage Convention, the first international charter to define heritage was 

the International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites 

(ICOMOS 1964), known as the Venice Charter. Drawn up by the IInd International Congress 

of Architects and Technicians Committee (later to become ICOMOS – the International 

Council on Monuments and Sites), the Venice Charter became the benchmark for 

architectural conservation (Jokilehto 1998) and was already recognising authenticity as a key 

value in the conservation and management of heritage sites: 

 

“Imbued with a message from the past, the historic monuments of generations of people 

remain to the present day as living witnesses of their age-old traditions. People are becoming 

more and more conscious of the unity of human values and regard ancient monuments as a 

common heritage. The common responsibility to safeguard them for future generations is 

recognized. It is our duty to hand them on in the full richness of their authenticity.” (IInd 

International Congress of Architects & Technicians Committee 1964). 

 

Although the World Heritage Convention was primarily seen as a protective mechanism for 

built heritage at its inception in 1972, it rapidly recognised the importance of more intangible 

heritages. The Burra Charter (ICOMOS 1982) represents the first official move towards 

acknowledging the wider significance of the site beyond the tangible (Vecco 2010: 322). The 

Nara Document on Authenticity (ICOMOS 1994) built upon the earlier Venice Charter (1964) 

by defining authenticity and extending the scope to represent the diversity of cultures and 
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traditions in an increasingly globalised world. For the first time “spirit and feeling” is 

introduced to the discussion on authenticity and World Heritage values: 

 

“13. Depending on the nature of the cultural heritage, its cultural context, and its evolution 

through time, authenticity judgements may be linked to the worth of a great variety of sources 

of information. Aspects of the sources may include form and design, materials and substance, 

use and function, traditions and techniques, location and setting, and spirit and feeling, and 

other internal and external factors. The use of these sources permits elaboration of the 

specific artistic, historic, social, and scientific dimensions of the cultural heritage being 

examined.” (ICOMOS 1994).  

 

The Charter of Krakow: Principles for Conservation and Restoration of Built Heritage 

(ICOMOS 2000) expands this discussion further to incorporate and acknowledge the 

importance of collective memory and the plurality of values as well as specifically defining 

authenticity for the first time: 

 

“c. Authenticity means the sum of substantial, historically ascertained characteristics: from 

the original up to the current state, as an outcome of the various transformations that have 

occurred over time.” (ICOMOS 2000). 

 

The purpose of this charter was the conservation and restoration of built heritage, therefore its 

definition of authenticity remains very materialist. However at the same time a monument is 

defined as being more than the sum of its material parts: 

  

““a clearly determined entity, the bearer of values, which represent a support to memory. In 

it, memory recognises the aspects that are pertinent to human deeds and thoughts, associated 

with the historic time-line” (ICOMOS 2000). 

 

During this time the World Heritage Committee had also recognised that some of the world’s 

cultural heritage could not be defined specific sites but needed a wider inscription to embrace 

and acknowledge its value; the Cultural Landscapes designation was officially adopted by the 

Committee in 1992. The first “Earth Summit” had been held in Rio de Janeiro that year and 

provoked wider discussion and recognition of the strong link between culture and nature 

(Mitchell, Rössler & Tricaud 2009: 3).  
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This gradual move towards the recognition of a wider heritage also resulted in the  

Convention for Safeguarding the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICOMOS 2003), which 

defined intangible cultural heritage as the: 

“practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, 

objects, artefacts, and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and in 

some cases, individuals recognise as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural 

heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities 

and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, 

and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural 

diversity and human creativity.” (ICOMOS 2003).  

As the concepts of authenticity, intangible heritage and spirit of place develop through the 

various charters and conventions there is a clear recognition that these aspects of the site are 

dynamic and hard to define, something that needs to be explored on a site by site basis. 

In 2003 the preservation of social and intangible values of sites was the focus of the Scientific 

Symposium of the ICOMOS 14
th

 General Assembly, out of which came another series of 

declarations:  

 Kimberly Declaration (2003) – taking into account the intangible values and local 

communities in the preservation and management of WHS 

 Xi’an Declaration (2005) – conservation of context, both physical, physical and 

natural as well as social and spiritual practices in the protection of promotion of WHS 

 Foz Do Iguaçu Declaration (2008) - the tangible and intangible components of 

heritage are essential in the preservation of the identity of communities that have 

created and transmitted spaces of cultural and historical significance.  

 Charter on Cultural Routes (2008) - recognising the importance of intangible 

dimensions of heritage, the spiritual value of place, and the interactive, dynamic, and 

evolving processes of intercultural connections that convey the rich diversity of 

contributions by world peoples to cultural heritage. 

Out of this meeting also came the Charter for the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural 

Heritage Sites (2008) and the Quebec Declaration for on the Preservation of the Spirit of 

Place (2008). The Charter for the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural Heritage Sites 

states that the authenticity of cultural heritage sites needs to be respected by communicating 

the significance of their historic fabric and cultural values whilst protecting them from 

intrusive interpretation infrastructure, inaccurate or inappropriate interpretation and visitor 

pressure. This is laid out in a series of principles. Principle 4 deals with the presentation and 
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interpretation of authenticity, which must be based on the basic tenets laid out in the Nara 

Document (discussed above): 

“1. Authenticity is a concern relevant to human communities as well as material remains. The 

design of a heritage interpretation programme should respect the traditional social functions 

of the site and the cultural practices and dignity of local residents and associated 

communities.  

2. Interpretation and presentation should contribute to the conservation of the authenticity of 

a cultural heritage site by communicating its significance without adversely impacting its 

cultural values or irreversibly altering its fabric.  

3. All visible interpretive infrastructures (such as kiosks, walking paths, and information 

panels) must be sensitive to the character, setting and the cultural and natural significance of 

the site, while remaining easily identifiable.  

4. On-site concerts, dramatic performances, and other interpretive programmes must be 

carefully planned to protect the significance and physical surroundings of the site and 

minimise disturbance to the local residents.” 

These guidelines reflect the widened definitions of authenticity since the Nara Document 

(ICOMOS 1994), whilst there remains a clear concern for material authenticity there are also 

references to retaining the character, setting and cultural and natural setting of the site.  

The Quebec Declaration on the Spirit of Place (ICOMOS 2008) takes this further by 

recognising that not only is there an intangible cultural heritage associated with these sites but 

also a spirit of place made up of a complex mix of the tangible and intangible:  

“1. Recognizing that the spirit of place is made up of tangible (sites, buildings, landscapes, 

routes, objects) as well as intangible elements (memories, narratives, written documents, 

festivals, commemorations, rituals, traditional knowledge, values, textures, colors, odors, 

etc.), which all significantly contribute to making place and to giving it spirit, we declare that 

intangible cultural heritage gives a richer and more complete meaning to heritage as a whole 

and it must be taken into account in all legislation concerning cultural heritage, and in all 

conservation and restoration projects for monuments, sites, landscapes, routes and 

collections of objects” (ICOMOS 2008).  

This brings us round to the Paris Declaration on Heritage as a Driver of Development which 

was adopted at the 17th General Assembly of the International Council on Monuments and 

Sites (ICOMOS) in 2011. This Declaration built upon the previous work by ICOMOS 
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encouraging sustainable development taking into consideration tangible and intangible values 

of cultural heritage. Cultural diversity was recognised as the fourth pillar of sustainable 

development by the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002), 

alongside the economic, social and environment pillars. The definition of development used 

in this Declaration is that enshrined in Article 3 of the UNESCO Universal Declaration on 

Cultural Diversity (2001): “development, understood not only in terms of economic growth, 

but also as a means to achieve a more satisfactory intellectual, emotional, moral and spiritual 

existence”. (UNESCO 2001, quoted in ICOMOS 2011). The Declaration is focussed on 

regeneration, development and cultural heritage tourism as a driver for community change 

and development. This moved the concepts from the Nara Document on Authenticity (1994) 

and the other conventions on intangible heritage and spirit of place beyond guidelines on 

heritage management into the wider field of economic and social development. The statement 

central to this study provides guidelines that reflect and unite the ICOMOS approaches to 

cultural heritage management, presentation and interpretation over the past 30 years:  

“To put authenticity at the heart of the development of cultural tourism and the growth of 

interpretation and communication strategies; to promote interpretation based on sound 

research and inventories, avoiding manufactured ‘travels in hyperreality’ that are crudely 

derived from heritage values.” (ICOMOS 2011).  

 

Authenticity and Integrity in World Heritage 

The World Heritage List is dependent on nominated properties proving they have outstanding 

universal value; worthy of being “preserved as part of the world heritage of mankind as a 

whole” (UNESCO, 1972). However the concept of a value that is applicable to all of 

humankind is complex; as the List becomes longer and the definition of cultural heritage 

broader, issues have arisen in balancing the values and nominations in order to create a 

representative picture of the world’s heritage. Value in World Heritage is defined by Jokilehto 

as “a social association of qualities to things” (2006b: 2). This intrinsically dynamic and 

intangible value has to be demonstrated in the nomination document of every property on the 

WH tentative list drawn up by each state party. Understandably, since the early days of the 

World Heritage Convention capturing and defining the less tangible aspects of this have 

caused some confusion among state parties.   

As a result of the developing ideas of authenticity and intangible heritage the 2005 

Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention added a 
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second qualifying criterion, the concept of integrity. Now a tentative WHS has to demonstrate 

both authenticity and integrity. However this has increased the confusion with numerous state 

parties treating them as the same concept and prompted a number of papers defining the 

concepts and trying to address this issue (c.f. Jokilehto 2006a and 2006b, Stovel 2007, 

Pendlebury et al 2009).  

While the concept of authenticity has been in existence since the first World Heritage criteria 

were drawn up in 1978; integrity has been derived from an American qualifying condition 

used to evaluate nominations to the American National Register of Historic Places. Integrity 

in this system was used to signify that a property could convey its significance; it was 

believed that this would ensure only properties that were true to important historical periods. 

This American definition was used during the Nara Document discussions on authenticity in 

1994 and then carried forward into the Operational Guidelines. The impetus to introduce 

integrity into the evaluation of cultural WHS came from the aim to standardise the treatment 

of natural and cultural properties and therefore is modelled to some extent on its use in natural 

heritage properties (Stovel 2007: 23- 25).  

The Operational Guidelines (UNESCO 2015) define authenticity as the guidelines outlined in 

the Nara Document (1994) stating that all cultural authenticity must be evaluated within its 

cultural context and with relation to information sources regarding the property. There must 

be demonstrable authenticity within form and design, materials and substance, use and 

function, traditions, techniques and management systems, location and setting, language and 

other forms of intangible heritage, spirit and feeling, and other internal and external factors. It 

is noted that “attributes such as spirit and feeling do not lend themselves easily to practical 

applications of the conditions of authenticity, but nevertheless are important indicators of 

character and sense of place” (UNESCO 2015). Jokilehto divides this concept of authenticity 

in World Heritage into three sections; firstly there is the creative process which produced the 

site or object; there should be a truthfulness and unity with this process. Secondly stands the 

considered examination of the site inventory, the sources of information that authenticate the 

site, whether historical or archaeological. He describes the third and final aspect of 

authenticity in World Heritage as the social context and living traditions: the intangible 

heritage of the site.  

Integrity is defined by the Operational Guidelines a measure of the wholeness and intactness 

of the site/landscape and its attributes. Identifying integrity therefore consists of assessing 

extent to which the property includes sufficient elements to express its outstanding universal 

value, is large enough to completely represent the features and processes that convey its 
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significance and finally how far the property may suffer from adverse effects due to 

development and/or neglect.  In short this is the built fabric of the site; identifying functional, 

structural and visual integrity.  

Jokilehto defines authenticity as is related directly to the heritage values of a WHS, while 

integrity applies to the fabric of the site itself and its setting, the two concepts being 

complementary and co-dependent.  A WHS has to have both authenticity and integrity in 

order to be considered to have outstanding universal value (Jokilehto 2006: 2-3).  

Authenticity in World Heritage therefore should be recognised and defined as a dynamic 

concept (c.f. Assi 2000, Labadi 2005). The definitions used by UNESCO straddle material 

and constructivist authenticity as defined by Jones (2009), constructivist authenticity being 

defined as ‘authenticity’ and material or objective authenticity as ‘integrity’. The World 

Heritage Convention as a practical mechanism for the protection of sites and landscapes of 

outstanding universal value regards the heritage as a precious resource, in much the same way 

as coal or timber (Emerick 2003: 12); when trying to preserve any resource there is 

necessarily a certain level of practical and material consideration. Therefore as long as World 

Heritage Sites have a physical dimension, there will always remain a core of material 

authenticity in World Heritage decisions.  

 

World Heritage Sites have very specific, defined Outstanding Universal Value which they are 

responsible for communicating to the visitor through the means of site presentation and 

interpretation (ICOMOS 2008). These obligations that come with World Heritage inscription 

mean that sites should be aspiring to more than ‘attractive authenticity’ (Guttormsen & 

Fageraas 2011) . With their World Heritage designation as a signifier of material 

authenticity/integrity, the visitor experience lies at that central point defined by Jones (2009), 

the meeting point between authenticity and integrity and consists of a complex series of 

interrelationships between objects, places and spaces (Jamal & Hill 2004: 359). Obrador-Pons 

(2003) directly relates authenticity in tourism to ‘dwelling’ or being bodily involved with the 

world. This is a theme that will run throughout this research, the encounter between the visitor 

and the site being an active, mindful engagement as a being-in-the-world.  
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Chapter Three: Experiencing the Past  

The previous chapter focussed on the definition of authenticity and the role of authenticity 

and integrity in the World Heritage Convention from its inception in 1972 up to the present 

day. Defining authenticity in visitor experience as a bodily engagement with the world raises 

interesting questions about their engagement with the past. In the case of a heritage site such 

as the case study WHSs, visitors are engaging not only with other tourists and the heritage 

infrastructure, but also directly with the visible archaeology. Expanding this theme of the 

embodied engagement of people and their environment this chapter explores the concept of 

embodied engagement more fully, turning to the theoretical context to explore the relationship 

between people and environment, with a particular focus on archaeology and heritage 

management.  

 

The study of archaeology is very much a product of modernity – a subjective activity tied in 

with the wider political, philosophical and scientific process that has formed the modern 

Western way of thinking (c.f. Johnson 1999, Thomas 2004, Trigger 2006). The development 

of archaeological thought has reflected wider developments in Western society. The 

progression from the evolutionism and diffusionism of the 19
th

 and earlier 20
th

 century to the 

self-aware, post-modern reflexive practice of the 21
st
 century has been entwined with the 

manner in which we curate and display the past.  

Medieval manuscripts make occasional mention of tumuli or other archaeological remains, 

but it was in the Tudor period that antiquarians were prompted by the growing interest in 

national identity to begin to document U.K. archaeological sites. The development of 

historical scholarship in sixteenth century Europe had begun to challenge the uncritical 

approach of the earlier chroniclers and identified significant gaps in knowledge which they 

struggled to fill using documentary sources (Trigger 2006: 52-54). 

 

The eighteenth century saw the first systematic excavations of Pompeii and with it a 

fascination with all things Classical, reflecting changes within the society that was now 

modelling itself on Republican Rome and its values (Hingley 2001). Classical architecture 

sprang up all over Europe; architects and their patrons explored and excavated the remains of 

the Classical world in search of the ‘true’ proportions of their buildings (Trigger 2006: 57-64, 

Jolkilehto 1999: 47-59). At this time increasing interest was taken in Hadrian’s Wall with 

antiquarians such as William Hutton walking the Wall and experiencing it embodied by the 

spirit of its creators (Nesbitt & Tolia-Kelly 2009: 379):  
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“…in this solitary place where foot seldom treads, I enjoy the company of three valuable 

friends, Agricola, Hadrian and Severus” (Hutton 1802: 214). 

Familiar with the Classical authors and narratives of the Roman Empire, Hutton recognised 

the divide between the remote and rural area the central sector of the Wall as compared to the 

busy and heavily populated forts such as Housesteads, which had housed 800 soldiers and 

was surrounded by an extensive civilian settlement: 

 

“it is not easy to survey these important ruins without a sigh: a place once of the greatest 

activity, but now a solitary desert; instead of the human voice, is heard nothing but the 

winds” (Hutton 1802: 236–7). 

His appreciation was not shared however by the local populace, who primarily viewed the 

Wall as a source of readily available and pre-shaped building stone. The idea of the educated 

antiquary who prized a site or object for its history, rather than for any intrinsic value begins 

to emerge with travellers such as these: 

 

“..the Antiquary values a piece according to its authenticity. A piece of coin, not worth a 

shilling, will bring many times its worth when its history is known” (Hutton 1802: vii). 

 

Of course this also posed a very real physical threat to the Wall and other archaeology in the 

U.K. and further afield as the antiquarians themselves removed artefacts and stonework for 

their private collections.  

 

In the U.K. during this time there was little work on existing monuments. There was some 

limited excavation of monastic ruins and a great interest in ‘improving’ landscapes which 

involved the removal, display or enhancement of archaeological sites in search of the ideal 

Picturesque vista (Emerick 2001: 32). Castles were often reused as military barracks and 

altered significantly to both suit the needs of the garrison and improve access around the 

towns that often surrounded them. During this time the City of Durham became gentrified and 

the Castle and Cathedral became the focus of a designed Romantic landscape with the 

riverbanks cleared of the debris and refuse that had covered them for centuries and planted 

with trees. Prebend’s Bridge was relocated after the floods of 1777 to create the most pleasing 

view of the monuments, while paths were created around the riverbanks, dotted with pseudo 

Classical architectural features (Roberts 2003).  
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Prehistoric sites received some interest from antiquarians with sites such as Stonehenge and 

Avebury being drawn and recorded, at the same time private owners continued to remove 

standing stones for use as hard core (Bender 1993). Other sites, such as the Stones of Stenness 

in Orkney, also suffered from the destruction in the name of agricultural improvement. 

Mounds and tumuli were investigated at this period with a clear focus on finding objects, 

most antiquarians believing them to be the burial place of Saxon or Roman kings. In this 

period archaeology was still heavily tied to history, before the advent of typologies and 

stratigraphic methods archaeology was wholly reliant on documentary evidence (Trigger 

2006: 121).  

 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the study of archaeology and the study of 

buildings had come closer together, but were still divided by the belief that archaeology was 

scientific and rational whereas the study of buildings was influenced by aesthetics. At the 

same time as the first chronological framework was being developed for archaeology by 

Danish academic Christian Jurgensen Thomsen (Trigger 2006: 127), the English architect 

Thomas Rickman was attempting to create a similar methodology for architecture; dating 

features by their stylistic variation (Emerick 2001: 34-5).  

 

General Pitt-Rivers and Sir John Lubbock were the leading forces behind the first Ancient 

Monuments Protection Act in 1882. Around this time the first amateur archaeological 

societies were being formed and with the advent of the railways were able to reach further 

afield than ever before. Out of this growing interest in recording and preserving the past in 

England the National Trust for Places of Historic Interest and Natural Beauty was created in 

1895 and in 1908 it was joined by the first Royal Commission on Historical Monuments 

which began to undertake the first systematic surveys of monuments and standing buildings. 

The Inspector of Ancient Monuments Report of 1911 gives an early indication of what would 

become the U.K.’s standard management and interpretation of sites and monuments in state 

care: 

 

“I. Structural and superficial repairs, i.e. grouting, underpinning pointing, treatment of 

decayed surfaces, removal of ivy and weeds, &c. 

ii. Enclosure by fencing where necessary. 

iii. Care of the site, i.e. .grass-cutting prevention of disfigurement by visitors, the provision of 

notice boards, &c. 
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iv. The preparation of accurate and complete measured plans, elevations, and sections. 

v. Photographs. 

vi. The compiling of official guidebooks to single monuments or to groups of monuments.” 

(Report of the Inspector of Ancient Monuments for the year ending 31 March 1911: 10, 

quoted in Emerick 2001: 83). 

 

This report also illustrates the move towards both public interpretation and formal display and 

the first official accountability in the care and recording of these sites; the first time science 

had overridden the Picturesque and Romantic in the attitude to historic monuments. During 

this time the concept of explicit ‘value’ was first applied to sites and monuments, to some it 

was a financial value, to others a value in terms of education, emotion, aesthetics and art 

history. In each case the value was attached to the physical fabric of the building (Emerick 

2001: 85-98).  

 

The scientific optimism that had backed the early legislation had begun to wane by the early 

twentieth century and archaeologists turned from studying human evolution to diffusionism 

and ethnicity as political events led to a renewed interest in nationalism and identity (c.f. 

Hingley 2000, Trigger 2006). The Ancient Monuments Consolidation and Amendment Act 

(1913) combined a central pool of expert advisors with local authority ownership and 

management in order to preserve these sites, which included anything that was not in a fit 

state to be occupied by anyone except a caretaker; attempting to include standing buildings as 

well as archaeological monuments. This was challenged by threats such as the quarrying on 

Hadrian’s Wall, outside of the designated area, which led to the amended Ancient Monuments 

Act (1931), authorising local authorities to create an arena of planning control around 

monuments to protect their setting (Emerick 2001: 107-117). The influx of ordinary working 

people out into the landscape in this inter-war period led to the development of a code of 

behaviour seen as appropriate to the visiting of heritage sites. A right and wrong way of being 

in the landscape emerges as a direct response to control the perceived threat that was posed by 

these new consumers of the countryside (c.f. Matless 1998, Nesbitt & Tolia-Kelly 2009).  

 

The gradual development of culture-historical archaeology in Scandinavia, Germany and 

England took place beside the professionalization of archaeology across Europe. Archaeology 

developed differently in almost every country, being driven in some by the urge to push back 

the boundaries and extend history further into the past and by others by the growth of 
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nationalism (c.f Ucko 1995: 8, Trigger 2006: 248). Following the Second World War the 

more obvious nationalist and ethnic elements of archaeological research dwindled and 

governments increasingly began to compete in ensuring the preservation and management of 

their cultural resources. Research agendas began to widen and become more balanced and 

gradually the interest in the local and regional increased and community archaeology began to 

develop (Trigger 2006: 260).  

 

In 1979 the U.K. introduced The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act which 

took this concern for the wider heritage further, introducing the concept of Scheduled Ancient 

Monument consent, which led to the inclusion of archaeology into planning control. The U.K. 

ratified the World Heritage Convention in 1984, thereby agreeing to not only protect and 

manage its own heritage and nominate sites of Outstanding Universal Value but also 

recognise the global significance of heritage for all humankind (Whitbourne 2002).  

 

Over recent years archaeology has seen a progressive movement towards a more overtly 

socio- political view of relationships between humans and their environment. This began 

developing in the early 1990s with developments in theoretical archaeology highlighting 

symbolic, structural and phenomenological perspectives (c.f. Bender 1993, Thomas 1993, 

Tilley 1994) running in tandem with a rapid growth of heritage management issues, centred 

on landscape as an area of political discourse (c.f. Hewison 1987, Fowler 1993, Bender 1993, 

Ucko 1994). These developments taken together amount to a profound shift in the way in 

which the past was viewed (McGlade 1999: 459).  

 

This approach led in several directions, including an interest in phenomenology and 

experiential approaches in common with trends in other social science disciplines during the 

1970s and 80s (c.f. Johnson 1999: 98-115). Phenomenology is essentially the study of lived 

experience in the world, the emphasis being placed on the world as experienced by the person 

as opposed to being a separate reality (Laverty 2003: 4). Over the past few decades 

phenomenological concepts have become established within archaeology (cf. Hodder 2012: 

132, Johnson 1999: 114) and archaeological theorists have become increasingly interested in 

the experiential; the embodied engagement with sites and landscape. Archaeologists began to 

develop methodologies, some openly using the label phenomenology; others heavily 

influenced by this approach but using names such as experiential, interpretive, humanist or 

embodied archaeology (c.f. Hodder & Hudson 2003, Trigger 2006).  These concepts in 

archaeological theory developed alongside the evolving concepts of intangible heritage, 
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authenticity, integrity and spirit of place in World Heritage that were discussed in the 

previous chapter.   

 

Being-in-the-World 

The work of philosophers such as Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Husserl appear as a strong 

influence in these archaeological ideas which began to try and describe the character of 

human experience. Insights gained from applying this philosophy have been used both as 

tools to critique Cartesian positivism and as hermeneutic tools to aid archaeological 

interpretation of the past. Provoked by the rise of postmodernism, the contemporary 

preoccupation of Western society with presentation of the self is visible in archaeological 

debates as a growing concern with the personal experience, the body as a cultural artefact and 

cultural representations of materiality (Bruck 2005: 46).  

 

The application of phenomenology to archaeology has been used most extensively in the 

study of British prehistory. Christopher Tilley is perhaps the best known of the exponents of 

phenomenology as a methodology. Tilley’s Phenomenology of Landscape (1994) was the first 

complete volume on the subject and he has continued to use the methodology in landscape 

archaeology. His research on movement and access within Neolithic monuments was both 

innovative and controversial, critiquing the Cartesian concept of landscape as a neutral space 

on which human activities play out and arguing that archaeologists need to re-engage with the 

social and cultural meanings of landscape. Introducing Heidegger’s term Being-in-the-World 

(Heidegger 1962) to archaeology and replacing traditional two dimensional mapping with the 

experience of the human body physically engaged with the landscape (c.f Tilley 1994, 1996 

2004). Tilley ascribes to the human the ability to at once be in the world and experiencing it 

physically, while also setting themselves apart, seeing it through a filter of objectivity which 

enables it to be used consciously as an interpretative tool (Tilley 1994: 12). This approach has 

been widely critiqued, (discussed later in this chapter); however it proved a significant turning 

point in post-processual archaeology and inspired a growth in phenomenological approaches 

to prehistory based on the concept of a universality of human experience (c.f. Bender, 

Hamilton & Tilley 1997, 2007, Cummings 2002, Cummings, Jones & Watson 2002).  

 

Tilley defines four main propositions that underpin his approach in his 1996 paper “The 

powers of rocks: topography and monument construction on Bodmin Moor”.  
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 Landscapes are a set of relationships between locales, which are specific physical 

settings for social interaction. 

 Landscapes are experienced and known through the movement of the human body, 

through movement and memory.  

 Knowledge of landscape is intimately bound up with knowledge of the self. 

 Because landscape plays such an important role in self-identity, controlling knowledge 

of it can be a primary resource in the creation and reproduction of power, legitimising 

networks of power (Tilley 1996: 161-162). 

 

Using these ideas to guide his fieldwork, Tilley used the existing topography of the moor to 

identify likely routes of movement and outstanding landmarks in the landscape. Seeing the 

weathered rocky outcrops, the tors of Bodmin Moor, as natural “undomesticated” megaliths, 

an inspiration for stories, myths and cosmological events; he hypothesised that these sacred 

places began to be marked in the landscape and inspire monuments. This then developed into 

a structuration of the landscape, with the monuments embedded as part of a system of ritual 

knowledge, where the natural boundaries in the landscape, especially wet areas and 

watercourses, defined the margins of sacred spaces. Examining the positioning and 

alignments of the monuments he identified specific paths of movement through the landscape, 

the built monuments eventually replacing the role of the Tors (Tilley 1996: 165-175).  

 

Archaeologists following this style of approach emphasise the past and present as having an 

unbroken connection, the past doesn’t cease and turn into the present, it forms a continuous 

process; things and their meanings have been passed down through the generations as 

heritage. Even buried archaeology does not go into a blank void, time is passing and history is 

happening all the time – no artefact dies, so long as we recognise it as an artefact, it becomes 

part of a larger network of all the artefacts there have ever been. Thomas describes the 

concept that objects stand outside of time as the ‘Pompeii premise’: the idea that the past just 

suddenly stopped and remained that way until we see it today (Thomas 1996: 61).  This 

concept is also applied to the human body, seeing universality in human experience  

 

Thomas argues that, for instance, the widely held popular view that Stonehenge has a 

meaning, which has been lost to us and is recoverable, is a fallacy, since it was constructed by 

a society with a complex heritage of its own and therefore a multiplicity of meanings. 

Throughout the Neolithic and Bronze Age the site was worked and reconstructed, its 

meanings altered, yet at no point in its history has it been meaningless, it stood visible on the 
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Wiltshire Downs right through to the present day and each generation has seen it there as part 

of the landscape. The antiquarian authors did not fill a void in attributing meanings to 

Stonehenge; the monument already had a place in the folklore and local knowledge of the 

people who inhabited the area (Thomas 1996: 62-63). The human element being the key 

factor in these meanings, the artefacts themselves does not have a meaning without human 

involvement. Both identity and meaning are relational constructions which Thomas attributes 

to the process of human Being-in-the-World (ibid: 30).  

 

Questions of inhabitation, experience and embodiment have been investigated through a range 

of different theoretical frameworks. Heidegger’s concept of dwelling (1962) has been used by 

archaeologists to explore the encounter between humans and their locale. Identity is bound up 

with memory, which Thomas describes as an archive of the past, which intertwines personal 

experiences with public events and material encounters. While the inhabitation of a space may 

contribute to personal or group identity, the act of them dwelling in the place contributes to 

the identity of the place (Thomas 1996: 89). Western society tends to privilege the visual in 

understanding landscape; they are explained as narratives, experienced in sequence, creating 

an endless sequence of pathways rather than a cartographic landscape (Thomas 1996: 90). 

These concepts have also been explored at length by Ingold (c.f 2000, 2004 & 2011) and will 

be examined in more detail later in this chapter. 

 

The nature of phenomenology as an individual lived experience means that it can be 

problematic to record and verify. Archaeologists have attempted to illustrate the visual 

relationships they identify in various ways. For instance Tilley (1994) uses photographs, 

Cummings (2000, Cummings et al 2002) has used photomontages and line drawings to give a 

360 degree view around the site, others have included video and audio (cf. Mills 2005) to 

recreate their embodied encounters. These all follow phenomenological reasoning in moving 

away from traditional cartography that characterises landscapes as a neutral space onto which 

human activities are mapped (Tilley 1994; 7-11). These authors argue that this Cartesian view 

of landscape as a blank space between sites separates it from memory, meaning, experience 

and identity (cf. Thomas 1993, Bender 1998, Bruck 2005). Phenomenology is not however 

limited to the visual experience, and the other sensory aspects of human experience can be 

more difficult to record. Mills (2000) for example used audio recordings to capture a wider 

experience and Hamilton et al (2006) proposed model for a phenomenological methodology 

which included auditory and olfactory stimuli as well as the visual experience of landscape. 

Wrestling with the issue that modern experience may be incompatible with that of past 
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inhabitants Hamilton et al concentrated on the more measureable aspects of the lived 

experience. Moving on from circular views illustrating the viewshed of the site they explored 

ways to map the social parameters of sites, choosing, like Tilley (1996) to use flags to replace 

features no longer visible above ground. They explored not only the distance that was visible 

from various points around the site, but also the distance at which it was possible to see other 

people and to communicate via normal speech, shouting, whistling and arm gestures; this was 

then extended to how far it was possible to hear other sounds such as children and animals. 

Smell was also explored, recording how far smells such as fires, cooking and flocks of sheep 

could carry. These methodologies were used to contextualise the sites in a ‘phenomenological 

site catchment analysis’ which combined traditional economic and land use analysis with a 

more sensory phenomenological approach to the experience of a site (Hamilton et al 2006).  

 

Critiques of phenomenology 

Despite these attempts to create a verifiable methodology phenomenology in archaeology has 

continued to be repeatedly criticised for making insufficiently supported claims which may 

either be hard to verify on the ground or indeed be entirely coincidental (cf. Fleming 1999, 

DeBoer 2004, Chadwick 2004, Bruck 2005). One of the most recent and comprehensive 

critiques of phenomenology in archaeology is the paper by Barrett and Ko “A 

phenomenology of landscape: a crisis in British landscape archaeology” (2009). Barrett and 

Ko summarise the concepts underlying the phenomenological methodology of archaeologists 

such as Tilley and Cummings as follows: 

 

“1. The archaeological record cannot be understood without a human presence. Meaning 

arises in a human engagement with material conditions. 

2. The body is the medium through which this engagement occurs. 

3. By using his or her own body as the medium of engagement, the archaeologist can 

encounter a past Being-in-the-world and, in doing so, grasp the meaning of the 

archaeological record” (Barrett & Ko 2009: 280). 

Statement one and two are broadly derived from the phenomenology of Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty and are widely accepted within archaeology generally (Barrett & Ko 2009: 

280). It is the third statement that has proven the most controversial, and forms the key to 

phenomenology as a methodology for the study of landscape. This use of a modern subject as 

a medium to study past experience of landscape (Tilley 1994: 12)  has been criticised (cf. 
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Fleming 1999, 2005, 2006, Bruck 2005, Barrett & Ko 2009) and has gained archaeological 

phenomenology a reputation for being “touchy-feely” and lacking a rigorous methodology 

(Hamilton et al 2006: 31).  

 

Underlying this methodology is the assumption of the universality of the human body; this 

has been criticised by Bruck (1998: 276) due to the natural variability of the human body and 

the concept of ‘Being’ across time and space. As a result of this use of the individual there has 

been an implicit assumption in these studies (c.f. Tilley 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008, 

Bender, Hamilton & Tilley 1997, 2007, Cummings 2002, Cummings, Jones & Watson 2002) 

that there are a finite number of possible experiences of a site in the past. The key issue 

underlying many of these critiques is the reliance on the experience of a single modern 

individual, generally a white, middle-class archaeologist to extrapolate past experiences of a 

landscape. The combination of Being-in-the-World while simultaneously remaining apart and 

distanced from it as Tilley describes “Being-in-the-world resides in a process of 

objectification in which people objectify the world by setting themselves apart from it” (Tilley 

1994:12) does appear to be somewhat of a contradiction. Something that archaeologists who 

follow this method struggle to overcome – they have to be simultaneously sensory beings 

reacting to their own environment, whilst also using their senses as a tool to interpret past 

experiences.  Barrett and Ko point out that attempting to clear one’s mind of the 

preoccupations of our own time, whilst simultaneously attempting to encounter the landscape 

and monument as it would have been in the past is actually an epistemological attitude similar 

to that which Heidegger was attempting to move beyond. It was not a conscious, objectifying 

experience that he was seeking, but the unconscious encounter with the world as we perceive 

it. An observer theorising about the world from a consciously detached perspective then this 

would not be authentic to either Heidegger’s phenomenology or past experiences of the world 

(Barrett & Ko 2009: 282). The issue of authenticity in archaeology has been discussed in the 

previous chapter and of course by its very nature archaeology is interpretative – there will 

always be an unknowable gulf between the reality of lives in the past and our interpretation of 

the archaeological record. Barrett and Ko conclude that the value of these experiential 

archaeologies is to reveal the complexity of human subjectivity in the past, just as in the 

present day, and illustrate the cultural dissimilarity of the past from the present. They do, 

however, accept that the structuring and ordering of the material which is revealed by these 

observations, such as alignments between monuments and natural features, can be useful 

(Barrett & Ko 2009: 290).  
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The other common criticism of phenomenological methodologies (c.f. Fleming 1999, 2005, 

and 2006) is their assumption that the “bones of the land” (Tilley 2008) remain unchanged 

and can provide an entry point into the past experience of landscapes. The obvious criticism 

here is not taking into sufficient account the environmental changes such as changes in sea 

level and the way in which differing vegetation cover can radically change the experience of a 

landscape. This issue is also acknowledged by Hamilton et al (2006) in their site catchment 

analyses. While their research is more structured and data heavy than most previous 

phenomenological work it remains handicapped by the lack of knowledge of the details such 

buildings, fences and other structures on site, as well as the day to day background noises 

(and smells) which would impact on the past experience.  

 

Over the last few years virtual reality modelling (VRM) (cf. Pollard & Gillings 1998, 

Edmonds & McElearney 1999) and geographic information systems (GIS) (cf. Wheatley 

2004, Roughley 2004) been used as a tool to strip away modern changes to examine 

landscapes and verify factors such as intervisibility while avoiding the two dimensional issues 

of traditional mapping. It has been argued (Cummings 2000, Bruck 2005) that methods such 

as these may help to expand sample sizes and make it easier to validate relationships between 

sites and topographic features. However GIS has also been criticised for adhering to an 

objectivist and Cartesian model of space (cf. Chadwick 2004: 21, Thomas 2004: 198-201). 

The assumption that either GIS or VRM can allow the archaeologist to simply strip away 

modern features or vegetation and see the past landscape continues to be debated (c.f. Bruck 

2005: 54).  

 

Moving forward? 

Despite these critiques broadly experiential or interpretive approaches have become 

increasingly accepted and mainstream within archaeology, although the use of 

phenomenology as an archaeological methodology remains very contentious. During this time 

the work of Ingold (cf. 2000, 2004, 2011) has become increasingly popular. Ingold, a social 

anthropologist, has written widely on his own ideas and variations on current approaches 

within social research such as phenomenology and actor-network theory. Ingold shares the 

phenomenological concept of the human body and physicality as key understanding human 

experience. However, he is keen to distinguish cultural differences in even the simplest 

everyday activities such as walking “our earliest ancestors did not stride out upon the land 

with heavy boots, but made their way within it lightly, dexterously, and mostly barefoot” 

(Ingold 2004: 337). 
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Perhaps most applicable to this study is his work on landscapes and taskscapes (c.f. Ingold 

2000). Ingold coined the phrase taskscape to move away from the issue of the blank map with 

points of significance that archaeologists are also seeking to leave behind. The intent behind 

the term is to express the concept that people are not spectators in a taskscape, they are 

participants (Ingold 2000: 196), a taskscape is social; it involves other individuals, interaction, 

movement and cultural conventions. Landscape is the “congealed form” of the taskscape, 

landscape is what we see whereas the taskscape is the activity which forms and alters that 

landscape and it is the activity that we hear. The taskscape is constantly evolving, perpetually 

under construction. Individuals’ physical movement becomes embedded both in their 

memories and in the landscape, creating a visible record of the taskscape (Ingold 2000: 199-

204). The experience of landscape is one of remembrance for the local dweller or the 

archaeologist, engaging with an environment that is full of markers from the past. The rules of 

their engagement differ, as do the stories they tell, but both seek the past and so are involved 

in a similar process. A person who can tell the stories of the landscape is one who is attuned 

to picking up information from the environment that others might miss and the teller, in 

sharing their knowledge guides the audience to see the things that they see and follow the 

same path (Ingold 2000: 190).   

 

A theme running through all of these approaches is the emphasis placed upon movement and 

encounter. Travel from place to place involves the constant opening and closing of vistas, a 

transition through time and space, routes are remembered by a flowing series of continuous 

transitions as opposed to a set of points (c.f. Gibson 1979: 197, Ingold 2000: 238). If this 

constant stream of encounter is undertaken through a familiar environment it creates a mobile 

sense of place, a habitual journey where physical features combine with familiar routines and 

interactions (Edensor 2010: 70) to weave a path through place (Ingold 2004). Through 

walking an embodied dwelling-in-motion emerges as the predicable and familiar encounters 

take place (Urry 2007). A human, whether stationary or moving, is just one constituent in a 

space pulsing with intersecting trajectories and temporalities (Edensor 2010: 71).  

 

Moving around buildings Ingold applies the same concept of ever opening and closing vistas; 

the division not being between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ as much as the movement ‘from the 

inside going out’ and from the ‘outside going in’ (Ingold 2011: 85).  
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Managing and interpreting the ‘taskscape’ 

Heritage management is the result of a series of decisions. There are decisions made on what 

to preserve and how to preserve it and tell its story. Heritage after all is a social concept, all 

heritages are derived from the past and live within landscapes, practices and objects, but not 

everything from the past becomes heritage (Pearce 1998: 86). Identity and inequality are 

outwith the scope of this study; however it is important to note that these choices of which 

sites and which stories to present can serve as markers of particular narratives and repress 

others (cf. Harvey 2001, Wylie 2007, Smith & Campbell 2015).  

 

In the case of the WHS case studies decisions to preserve and present the sites have been 

made firstly at a local authority level, all of the sites in this study are either Scheduled Ancient 

Monuments or Grade I Listed Buildings and then at state level when they have been proposed 

as tentative World Heritage Sites. The final decisions have then been made by the World 

Heritage Committee who have agreed that they are of Outstanding Universal Value and 

worthy for preservation for future generations of humankind.  These include decisions about 

the extent of the significance for the purpose of drawing up boundaries and buffer zones and 

making practical decisions about the setting of the site (UNESO 2017).  

 

Regardless of designation every heritage site has a history of their own, they have not lain in a 

void since abandonment - history has carried on around and within them (c.f. Thomas 1996). 

This includes everything from abandonment and decay, rebuilding and reuse, or just standing 

visible within the landscape to archaeological and antiquarian interventions and their 

presentation from first designation to the present day. This creates a visible palimpsest of 

multi-period features within the site and/or its environs and also of interpretation and 

presentation methods through the 20
th

 and 21
st
 century. Invisible but still in existence is the 

archaeological record which lies buried beneath and around the site, bearing witness to life on 

the site before the visible remains were constructed, during its occupation, the decay of 

abandonment and to the activity in and around the site right up to the present day. Finally 

there is the missing archaeology, the features of the site that would have been very much part 

of the past experience, but have not survived to the present day.  

 

A heritage site almost always has a hidden element; the areas that are presented to the public 

are merely the visible, physical remains of a far more complex resource, both tangible and 

intangible. Thinking through phenomenology and other interpretive approaches immediately 

raises similarities between the visitor who is experiencing an embodied engagement with a 
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site (Obrador-Pons 2003) and the archaeologist who is using their own embodied encounter 

with the site as a tool for seeking to understand past experiences. The visitor is urged to 

imagine, feel and experience (c.f. Visit England 2017) what it was like in the past.  

On-site interpretation is the most commonly used aid to help visitors to experience these sites.  

Heritage interpretation developed from the conservation movements in 19
th

 century America 

out of the nature writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry Thoreau and John Muir. The first 

book on nature guiding was written by Enos Mills in 1920, one of the early campaigners for a 

National Park Service in the US. His writings stress that the visitor should be fully immersed 

in the natural environment, using their senses to awake a sense of wonderment and deeper 

understanding (Ablet & Dyer 2009: 212). The classic work on heritage interpretation is that of 

Freeman Tilden, whose book Interpreting Our Heritage was first published in 1957 and is still 

being reprinted regularly. Tilden defined interpretation as  

 

an educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use 

of original objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative media rather than simply to 

communicate factual information. Interpretation is revelation of a larger truth that lies 

behind any statement of fact. (Tilden, 1977: 8) 

 

Although Tilden himself was quick to point out that he was never quite satisfied with a single 

definition of interpretation since it is such an individual experience (Craig 2007:17). He laid 

out six principles of interpretation which are still very relevant to heritage interpretation 

today: 

1. Any interpretation that does not somehow relate what is being displayed or described 

to something within the personality or experience of the visitor will be sterile. 

2. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation based on 

information. But they are entirely different things. However, all interpretation 

includes information.  

3. Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the materials presented 

are scientific, historical or architectural. Any art is in some degree teachable. 

4. The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation. 

5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part and must address itself 

to the whole man, rather than any phase. 

6. Interpretation addressed to children…should not be a dilution of the presentation to 

adults but should follow a fundamentally different approach. (Tilden 1957/2007: 34) 
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In Tilden’s view interpretation is not merely the passing on of information but can be a 

transformative and holistic experience.  

Interpretation has been seen as both a way to engage a visitor and respect their prior 

knowledge, seeing them as an active participant with agency (c.f, Stewart & Kirby 1998, 

Uzzell 1998 Beck & Cable 2002) while others have seen it as a tool for controlling visitor 

behaviour and managing sites (c.f Beckmann 1998, Ham 2004). There is also a variance over 

whether interpretation is a two-way dialogue with negotiable narratives (c.f. Hooper Greenhill 

1994, Uzzell 1998, Ablet & Dyer 2009) or a challenge to face with visitors who may not be 

willing to be ‘educated’ (Boyd & Timothy 2001: 49).  

While WHSs have a role as an educational tool and a model of good practice (Leask 2006) 

the intangible nature of authenticity and spirit of place show that UNESCO and ICOMOS 

recognise that this is not a didactic relationship between visitor and interpretation but rather 

one which sees the visitor as an active participant. The previous chapter discussed the 

development of these concepts and their role within World Heritage. The inclusion of these 

emotional responses suggests an engaged experience where the visitor is reacting to aspects of 

the site that are sensory and beyond the scope of interpretation. 

Heidegger proposed that interpretation is never in isolation, being socialised in a particular 

culture means that we already have a “fore-structure” of background understandings, skills 

and habits that we use to negotiate everyday life. People always experience things as a 

“something” rather than “nothing” (Heidegger 1962: 189).  Visitors are approaching these 

sites not as an empty vessel ready to be filled with information, but with this whole “fore-

structure” of knowledge. Kamel describes these as “alike memories”, the heritage site 

immediately makes the visitor recall memories. These may not be memories of this particular 

site, but may be of a similar site, or information from the media, literature and their schooling. 

These unconscious memories often guide the visitor to seek for evidence in the physical site, 

or the on-site interpretation that matches and confirms these memories (Kamel 2011: 221).  

Combining the concepts of an embodied, engaged and active visitor experience indicates that 

there needs to be a link between the experience on site and the visitor’s own previous 

experiences.  Tying together these ideas from archaeological theory and heritage 

interpretation suggests that enabling visitors to engage with a site physically as well as 

intellectually with a basis on sound academic research would create the ideal conditions for an 

authentic visitor experience, whilst still preserving and experiencing the spirit of place. 

Central to the studies using a phenomenological methodology (c.f. Tilley 1994, 1996 2004, 
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Bender et al 1997, Hamilton et al 2006) is the use of movement, encounter and viewscapes to 

seek a clearer understanding of life at these sites in the past and the motivations behind their 

construction. Therefore in designing a methodology for this research an emphasis was placed 

on exploring further the embodied encounter of the visitor to investigate the potential for this 

to be used as an interpretive tool to aid their understanding of the site in the past. The 

following chapter discusses the design and implementation of this methodology.  
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Chapter Four: Methodology  

Chapter Two explored the way in which authenticity, integrity and spirit of place are defined 

in World Heritage policy.  The following Chapter then examined the development of 

archaeology and heritage management with particular emphasis on the embodied experience 

of landscape. Having investigated these approaches this chapter discusses how these were 

combined to create a methodology for analysing visitor experience at World Heritage Sites.  

In keeping with the theoretical background of this research the emphasis is on the individuals’ 

experience of the sites. Therefore the methodology focusses on both the movement and 

behaviour of the visitor on site and their own recounting of the experience through the 

medium of both interviews, and online open access data through the use of TripAdvisor.    

The development of qualitative methodologies over the last thirty years has been heavily 

associated with the shift in philosophical approaches within the social sciences. This shift in 

approaches has created a need for new methodologies which reflect the more qualitative and 

intangible issues being examined. Concepts of grounded theory (Geertz 1973; Strauss and 

Corbin 1994) and ethnographic research paradigms have filtered into many social research 

fields (Lewis 2002: 70). These represent a significant shift from previously positivist and 

quantitative methodologies working within a rigid framework of supposedly ‘objective data’, 

to a more flexible approach which acknowledges the innate subjectivity of the researcher and 

allows them the freedom to follow where the research process leads. Qualitative research is 

focussed on how individuals experience and make sense of the world and these 

methodologies allow the detailed recording and examination of this experience.  

 

The key feature of phenomenology as a philosophical approach is the focus on individual 

philosophers exploring their own experience. This has been carried through into archaeology 

where the archaeologist’s own experience of a landscape has been used to guide their 

interpretation of the landscape experience and use in the past. In order to counter some of the 

issues faced by those using phenomenology as a methodology (as discussed in the previous 

chapter) it is useful to look at the manner in which they have been dealt with by other social 

science researchers. While there are obvious differences in the experience and motivations of 

a student in education and a visitor at a heritage site, there are aspirations for both visitors and 

students to leave having had a pleasant experience and gained knowledge from the encounter. 

In both cases it is not a direct and didactic learning experience and there are many more 

complex factors involved (c.f Richardson 1999).  
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A brief survey of educational literature reveals that the same trend towards phenomenology 

was also seen in education psychology during the 1970s. Educational psychologists have also 

adopted phenomenology and, like archaeologists, they are also examining the experience of 

others rather than themselves. In order to adapt this approach and avoid the criticisms later 

received by archaeologists, educational psychologists have developed an approach they 

termed phenomenography. This approach is designed to apply the principles of 

phenomenology to exploring the experience of phenomena by others. This thesis has used 

some of the concepts from phenomenography in order to address the critiques of the use of 

phenomenology in archaeological research.  

 

Like phenomenology, phenomenography is relational, experiential, content-oriented, and 

qualitative (c.f. Marton 1986, Richardson 1999). Both aim to capture the richness of 

experience and all the ways in which the individual is experiencing the phenomena. Whereas 

phenomenology makes statements from the first order perspective, describing an individual’s 

own experience of the world, phenomenography takes a second order perspective and 

examines the ways in which different people experience the world. These variations between 

the different ways of experiencing something are seen as deriving from the fact that various 

parts or aspects of the whole phenomenon may be discerned simultaneously while others may 

be experienced separately or in sequence. Therefore the manner of experiencing something is 

an internal relationship between the experiencer and the experienced. The world, or some part 

of it, is present to the person; the world is experienced by the person, and the world would not 

be exactly the same without the person experiencing it. Therefore any description of 

experience is the description of this variation, a description of the range of variation in 

collective experiences rather than the description of the experience of an individual. The aim 

is to maintain the structure and essential meaning of the different ways of experiencing the 

phenomenon while leaving the specific details of individual experiences behind (Marton & 

Booth 1997: 113-14). 

 

In order to explore the embodied nature of the visitor experiences a methodology was 

developed that would study both physical and intellectual engagement with the sites. Case 

studies were chosen as the best research tool in this instance due to their flexibility and ability 

to act as a microcosm for wider issues (Denscombe 1998: 33). They are particularly valuable 

in offering the opportunity to deal with the subtleties and complexities of the sites themselves 

and offer the opportunity to examine individual and collective experiences at the site as well 

as reflecting issues affecting the wider situation.  
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Within the case studies a range of methods were used to capture the visitor experience. 

Behaviour was observed broadly at the site through the use of participant observation and 

direct visitor trackings were also utilised and categorised through a system based on that 

developed by Angela McClanahan during her observations at the Heart of Neolithic Orkney 

(HONO). McClanahan used trackings and in depth interviews in order to understand how 

heritage management impacted on relationships and behaviour of local communities and 

visitors at the HONO (McClanahan 2006). Looking to explore concepts of authenticity and 

spirit of place in visitor experience more broadly across three case studies these 

methodologies then diverged as the decision was taken to widen the sample and look at these 

issues on a larger scale. Therefore a combination of methods was used to look at behaviour 

and experience at both a macro and micro scale in order to compare and draw wider 

conclusions. The large scale observations allowed visitor behaviour to be described across the 

various monuments with emphasis on congregations of visitors and common behaviours. This 

was then checked at a micro level with specific visitor trackings enabling behaviour to be 

observed at close quarters to add more detail. The same pattern was followed with the visitor 

recall of the visit. All of the online reviews on TripAdvisor.com for visits in 2013 were 

transcribed and coded with a unique code (see appendix one) and analysed. Out of this 

analysis it became obvious that themes were developing in the visitor reviews, these are used 

to discuss the results in the following chapters: 

 People and Communities 

 Temporality 

 Emotional and sensory responses  

 Management 

These were checked against a number of short interviews which were administered on site at 

the case studies sites to test the results to rule out the effect of interviewer bias in the 

interviews and the reputation for the anonymity of online review sites to create a negative bias 

in reviews.  

 

Case studies 

The sites were chosen to reflect the diversity of UK archaeological sites currently inscribed on 

the UNESCO World Heritage List as cultural World Heritage Sites. The case studies were all 

of traditionally managed and presented sites, representing commonly used methods and 

techniques within the UK over the last few decades. The chosen sites were: 
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 Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS 

 Hadrian’s Wall, part of The Frontiers of the Roman Empire WHS  

 Durham Cathedral and Castle WHS 

These case studies were strategically chosen to cover both an extensive time period and a 

variety of types of site. All the sites are long established heritage attractions with high visitor 

figures. As WHSs all have been designated as of Outstanding Universal Value and have 

fulfilled the UNESCO criteria for authenticity and integrity. This gives them a number of 

useful assets as case studies. As WHSs they all have a Statement of Significance, detailing 

what exactly is of Outstanding Universal Value about the site; these can be both tangible and 

intangible features. They also all have a management plan which details their day to day 

management and aims for the future.  

The three case studies represent three different types of site, not only in terms of chronology 

but also in layout. The Heart of Neolithic Orkney is a dispersed rural site; Hadrian’s Wall is a 

linear and largely rural site, while Durham Cathedral and Castle is a nucleated urban site. 

While superficially very different all of these case study sites are composed of groups of 

smaller sites that would have been functioned as a single, or closely interrelated, complex in 

the past. This is a key feature for this study it provides the opportunity to examine the manner 

in which visitors move around and between the smaller sites while also exploring the manner 

in which they understand the operation of the site as a coherent whole in the past.  

The fact that these three sites are all complexes containing sites within them did cause some 

issues in designing the methodology. There are various practical constraints which prevent the 

entire complexes being viewed as a whole.  

The main body of Hadrian’s Wall is 135km long; this means that it is impossible to carry out 

representative visitor observations or interviews along the whole of its length. In order to 

gather a higher quality of data, rather than a superficial survey of the whole site, the decision 

was made to focus on the most famous and highly visited site on the Wall, Housesteads 

Roman Fort. This is also the best preserved Wall fort and therefore illustrates all the features 

to be found in a typical Roman fort. Housesteads has a rural location, access along a similar 

line to the original south road, through a well preserved archaeological landscape and into an 

apparently clearly laid out fort. The site is located on a well-preserved stretch of the Wall 

within the central sector, with examples of the Vallum, wall ditch, turrets and milecastles 

within a short walk of the site along marked footpaths.  
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While not as large an area as Hadrian’s Wall, the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS is also too 

widely spread to allow for a full survey of all the sites. Therefore the same decision was taken 

as at Hadrian’s Wall, the research was focussed on and around the isthmus between the 

Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar. The reasoning behind this was broadly the same; 

this is a well preserved and highly visited landscape which offers the scope for visitors to 

walk outside of the sites themselves in a rural area with a high density of archaeological 

features.  

Durham Cathedral and Castle are set tightly together on the Durham City peninsular and offer 

the opportunity to look at the whole complex at the same time. This presents a slightly 

different case study as the whole complex is actively in use in the present day, not primarily 

as a tourist attraction but as a working Church and university halls of residence and college. 

Designing a methodology to capture visitor experience 

Central to this research is the concept of an embodied experience. The encounter is not merely 

one of the visitors with the on-site interpretation and the monument itself, but the whole 

experience, which includes emotional and sensory as well as intellectual engagement. The 

physical infrastructures of site management, other people, the viewscape and soundscape, and 

even the weather all play an important part in the experience of the visitor. There are several 

aspects to the question - is it possible to put authenticity at the heart of World Heritage visitor 

experience, promote interpretation based on sound (defined here as rigorous) research and 

inventories, whilst also preserving and promoting the spirit of place of a World Heritage Site? 

These are broken down into:  

 Sound Research and inventories 

 Current on-site interpretation 

 The observed visitor experience 

 The recounted visitor experience  

 

Sound research and inventories? 

The Paris Declaration (ICOMOS 2011) states that visitor experience should be based on 

sound research and inventories, which is defined for the purpose of this research as rigorous 

and academically credible research. Therefore in order to place the evaluation of the visitor 

experience into context it needs to be situated beside this research. Studies of heritage 

interpretation generally focus on how visitors are responding to the on-site interpretation (c.f. 

Timoney 2008, Benton 2009, Adkins & Mills 2011, Kamel 2011, 2015). In this case it is 
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unusually taken back one step further to explore how the interpretation reflects both this 

research and the site inventories and then how the visitor experience reflects them. Chapters 

Five, Six and Seven all begin with a survey of the academic research and understanding of 

each case study, focussing where possible on access, movement and meaning; factors that 

would have influenced the experience of a visitor to the site in the past. This strips each case 

study back to reveal the bones of the archaeological interpretation that underlie the 

presentation of the site. In each case obviously this is a wealth of material which could never 

all be placed into the visitor experience but it demonstrates the potential that is there to draw 

on in developing the visitor experience.  

 

For example, the Housesteads case study in Chapter Six involved reviewing the literature 

relating to the site, including excavation and geophysical survey reports, this was used to 

build up an impression of the site during the second century AD (the period on which most 

site interpretation is focussed). Wider literature relating to the Roman period was also used to 

gain an understanding of movement, access and experience around this site. These academic 

resources recreate a sense of the ‘taskscape’ that imprinted the landscape; the crystallised 

result of people going about their everyday lives (Ingold 2011: 47).  

Current on-site interpretation 

Secondly, the case study sites were visited to investigate the on-site interpretation and any 

aspects of the physical infrastructure and management of the site that would be encountered 

by visitors such as: 

 The precise location and alignment of on-site interpretation,  

 other signage,  

 the location of museums/visitor centres,  

 car parks, 

 fences, gates or barriers,  

 the routing and surfacing of paths, 

 land management regime (e.g mowing/grazing etc). 

 

The observed visitor experience 

Thirdly, the visitor behaviour itself was observed. This part of the methodology has a strong 

ethnographic influence, arriving at the site as soon as it opened and remaining there for the 

day, over the space of a week in peak season, moving around the sites with, and among, the 
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visitors. During this time general observations of visitor behaviour and movement were 

undertaken as well as detailed trackings.  

General observations 

At each site several days were spent building up field notes and maps focussing on general 

visitor behaviour. The manner in which this was carried out varied slightly between case 

studies, as it was heavily dependent on the topography, vegetation and buildings on and 

around the site.  

At Housesteads observations were made relatively simple by the topography of the site; it was 

possible, with very little movement on the part of the researcher, to survey the entire site and 

immediate environs from the central range of buildings within the fort. Visitors were also 

observed from a distance using a grassy bank beside the car park. This position allowed the 

whole fort and its immediate landscape to become visible, highlighting movement within the 

landscape and areas of visitor clustering.  

Within the HONO WHS general visitor observations were undertaken by spending most of 

the time around the Stenness and Brodgar isthmus, moving between the sites and around the 

car parks in order to observe visitor behaviour. Due to the nature of the dispersed site and the 

low lying nature of the isthmus there is no single vantage point so general observations were 

undertaken while moving between the sites and within each individual site.  

At Durham visitors were observed moving around Palace Green, between the sites, around the 

adjacent streets and riverbanks and within the Durham WHS visitor centre. Due to the urban 

nature of the site these observations were undertaken by spending time in various different 

areas of the site in order to build up and impression of patterns of visitor behaviour. Again 

this case study had an added layer of complexity by its modern use as a working site.  

These general observations allowed visitor behaviour to be observed in a more sweeping 

manner, which was then used to compare and consolidate data obtained by other means. 

Observations of this sort made it immediately obvious where clusters of visitors gathered and 

which areas were little visited, or swiftly passed by. This exercise was then repeated at each 

site with a gap of at least a year between visits in order to verify the reliability of the data and 

reduce the likelihood of climatic conditions, or the presence of a large group for instance, 

affecting visitor behaviour.  

Visitor tracking 
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Several days were then spent tracking individual visitors, or small groups, around each site. 

This was undertaken from a vantage point where as much as possible of the site was visible to 

allow unobtrusive tracking, with little actual movement on the part of the researcher, in order 

to reduce the likelihood of any effect on the visitor behaviour. These trackings were recorded 

simultaneously on a blank plan of the site, noting down the direction of travel and where 

visitors stopped. The times of the visit were recorded, as were the weather and the gender and 

approximate age(s) of the visitor or group. All the plans were later digitised and can be found 

in the appendixes.  

Several practical considerations impacted on visitor tracking. General visitor observations 

were possible around each site; however specific individual trackings were impossible in 

some areas of the sites for practical reasons. Housesteads, Stones of Stenness and Ring of 

Brodgar all allowed an open view where tracking was possible and therefore was carried out. 

However a comprehensive set of visitor trackings for the HONO sites already exist, recorded 

by McClanahan (2004) over the course of a year. Therefore the main purpose of these 

trackings was to compare them, and the observations, with McClanahan’s findings in case of 

any variability of the intervening eight years. 

Visitor tracking was more difficult in Durham Cathedral due to issues of visibility and 

sensitivity. Trackings were discretely undertaken from a seat in the Nave of the Cathedral 

from whence, with a little movement, the entire body of the Cathedral was visible.  A certain 

amount of discrete strolling around the Cathedral allowed the Galilee chapel and side chapels 

to also be observed.  

Around the environs of the Durham peninsular individual tracking was not possible due to 

issues of visibility caused by the urban nature of the site coupled with dense tree cover on the 

riverbanks.  

Each site studied also had some guided tour options, either through a guidebook or a site 

guide or ranger. Official site guides were followed and their route recorded and the guide 

book route was also noted 

The recounted visitor experience  

The final aspect of the investigation of visitor behaviour comes from the visitors themselves 

in the form of analysis of short interviews on site and online open access reviews on 

TripAdvisor.  

Interviews 
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Visitor interviews were undertaken over several days to give a snapshot of the visitor 

experience and understanding of the site. Interviews were conducted as the visitors left the 

site; no active sampling strategy was employed. Every visitor (or group of visitors) was asked 

whether they would be happy to talk for a few moments about their visit; therefore the sample 

consisted of visitors willing to take part, and the random factor of missing out visitors who 

left while another group was being interviewed. At the rural sites of HONO and Housesteads 

visitors proved very willing to be interviewed and would often use the opportunity to ask 

questions about the site, which were recorded in the interview notes. However at Durham 

there was a very different response and it proved far more difficult to get visitors willing to be 

interviewed. General enquiries among the visitors who did stop and among local shop and 

heritage centre staff suggested that the issue was the amount of market research and charity 

fundraising currently going on in the city centre which was making visitors unwilling to stop 

for someone with a clipboard. This was backed up by the fact that the most successful 

location for visitors agreeing to be interviewed was within the Durham World Heritage Site 

Visitor Centre where it was immediately obvious the research was associated with the WHS.  

The interviews consisted of a set list of questions and a plan of the site (see appendixes) was 

used as a stimulus for discussion and to collect further data on visitor movement. The visitors 

were shown the plan and asked to indicate their route around the site. The visitors were asked 

to indicate not only their route on the plan, but also at which locations they had stopped. This 

provided a stimulus for discussion and yielded clues to the level of understanding the visitor 

truly had of the site layout and functions, as opposed to their answer when asked directly 

whether they felt they had understood the site. The interviews were not audio recorded due to 

climatic conditions and the exposed nature of the sites making it impossible to use recording 

equipment with any success. However notes were taken at the time of the interview and then 

written up the same day. The routes described by visitors were later compared to those 

collected through visitor tracking in order to ascertain the reliability of reporting and compare 

to the general trends and patterns. The interview notes were transcribed and can be found in 

the appendix, each interview has a code which allows it to be quoted and cited in the text, for 

example the first interview carried out at Housesteads is coded H1.  

Due to the limited time most visitors were spending at these popular and busy sites and the 

high wind, and in some cases heavy rain, interviews were kept short and were limited in 

number. Given the opportunity to repeat this research the number and length of the interviews 

would be increased. However all information gathered from these interviews tallied closely 
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with the tracking, observations and internet research, therefore it is unlikely that duplication 

of these interviews or the increase in their length would alter the findings of this study.  

 

Housesteads 

Hello, I am researching visitor experience at World Heritage Sites. Do you mind if I speak to 

you for a moment about your visit? 

This is a plan of the fort and the area around it. Here is the museum, that is the car park and 

the entrance to the fort is here. Inside the fort this is the commandant’s house, the 

headquarters building is here and the hospital here, the granaries and barracks are here and the 

latrines down here.  

1. Could you tell me where you visited?  

2. Now could you tell me a little more about your visit? 

3. What made you come to Housesteads? 

4. What was the most memorable aspect of your visit? 

5. Did you understand the site?  

6. Do you feel you understand life here in the past? 

7. And finally, have you been to any other heritage sites recently, or are you planning to visit 

any? 

Figure 4.1 An example of interview questions, administered at Housesteads Roman Fort 

Online open access data 

In order to greatly widen the data set online data was also used to analysis recounting of 

visitor experiences. All of the case studies have active TripAdvisor pages where visitors leave 

reviews of their visit. The visitor interviews were analysed beside the TripAdvisor reviews for 

each site during the whole of 2013, in order to balance out any potential bias. Online review 

sites have a reputation for having a negative bias, while interviews can have a positive bias 

due to the interviewer effect (c.f. Gold 1997, Kozinets 2010). The same year was selected for 

each site as that removed the variable of trends in online behaviour which could influence the 

results. The year 2013 was selected as this was after all of the fieldwork took place at each of 

the sites; only reviews were selected that referred to visits that took place within 2013, any 

reviews of earlier visits were not included. Once they had been copied off TripAdvisor, 

usernames were removed and replaced with codes with TA and indicating the site, for 

example the most recent TripAdvisor review from Housesteads is coded HTA1. These 
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reviews can all be found in the appendixes and the codes are used as citations for any review 

quotes used within the thesis.  

Analysis 

Typical of a largely qualitative methodology this data set comprised a variety of different 

mediums, including maps, photographs, interview notes and various other field notes. 

Analysis of the trackings was broadly based on some of the categories devised by 

McClanahan (2006) as a way to identify and group different visitor behaviours: 

 Conformists – spend some time at the site, visit the key features of the site and read 

most of the panels. 

 Tasters – spend a very limited time at the site, going directly to the most visually 

striking area of the site or the most famous feature.  

 Explorers – thoroughly investigate the site, read every panel and visit every permitted 

area.  

 Rebel Explorers – these follow the same pattern as the explorer except they are 

prepared to break rules during their visit, particularly in accessing areas that are 

prohibited in their quest to thoroughly explore the site.  

The set of maps, trackings, photographs and behavioural observations created by this study 

was used to build up an impression of the way people are moving around the sites and their 

immediate landscapes today, both through their own behaviour and the influence of the site 

itself, both in terms of deliberate on-site interpretation and the influence of the other external 

factors discussed earlier, such as other visitors and the physical infrastructure of the site.  

Discussion 

The methodology used for this study consisted of a combination of broadly ethnographic 

methods based upon the concept of phenomenography. At the most basic level in data 

collection the researcher wishes to illuminate the ways in which the individuals being studied 

experience the phenomenon of interest (Marton & Booth 1997: 129), in the case of this study 

the phenomena is the heritage site and its environs. Not the concept of the site as advertised in 

the tourist literature, although those expectations have considerable influence on the tourist 

experience (Urry 1990), but the actual site itself. The aim of this data collection was to study 

what individuals actually do when they are within the site, how they move, interact and 

experience the site; the variability in how they experience the phenomenon of a heritage site. 

This data forms a ‘pool of meaning’ which contains information pertaining both to the 
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individual and the collective. Within this data the researcher needs to distinguish between the 

different ways in which the phenomenon is experienced and different ways in which the 

different ways of experiencing them is expressed. The overlap of this material allows a set of 

collective experiences to be extrapolated; thus categories of description have a strength that 

they would not have if individuals were studied (Marton & Booth 1997: 133). This 

phenomenographic approach was chosen in order to recognise the potential of the concept of 

an embodied encounter while avoiding a major criticism of phenomenology as an 

archaeological methodology; the focus on a single individual experience. By seeking 

collective variation rather than focussing on the individual experience it also acknowledges 

the variability of both the human body and the human experience. Environmental variability 

has been accounted for as far as possible by incorporating data on past climates, vegetation, 

agricultural practices and variation in sea levels into the examination of the sites in the past. 

In presenting the data certain constraints are presented by the physical form of this study but 

the use of maps beside description and photography is intended to give a good overview of 

the sites. All data collected is available in its full form in the appendixes and clear detail given 

throughout in order to create a repeatable and verifiable study.  

The ethical basis of the study 

Permission was sought from site owners (Historic Environment Scotland, English Heritage 

and Durham Cathedral and the Durham World Heritage Site Co-ordinator) to undertake 

participant observation and interviews on each site, an example of the research outline for 

permission is in Appendix Four. Visitors approached to be interviewed were given a short 

preliminary introduction to the research, an example of which is also in Appendix Four. No 

data was collected from visitors and usernames were removed from all TripAdvisor reviews 

when they were transcribed. The methodology was passed by the Ethics Committee of the 

University of the Highlands and Islands.  
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Chapter Five: The Heart of Neolithic Orkney Case Study  

 
This chapter is the first of three presenting and exploring the results from the WHS case 

studies. Addressing the question of whether it is possible to put authenticity at the heart of the 

visitor experience, based on sound research and also preserve and present the spirit of place 

this chapter explores the academic conceptualisations of the site, the management and 

presentation and finally an analysis of the visitor experience. As the first in a set of three case 

studies the following chapters have the same layout as this one to allow them to be more 

readily compared and discussed in Chapter Eight and Nine. All the data discussed in this 

chapter can be found in the appendixes.  

 

The Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS lies on the Orkney mainland (see figure 5.1)  inscription 

consists of six discrete sites (see figures 5.2, 5.3, 5.4): the settlement site at Skara Brae, the 

stone circles at Stenness and Brodgar, the chambered tomb at Maeshowe and the Watch Stone 

and Barnhouse Stone. Together these were inscribed as representing “the cultural 

achievements of the Neolithic peoples of northern Europe, during the period 3000-2000 BC” 

(UNESCO 2017).   

 

In order to explore the concept of authenticity at the HONO the scope of this chapter extends 

beyond the WHS boundaries to include the Ness of Brodgar, which had not been discovered 

at the time of inscription but is proving to be critical to the understanding of the monument 

complex, Barnhouse village and the wider environs which help to contextualise the 

monuments. This is a deliberate move in order to allow the site to be understood in context, 

the interpretation of the WHS extends outside of the inscribed boundaries as it needs to in 

order to represent the past significant of the complex and its environs. It is noted in statement 

of Outstanding Universal Value that the boundaries are tightly drawn and do not encompass 

the wider landscapes setting of the monuments and may leave them vulnerable to incremental 

change (UNESCO 2017).  
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Figure 5.1 Location of the HONO WHS (Crown Copyright 2017)  

 

 



61 
 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Location of the HONO monuments (Crown Copyright 2017)  
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Figure 5.3 The Heart of Neolithic Orkney, Stenness-Brodgar monuments (reproduced 

courtesy of Historic Environment Scotland) 

 

This chapter is divided into three sections; the first briefly examines the inscription, 

ownership and management. The second then explores academic conceptualisations of the site 

during the Neolithic and Bronze Age, the period for which it is inscribed. The main part of the 

chapter presents the results of the observations, trackings and the analysis of the visitor 

interviews and reviews. This then enables a discussion of the manner in which the visitor 

experience relates to the WH inscription and the academic research.  

 

The inscription 

The HONO was inscribed in 1999 under criteria (i), (ii), (iii), and (iv), as an outstanding 

testimony to the cultural achievements of the Neolithic people of northern Europe (UNESCO 

2017).  

 

“Criterion (i): represent a masterpiece of human creative genius 

Maeshowe is an exceptionally early architectural accomplishment, which, together with the 

visually interconnected Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar, represents a masterpiece 
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of human creative genius. The major monuments that make up the World Heritage Site 

display the highest sophistication in conception, design and execution. 

Criterion (ii): exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or 

within a cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or 

technology, monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design 

The World Heritage Site exhibits an important interchange of human values during the 

development of the architecture of major ceremonial complexes in the British Isles, Ireland 

and north-west Europe. 

Criterion (iii): bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to 

a civilization which is living or which has disappeared 

Through the combination of ceremonial, funerary and domestic sites, the World Heritage Site 

bears a unique testimony to a cultural tradition which flourished between about 3000 BC and 

2000 BC. The state of preservation of Skara Brae is without parallel amongst Neolithic 

settlement sites. 

Criterion (iv): be an outstanding example of a type of building or architectural or 

technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human 

history 

The World Heritage Site is an outstanding example of an architectural ensemble and 

archaeological landscape which illustrate a significant stage of human history, that is, when 

the first large ceremonial monuments were built”. (Historic Scotland 2013) 

 

Together the sites “demonstrate the domestic, ritual and burial practises of a now vanished 

5000 year old culture with exceptional completeness” (Historic Scotland 1999). A key aspects 

of authenticity in the HONO is not just its structural authenticity in terms of preservation but 

the location, setting and interrelationships of the Stenness-Brodgar monuments which “define 

the modern experience of the site and seems to be inextricably linked to the reasons for its 

development and use in prehistory” (Historic Scotland 2013: 20).  

 

Current management and interpretation 

The WHS partners are Historic Environment Scotland, Scottish Natural Heritage, Orkney 

Islands Council (OIC) and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. All of the inscribed 

WHS is owned and managed by Historic Scotland; Barnhouse village is owned and managed 

by Orkney Islands Council.  
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Interpretation takes the form of panels on site, the interpretation centres at Maeshowe and 

Skara Brae and tours led, free of charge, by Historic Scotland Rangers at the Stones of 

Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar, and at the Ness of Brodgar during the excavation season. 

There are also several guidebooks available which elaborate more of the background and 

setting of the sites and provide maps of the archaeology in the surrounding area.  

 

Conceptualising the past experience of the HONO 

During the period between 3,400 and 2,150BC a sophisticated monument complex including 

Maeshowe, the Stones of Stenness, Ness of Brodgar and Ring of Brodgar (and probably 

associated standing stones and the unexcavated Ring of Bookan, although these features are 

undated) was being constructed. At the same time the settlement of Barnhouse was 

constructed near the edge of the loch of Harray and approximately 8km away, another 

settlement was also being constructed at Skara Brae.  

 

Lowland Orkney during the Neolithic appears to be characterised by low-intensity grazing 

and arable farming combined with declining birch-hazel scrubland (Farrell 2009: 379-380). 

The Stenness-Brodgar area is a low lying piece of land set within a natural bowl of hills and 

dominated by the lochs of Harray and Stenness. The two modern lochs are now joined and the 

Loch of Stenness is a sea loch, however prior to c. 1440-1270 cal BC the Loch of Stenness 

was a freshwater or lagoonal loch; however sea access was probably still fairly easy from its 

northern end. Survey undertaken in and around the loch suggests a lower sea level in the past 

and a number of possible terrestrial archaeological features were identified within the lochs 

(Wickham-Jones et al 2008: 2).  

 

The Ness of Brodgar is built roughly east-west across the centre of the isthmus. Around the 

same time the Stones of Stenness was being constructed and within the next few hundred 

years the Barnhouse settlement was largely abandoned and replaced by a very substantial 

building (structure eight). With the abandonment of the settlement at Barnhouse the area was 

left with little or no domestic settlement. The Ness of Brodgar site on the isthmus was then 

expanded and the already massive outer wall widened. By 2600BC the Ness of Brodgar 

buildings appear to be dismantled and largely obliterated and, just as at Barnhouse, the 

previous buildings are replaced by a large and unusual structure (structure ten) that bears a 

resemblance to structure eight at Barnhouse. At the same time as structure ten is being built at 

the Ness of Brodgar the Ring of Brodgar is also being constructed nearby. Skara Brae (built c. 
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3200BC) was abandoned c. 2200BC (Ashmore 2005: 388) and at the Ness structure ten was 

infilled with midden and rubble and many of the walls robbed out.  

 

A landscape of control  

It has long been apparent that there are relationships and alignments between many of the 

sites in this area. Current thinking suggests (c.f. Richards 2013) that the focus of the Stenness-

Brodgar area during this period was the Ness of Brodgar. Two processional routes may have 

linked an approach through or past the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar with the 

Ness of Brodgar. From the south-east this forms a processional route broken by water; 

perhaps comparable with the River Avon breaking the route between Stonehenge and 

Durrington (Parker-Pearson et al 2006: 212-13). Approaching from either direction the route 

passes between the two lochs, a transition between land and water, uplands and lowlands.  

Inland from both ends of the isthmus there may have laid a substantial wall, still visible as the 

Dyke of Sean to the north-west. It has also been suggested that the massive wall recognised 

beneath the bank of Maeshowe (Challands et al 2005: 233-5) may represent a similar 

boundary to the south-east (Downes et al 2013: 93). The Dyke of Sean has an entranceway 

curved inwards towards the centre of the isthmus and the monuments.  

 

Once through these initial boundaries the stone circles would have been encountered, the Ring 

of Brodgar to the north-west and the Stones of Stenness to the south-east.  Richards suggests 

that the Ring of Brodgar may represent a passageway, a node to pass through on a routeway, 

pilgrimage or processional route leading towards the Ness of Brodgar.  The ridges leading 

from each causeway support this concept, suggesting the henge enveloped an existing small 

routeway (Richards 2013: 91). This routeway appears to continue through the Comet stones 

on the south-eastern side, leading towards the Ness of Brodgar, bounded by another massive 

wall.  

 

Approaching from the south-east the visitor would be following the line of the Barnhouse 

stone past the massive turf covered mound of Maeshowe towards the Stones of Stenness. The 

Barnhouse Stone forms the point of a triangle between the Stones of Stenness and Maeshowe, 

being aligned with, and visible from, both sites.  

 

The Stones of Stenness is currently interpreted as having a single entrance and appears to 

have been both earlier in date and quite different in character to the Ring of Brodgar, having a 

hearth at its heart and evidence of feasting debris in the ditches (Downes et al 2013). The 
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entrance is aligned to the north, meaning that the subject would need to pass beyond the circle 

before turning back and entering from the open space between the Stones and Barnhouse 

village. The Barnhouse Odin excavation in this space suggests that the open area was used for 

food preparation and activities relating to the destruction and deposition of mace heads 

(Challands et al 2005). Excavation also revealed a third standing stone in the Watch Stone 

group. These stones are not aligned directly with the Stones of Stenness but with this open 

space to the south-east and the Ness of Brodgar in the north-west. The surrounding hills also 

feature standing stones which may also relate to this monument complex, possibly continuing 

the pattern designed to funnel movement in towards the Ness of Brodgar, or wrapping the 

entire landscape with more encircling stones (c.f. Richards 1996, 2013)  

 

Architecture and cosmology  

It is generally accepted that during this period the ritual and domestic were entwined (c.f. 

Parker-Pearson & Richards 1994, Richards 1996, Thomas 1996, Bradley 2005, Richards 

2013). The houses and the chambered tombs referenced each other and the cosmology; both 

have a very clearly defined layout and control the movement in and around them and have 

defined zoning for different activities (c.f. Parker-Pearson & Richards 1994: 45, Richards 

1996 & 2005, Garrow, Raven and Richards 2005: 250, Downes & Richards 2005: 127). The 

domestic architecture of the houses of the living was echoed within the chambered tombs, 

using the familiar code of a restricted entrance, cruciform layout and side recesses without the 

'dresser' or vital life-giving hearth (Henshall 1963, Richards 1993, Bradley et al 2001).  

Among the monuments of the HONO links between the past and the present are expressed 

literally as well as architecturally, there is evidence of earlier buildings being reused and 

referenced at Maeshowe  (Richards 1996: 197, Garrow, Raven and Richards 2005: 250) and 

the Stones of Stenness (Hill & Richards 2005, Challands et al 2005, Richards 2013) 

 

Construction and use of space at the Stone Circles  

Excavation at the Stones of Stenness has shown no evidence of a monolith ever having been 

present at the estimated position of stones 12 and 9. The incomplete nature of the circle 

supports the idea that it may not have been a single massive project but a series of events 

which were themselves the focus of celebrations (Challands et al 2005: 222-4). At the Ring of 

Brodgar the monoliths appear to have been erected far more rapidly and with less permanence 

than those at the Stones of Stenness (Richards et al 2013: 104). However at both stone circles 

the monoliths appear to have been erected as separate events rather than a single building 

project. The lithology of the stones identifies specific groupings of stones coming from single 
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quarries, suggesting a different community may have been responsible for each group. This 

suggests the work was punctuated both spatially and temporally, creating an appearance not 

dissimilar to today with short arcs of stones, individual monoliths and isolated pairs making 

up the circle. The digging of the ditch also appears to have been undertaken as a series of 

interconnected, elongated pits and may have a relationship with nearby monoliths, suggesting 

the entire construction may have been divided between various groups (Downes et al 2013: 

106 -117). This is also supported by the evidence of the central hearth which apparently enters 

its massive monumental phase after it has ceased to have a practical function: suggesting that 

the hearth was in use during the building process but once it was nearing completion it 

became monumentalised (Challands et al 2005: 225).  

 

Experiencing the stone circles 

The Stones of Stenness may have exhibited a recognisable house form, the hearth wrapped by 

an encircling boundary, with single entrance, and a pair of standing stones, similar to the 

door-jambs of a late Neolithic house (Challands et al 2005: 216), leading into the central area. 

However, it was open to the sky, more public than a house or tomb and created on a massive 

scale. Despite the outer bank the prehistoric visitor would still have been able to see the top 

sections of the massive stones, while it still remained a potentially controlled space with a 

single entrance through the outer perimeter. Once over this threshold the visitor would 

immediately see the same view as on entering a house: the central life giving hearth. In order 

to move into the central area the visitor will pass through this bank or wall and across the 

causeway spanning the substantial ditch. Its base coated with the remains of activities within 

the Stones: ash from the fires, animal bones and grooved ware vessels from past feasts 

(Richards 1993: 175, Challands et al 2005: 223).  

Unlike the Stones of Stenness however, at the Ring of Brodgar there is currently little or no 

evidence of structures in the centre of the circle or feasting detritus within the ditch. Although 

no excavation has taken place to date, geophysics suggests no regular anomalies such as those 

seen at the Stones of Stenness (Downes et al 2013: 115).  The arrangement and alignment of 

the entrances, however, does appear to have been equally deliberate, with broader monoliths 

placed more closely together as they approach the two causeways (Downes et al 2013: 102). 

Geophysics also suggests that there may also have been a facade-like arrangement of posts by 

the south-eastern causeway (Downes et al 2013: 101).  

 

The stone circles present a very different face to the outside world to that presented by 

Maeshowe, and the atypical large buildings with apparently restricted access that are structure 
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Eight at Barnhouse and Structure Ten at Ness of Brodgar. While they all conceal and present 

spaces in an apparently very deliberate way, the circles appear to be much more open, the 

space is opened out and 'wrapped' in a different, more publicly accessible manner (Downes et 

al 2013: 117). The space remains clearly divided into 'inside' and 'outside', 'different' or 

'separate' (cf Harding 2003: 39) but in a much more open and visible form.  

 

This architectural device of wrapping spaces also apparently reflects the landscape context of 

the sites; enclosed by the ring of hills and with water on either side the shape of the henges 

echoed the landscape around (cf. Richards 1996, Bradley 1998, Watson 2001). Water was 

being used to 'wrap' sites; referencing the waterscape in which they lived in where 

engagement with the lochs & sea occurred on a daily basis. The location of the two circles on 

the higher ground with water filled ditches created a social & topographical microcosm where 

water is both a division and a conduit. The entire complex is located in the best place in 

Orkney to achieve this effect (Richards 2013: 89). 

The construction of these monuments would have changed the character of the landscape and 

the manner in which it was experienced. Locations which had been freely accessible may 

have become restricted spaces; the creation of boundaries influenced or directed the 

movement of people, creating a prescribed order of encounter and restricting the numbers of 

people having access to certain places (Bradley 2000: 104). 

 The location of this monument complex on a major routeway and accessible from the sea 

suggests that it was not simply built or used by a single local community (Noble 2007: 71). 

The clustering of sites at a nodal point such as this may indicate not only special significance 

of the locale itself but also a wider social significance. A focus for pilgrimage bringing 

together different groups; suggesting a network of traditions and significance that override 

community boundaries and alliances (Harding 2007: 43) The juxtaposition of the monuments 

of course also enhances the impression of scale and splendour (Richards 1996: 190) and 

leaves a highly visible physical mark on the landscape. The inclusion of fragments of earlier 

sites and the use of specific raw materials from significant places established a link between 

monuments and places and across time (c.f. Bradley 2000, Cooney 2000, Jones 1999 & 

2005). Recent geophysical analysis has also revealed further sites in the landscape.  

The monuments are linked visually by a series of alignments and conceptually by a blending 

of architecture and cosmology within and between the ritual and the domestic. The setting of 

the complex between two bodies of water, within a bowl of hills; a place where the land meets 

the water and they both meet the sky (Bradley 2000: 133); reflects the significance of the 
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elements, transformation and the categorisation of space and time (c.f. Richards 1996: 193); a 

special interwoven relationship at this spiritual node of Orkney (Ritchie 1995: 73). 

 

Whilst these sites were probably all in use simultaneously for a short period the most notable 

aspect of this landscape c.3000-2500BC would probably have been the massive building 

activity taking place. Richards describes the Stenness-Brodgar area as best understood not as 

a place of completed monuments and domestic settlements, but as a place of constantly 

unfolding building projects; an intensively populated building site (Richards 2013: 66-67). 

  

The Modern Visitor Experience 

Orkney is marketed today as a getaway destination, the “perfect place to unwind and switch 

off” (Visit Orkney 2017). Tourism is one of Orkney’s most significant industries with over 

140000 visitors annually (Orkney.com  2017) arriving as both as independent tourists and on 

coach and cruise ship tours. The heritage of the islands is a significant draw and the stone 

circles in particular can be seen everywhere on tourism marketing and souvenirs. Kirkwall, 

Orkney's county town, forms the starting point for many tourist experiences of the 

archipelago. The Northlink ferry from Aberdeen to the Northern Isles docks here and the 

Kirkwall airport lies approximately 5km southeast of the town.  

 

Observing the streams of peak season traffic entering and leaving the Stenness-Brodgar area it 

soon became clear that the majority of the visitors arrived by car from the south-east on the 

Kirkwall-Stromness road, the A965. Coaches were also generally visible travelling along the 

road or parked in the Ring of Brodgar car park (and a smaller number parked, or waiting to 

park in the Stones of Stenness layby). There is a service bus which stops at the junction with 

the B9055, however only one or two visitors were observed to access the sites in this way. A 

small number of cyclists were observed visiting the sites but these were very much in the 

minority.  

 

There is only one, single track, road (see Figure 5.1) across the isthmus, which is also a main 

route to the west mainland of Orkney. There are also paths alongside the road for much of its 

length between the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar, and around the RSPB 

reserve.  

 

The Encounter  
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All of the interviewees had arrived by car and parked at each of the site and had not walked 

out into the landscape of the sites or between them. A small number of the visitors mentioned 

the chambered tombs of Unstan and Cuween; none referred to any other Orcadian 

Neolithic/Bronze Age sites. Observation confirmed that the majority of visitors do not 

generally leave the major monuments; during the week of observation a few visitors were 

observed at the Comet Stone. Although the Ness of Brodgar excavations were observed to be 

busy with visitors throughout the week none of the interviewed visitors at the Stones of 

Stenness or the Ring of Brodgar had visited the dig. A small number of visitors were 

generally to be found congregating around the Watch Stone at peak times, some 

photographing the stone, although at the time of observation a swan and cygnets on the loch 

of Harray were also attracting attention.  

 

 

Figure 5.4 The Stones of Stenness (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

The other sites in the immediate environs of the WHS do not have on-site interpretation and 

some can be difficult to access.  A solitary cyclist having his lunch in the shelter of the ditch 

at the Ring of Bookan was the only visitor observed at this site. The remains of the chambered 

tomb at Bookan is also marked on the guide book map however it is also largely inaccessible 

due to the presence of a substantial barbed wire fence with no stile.  
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This section discusses the observations undertaken at the Stones of Stenness and Ring of 

Brodgar over a week in July 2012. These observations are based on general movement 

observations, direct trackings of individual visitors and the routes taken by the Historic 

Scotland (now Historic Environment Scotland) Ranger Tours which are offered daily at these 

sites during peak season. As discussed in Chapter Four, the trackings are analysed using a 

system of categories developed by McClanahan in her trackings undertaken at the Ring of 

Brodgar and Stones of Stenness (McClanahan 2006) with the addition of an extra category as 

a result of observations and trackings at the Stones of Stenness.  

 

Figure 5.5 The Ring of Brodgar (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

Observing behaviour at the Stones of Stenness 

The Stones of Stenness lie just off the road; parking is in a layby and entry is via a gate into 

the field in which the stones now sit; the field is managed by grazing sheep. There is an 

interpretation panel beside the path, looking towards the stones. The panel contains text 

regarding the building of the circle, the builders and evidence for the use of the monument.  

 



72 
 

 

Figure 5.6 Interpretation panel at the Stones of Stenness (Photo © E.Renwick) 

 

As discussed above, the Stones of Stenness are earlier than the Ring of Brodgar; excavation 

and survey has revealed distinct differences between the two stone circles. A clear difference 

was also observed in the visitor behaviour between the two sites. At the Stones of Stenness 

visitors were more likely to play - hugging the stones, pretending to push them over and allow 

children to run around the site. Overall the behaviour was informal and relaxed. Photography 

played an important part in the visit, photographs most commonly being of each other with 

the stones rather than of the stones in isolation. The most commonly observed behaviour at 

the Stones of Stenness was flitting from a brief skim of the panel, to taking photographs, 

touching stones and laughing and joking with their companions. Visitors were observed to 

leave via the stile towards Barnhouse Village but these were very much in the minority.  

 

Brief ‘Taster’ visits were far more common at the Stones of Stenness than the Ring of 

Brodgar. A Taster visit was exemplified by those visitors who walked in, read the panel and 

left, or circled the nearest stone and then left. The average panel reading time for tracked 

observations was just under 3 minutes.  
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Figure 5.7 Behavioural Observations at the Stones of Stenness (sample of 10 tracked visits) 

 

 'Explorers'- Visitors who take time to explore the site comprehensively and read 

all on-site interpretation 

The Explorer visits to the Stones of Stenness are best illustrated by OTSS9 who stayed the 

longest of any of the tracked visitors. They spent 35 minutes on the site, beginning by reading 

the panel, then looked carefully at all the stones and the ditch, one went down to Barnhouse 

for 5 minutes and read the panel while the other stayed at the stones. When her companion 

returned they apparently noticed the Watch Stone, crossed the stile and walked down the 

footpath to it. On returning they went via Barnhouse and spent 15 minutes reading the panels, 

looking at all the houses and photographing out over the Loch of Harray.  

 

 'Tasters' – Visitors who spend little time at the site and focus on key features 

OSST4 represent typical 'Tasters' they read the panel carefully but then he returned directly to 

the car; she walked up to the nearest two stones and the 'altar', looked at them, touched them 

and then returned to the car. These visits were very brief and place emphasis on reading the 

panel and a tactile engagement with the stones, something that was evident in all the different 

categories of visitor.  

 

 'Conformists' – Between the Explorers and Tasters; the Conformist visitor will 

spend some time on site and read most of the on-site interpretation 

OSST3 represents a ‘Conformist’ visit, they read the panels, walked round examining and 

touching the stones, photographing the stones, and each other with the stones, and then 

Conformists

Tasters

Explorers

Rebel Explorers

Playful non-conformists 
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returned to the car. McClanahan suggests that touching the stones is not typical behaviour for 

a 'Conformist' however this was so commonly observed at the Stones of Stenness during 2012 

that for the purposes of this study it has been included at the Stones of Stenness as 

'Conformist' behaviour. 

 

 'Playful non-conformists' – Visitors who play at the site, climb, swing on stones  

This was not one of McClanahan's categories but has been added to include behaviour 

observed specifically at the Stones of Stenness during this study. Illustrated here by OSST8 

who read the panel, walked around stones apparently randomly, pretended to push over and 

climb on the stones, photographed each other doing this, swung on the remains of the 'altar' 

then returned to car. Behaviours such as hugging, pushing and swinging on the stones were 

repeatedly observed at the Stones of Stenness. These visitors do not appear to be engaged 

with the site, other than physically and are apparently purely there to play on it and 

photograph each other doing so. This behaviour was not observed at the Ring of Brodgar 

where visitors tended to behave more formally.  

 

Historic Scotland Ranger Tour  

The Ranger led guided tour observed at the Stones of Stenness started at the interpretation 

panels then progressed directly through the stones and over the stile to Barnhouse. Stopping 

once more at the interpretation panel at Barnhouse the guide then led the group across to the 

furthest house where she pointed out the low doorway and the immediate view through it to 

the ‘dresser’ and discussed the arrangement of the village including the central hearth in the 

open area. Moving onto the next house the differing arrangement was discussed, with no 

‘dresser’ and only the right-hand hearth used for cooking, discussed movement within the 

house and alignment of building. She then entered Structure Eight over the wall, mentioned 

the ‘correct’ convoluted route around the passage and over the hearth in the threshold; 

interestingly 4 of the 19 visitors on the tour then chose to enter the building following this 

route. Leaving Barnhouse she proceeded up the track and into the stone circle, demonstrating 

the echo in the centre. Pointing out the central hearth she compared it with the lack of a hearth 

identified within the Ring of Brodgar and explained the concepts of a circle for the living and 

a circle for the dead. The tour finished with a brief history of major events in the life of the 

monument after its abandonment.  

Observing behaviour at the Ring of Brodgar 

Parking for the Ring of Brodgar is located at the opposite side of the road from the site. There 

is a semi-circular interpretation panel in the car park with a timeline running along it, the 
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panel discusses the construction of the ring, origin of the stones, the concept of a ritual 

landscape and associated stones and mounds as well as information on birds and flowers to be 

found in the vicinity as the Ring of Brodgar is surrounded by an RSPB reserve. A boardwalk 

then leads to the road which is crossed to access the site via a grassy path through a gate on 

the opposite side. Walking up hill towards the stone the visitor enters via a causeway across 

the ditch. The path runs around the interior of the stones, signs forbid access into the centre of 

the ring and into the ditch which surrounds the stone circle.   

 

 

Figure 5.8 Part of the semi-circular interpretation panel at the Ring of Brodgar (Photo © E. 

Renwick) 

 

At the Ring of Brodgar McClanaghan observed 'Conformists' as the highest proportion of 

visitors at the Ring of Brodgar, a category she then divided into 'Conformists1: rounders' and 

'Conformists 2: rounders who visited the south mound'  (McClanaghan 2004: 45-46). 
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Figure 5.9 Ring of Brodgar Trackings  

 

'Conformist1: Rounders' 

Almost half of the visitors tracked at the Ring of Brodgar fell into this category (see Figure 

5.9), illustrated by ORBT11 who walked up from car park, entered via the north-west 

causeway, walked around the interior of the stones, stopping to point things out and talk 

animatedly together. They photographed individual stones and across the circle to the Loch of 

Harray before exiting via the north-west causeway and returning to the car park.  

 

'Conformist2: Rounders who visit the South Mound' 

Although this category were observed generally throughout the observation week (circling the 

interior of the stones and then visiting the South Mound) only one of the tracked sample fell 

into this category. ORBT9 were active and appeared engaged, taking photographs, pointing 

things out and looking at individual stones. They entered and left via the north-west 

causeway, circling the interior of the stones and then following the path to the South Mound 

before returning down the main path to the car park. 

 

'Tasters' 

Conformists 1 
42% 

Conformists 2 
8% 

Tasters 
17% 

Explorers 
25% 

Rebel 
Explorers 

8% 

Ring of Brodgar Trackings  
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As with the Stones of Stenness the typical 'Tasters' were coach party groups with an average 

stay of 20-30 minutes at the Ring of Brodgar, which generally allowed enough time to walk 

up to the stones, listen to the guide for 5 minutes before the north-west causeway and then 

circle the interior of the stones and return to the coach. In the sample these were illustrated by 

ORBT10 who entered by the north-west causeway, walking to the first set of stones and 

photographing each other before returning to the car park. Most of the 'Tasters' either quickly 

touched or photographing stones, or strolling around apparently more interested in their 

companion(s) than the site.  

 

'Explorers' 

More 'Explorers' were identified at the Ring of Brodgar than at the Stones of Stenness, 

although this would be significantly reduced if visitors who walked to Salt Knowe were 

included in a 'Conformist' category ORBT3 (who appeared to be a pair of cyclists from their 

dress) were typical ‘Explorers’ who left the paths and visited more of the site than most. They 

approached in the typical manner from the car park, however they then deviated from the 

usual routes by visiting Salt Knowe first, then round to the South Mound, they then walked 

back to the north-west causeway and circled the interior of the stones to the south-east 

causeway where they exited the circle, walked down to the Comet Stones, stood there looking 

at the stones and pointing up towards the stone circle then left via the five bar gate onto the 

road. 

 

'Rebel Explorer'  

McClanahan defines 'Rebel Explorers' as visitors who deviates from the paths and may 

disobey signs to explore the site further (McClanahan 2004: 154). During this week of 

observations, as mentioned earlier, only one visitor was observed to behave in this manner. 

This happened during the tracking period; this visitor was very purposeful, ORBT6 entered 

the interior of the circle via the north causeway, turned to the left, downhill, and circled the 

interior of the stones, touching and taking photographs of individual stones. On reaching the 

point opposite South Knowe he climbed down through the ditch to reach the mound, then 

came back across the field to Salt Knowe and returned via the main path to the car park.  

 

Historic Scotland Ranger Tour  

The Ranger Tour at the Ring of Brodgar began at the semi-circular interpretation panel beside 

the car park. Crossing the boardwalk, the first stop was to identify the wild flowers growing 

around and beneath it. Moving on, the tour crossed the road and entered the field within 
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which the Ring of Brodgar sits. The group paused to look at the RSPB panel and discussed 

the birds and bees which inhabit the area and conservation methods used in order to protect 

them. Uphill to the south-west causeway which the Ranger said was “not the right way to go 

in” and described the group of henges, including the Ring of Bookan and the possible henge 

recently identified in the loch of Harray by Caroline Wickham-Jones. He then led the group 

past the causeway to South Mound.  

 

 The Ranger identified some wild flowers near the mound and went onto talk about the 

arrangement of access in the Neolithic, with the Comet Stone originally being one of four 

stones, possibly forming an entrance to the east, then into the henge via the north-east 

causeway, turning right on entry “the Neolithic way”. The Ranger then elaborated on this by 

referring to the discrepancy between ‘bed’ sizes on the right and left side of Neolithic houses 

and the presence of “obstructions” at Skara Brae and Barnhouse to prevent people going to 

the left on entry. He then described the spacing of the stones and the recent excavations. 

Pointing out the wide causeway to the west and narrow causeway to the east he suggested it 

as a possible indicator of control of movement, a narrow entrance and wide exit? The Ranger 

then pointed out the Unstan chambered tomb as the oldest feature visible in this area and 

finished the tour at the north-east causeway, leaving visitors to explore within the circle at 

their leisure.  

 

Comparing the visits  

At the both the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar McClanahan observed the 

majority of the visitors falling into the Conformist group. This concurs with the behaviour 

observed by this study in 2012. The majority of visitors to the Stones of Stenness entered, 

read the panel, walked up to the stones, wandered around a little within the circle and then 

left. In the case of the Ring of Brodgar, again the pattern is consistent, the majority of visitors 

walked around the path inside the stones, with some then visiting the south mound on exiting. 

McClanahan identified 'Tasters' and 'Explorers' as a minority which was broadly borne out by 

observation in 2012. Although, perhaps due to the time of the observations, during peak times 

of peak season, these observations identified more 'Tasters' than 'Explorers' with only a single 

individual falling into the category of 'Rebel Explorer'.  

 

The continued erosion visible at the Ring of Brodgar in areas which are not permitted (and 

clearly signed) suggests that there are a considerable number of 'Rebel Explorers' using the 

site; however it seems reasonable to suppose they are more likely to do this at quieter times 
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rather than when the site is busy. No visitors were observed moving around the landscape 

beyond the sites.  

 

 

Figure 5.10 “Please keep to the perimeter path” with visible erosion (Photo © E.Renwick) 

 

Visitors were visibly interested in views out from both of the stone circles, but far more 

obviously at the Ring of Brodgar. The prime positions for viewing the landscape were at the 

remains of the 'altar' stones at the Stones of Stenness, and on the west side of the Ring of 

Brodgar (looking across to the Loch of Harray). Photography was clearly an important 

motivator in this behaviour, visitors were photographing views, stones and each other; almost 

every visitor was carrying either a camera or a smart phone and these were clearly a focus of 

their visit.  

 

Recalling the visit  

The recounting of the visit by visitors supplements the behavioural observations undertaken 

on site in order to build a picture of the visit from their own perspective. As discussed in 

Chapter Four this data was collected from interviewer administered surveys on site and an 

analysis of a year of TripAdvisor reviews online.  
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The first dataset has been obtained from twenty two short interviews undertaken at the Ring 

of Brodgar (12) and the Stones of Stenness (10). Two key questions during the interview 

explored memorable aspects of their visit and their understanding of the site and life there in 

the past, as described immediately, while the visitor was still at the site (see Chapter Four, for 

more detail on interview format and questions). The rest of the interview collected the data 

discussed earlier regarding the nature of their visit, their mode of transport and which sites 

they had visited and planned to visit.  

 

The other dataset was obtained from an analysis of the online reviews uploaded TripAdvisor, 

focussing on visits to the Ring of Brodgar (52) and Stones of Stenness (25) undertaken during 

2013, with additional data from Skara Brae (131) reviews from the same time period, where 

relevant. The results from all these sources have yielded very similar data and therefore have 

been discussed thematically together in the following section.  

 

People and Communities 

Seeking to gain an insight into the lives of people and communities has been central to much 

of the archaeological research in and around the HONO as discussed in the first section of this 

chapter.  

 

When asked whether the interviewee felt they understood life at the site in the past the 

interviewees appeared to be discomforted and tended to laugh nervously when venturing an 

opinion or evaded the question entirely. Less than a quarter of the respondents responded 

directly to this question by mentioning life in the past at the stone circles or generically life in 

Orkney during this period.  Those that did respond had clearly been considering the issue and 

generally referred to having discussed this with their companions:  

 

 “..was the Ring of Brodgar a marketplace....like Neolithic Tescos?” [laughing] “A 

place for people to gather and trade.” (OB3) 

 

 “They must have had a lot of time and manpower available to put up the stones....but I 

suppose they didn't have much to do beyond a bit of hunting..” [laughing] (OS1) 

 

 “...it must have been a rough living” (OS2) 
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 “It’s a good location – good hunting, good fishing; a good location in the fertile valley 

bottom. It was obviously an important site to them, but we will never know why” 

(OS9)  

 

 “We understand that life in the Neolithic would change with the time of year, 

everything was linked to the seasons” (OB11) 

 

The TripAdvisor reviews very rarely mentioned any past populations in association with the 

stone circles and never discussed them directly.  Indirectly, however, both interviewees and 

reviewers referred to them in the context of their technological achievements. e.g.  

 “We are intrigued by how they transported huge stones like this” (OB3)  

 

 “Marvel at the amount of effort needed to dig the surrounding ditch out of the rock 

and bring the stones from all over Orkney without the use of metal tools” (TARB2) 

 

Although the Ring of Brodgar is referred to as a sacred site (discussed later in this section) 

and one reviewer has “a genuine feeling of what the ring must have originally been like” 

(TARB32) there is no discussion of the community that built these sites.  

 

The reviewer closest to discussing a specific personal view of what the stone circles may have 

been like when they were in use was TARB4: “Stonehenge keeps secret what went in inside 

the stones while Brodgar exposes them to everyone” (TARB4)  

 

Out in the landscape at the Ring of Brodgar another reviewer imagines “life when it was 

simpler, more elemental” (TARB37). A minority of the reviews refer to moving around the 

landscape between the sites, approaching from a specific direction or looking at the site from 

a particular point. Most just mention that this would be a good place for a “country walk” 

(TARB20), however several do suggest specific routes (e.g.): 

 

“If you get a chance approach on foot from the Ness of Brodgar excavations, on the mown 

footpath along the shoreline and in from the west...that way you'll have chance to contemplate 

this monument without too many folks around you” (TARB22) 

 

A small number of the interviewees anticipated that visiting the Ness of Brodgar and/or Skara 

Brae would help with their understanding of life in the past, for instance: “Especially at the 

Ness of Brodgar dig…and we are looking forward to learning more at Skara Brae” (OS7) 
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It is perhaps to be expected that the stone circles did not provoke comment on the day to day 

lives of the community in the way the remains of a house might. An interviewee who had 

taken the Historic Scotland Ranger guided tour around the Stones of Stenness and Barnhouse 

village) felt he understood life there in the past through the guided tour and by “..looking at 

the houses at Barnhouse and imagining what life there must have been like” (OS6). Although 

just over a quarter of the Stones of Stenness TripAdvisor reviews refer to Barnhouse: only 

one reviewer mentions life at Barnhouse as he imagines the “cramped but cosy lifestyle” 

(TASS16) the houses must have afforded their occupants. 

 

In order to explore this concept further the TripAdvisor reviews for Skara Brae were analysed 

over the same period, to investigate whether a primarily domestic site within the HONO 

would inspire more comment on daily life than seen at the stone circles. Initial analysis of the 

reviews did reveal a considerable increase in the references to life at the site in the past 

compared to the reviews from the stone circles (see figure 5.11). However when examined in 

more detail the references to people and past lives were still very much in the minority.  

 

 

Figure 5.11 References to life in the past, Skara Brae TripAdvisor reviews  

 

The generic references remained vague  (e.g.)  

 “how such an ancient civilisation lived” (TASB10)   

Specific 
descriptions 

6% 

Generic 
mentions 

13% 

No mention 
81% 

References to Life in the Past - 
Skara Brae 
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 “..more advanced than we credit” (TASB11).  

The reviewers that did comment on life at the site in the past generally focussed on the 

furniture and layout of the houses, although some did use this to expand on the life of the 

inhabitants (e.g.)  

 

“You will find that you might well have lived in a solid stone structure, covered by hide, clay 

and turf, with an open fire to cook your fresh caught fish, a larder to store for the winter and 

a bed built of stone but softened by dried grasses and heather” (TASB94) 

 

Temporality 

Age and temporality is central to the practise of archaeology; the age of the sites in the 

HONO is a fundamental aspect of both their inscription and a recurring theme in associated 

research (c.f Downes et al 2005: 37). On site the age of the stone circles is represented by a 

timeline on the base of the semi-circular interpretation panel in the Ring of Brodgar car park 

and Skara Brae has a timeline laid out in stone slabs beside the path down from the visitor 

centre to the site.  

  

The chronology of the stone circles was not mentioned by any of the interview respondents, 

however the TripAdvisor reviews contained references to either specific ages e.g. “50 

centuries old” (TARB9), comparisons with Stonehenge “remembering that the current 

Stonehenge is the younger” (TARB4), or generic descriptions such as  

 “ancient sentinels” (TASS20),  

 “old ground” (TARB27),  

 “you can feel the history oozing from the place” (TASS12).  

 

At Skara Brae there were considerably more references to time and chronology (see figure 

5.12).  
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Figure 5.12 References to time at Skara Brae, TripAdvisor reviews 

 

The age of Skara Brae is repeatedly emphasised in both the visitor centre at the site and in a 

time line along the path to the site which 'walks' visitors through 5,000 years of major 

historical events. These appear to have made an impact on visitors as there is a considerably 

higher proportion of reviews referring to age on the Skara Brae TripAdvisor page (e.g.): 

“...amazing experience to look 5000 years back into our past” (TASB6). 

 

Emotional and sensory responses  

The modern WHS sit within a rural and primarily agricultural landscape, “a magical 

prehistoric landscape…Hauntingly beautiful, this is an area of ritual, mystery and great 

archaeological significance” (Visit Orkney 2017).  The emotional and sensory responses 

from visitors as recounted in interviews and TripAdvisor reviews have been analysed to 

indicate whether an experience of the spirit of place is being recorded by visitors.   

 

Three aspects of the stone circles appeared to have attracted interview respondents' particular 

attention. The primary aspect was the impressiveness of their scale and setting; over half of 

the visitors mention or infer this in their comments. This ranges from the more restrained: 

“amazing setting” (OB7 and OB9) to more dramatic responses such as: “It's so still and 

empty; it really gives you a sense of how they were, stark, brutal” (OB8) 

 

The adjectives used by the respondents to describe the stone circles range from the “stark, 

brutal” (OB8, above) to “peaceful” (OS10, OB1), “stunning” (OS10), “fabulous” (OB3), 

Generic 
age 
11% 

Specific dates 
24% 

No reference 
65% 

References to time at Skara Brae 
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“beautiful” (OB5), “awesome” (OB8, OS8). The range of superlatives used in TripAdvisor 

reviews were very similar (see figures 5.13, 5.14 below).  

 

 

Figure 5.13 Title words from TripAdvisor reviews, Stones of Stenness 

 

 

Figure 5.14 Title words from TripAdvisor reviews, Ring of Brodgar.  
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A small number of the respondents and reviewers show an interest in the unusually shaped 

split and lightning struck stones, mentioning these stones as the most memorable aspect of the 

visit. There was also an interest in historical graffiti on the stones. This preoccupation with 

the more unusual stones and the physicality of touching, stroking and hugging them was also 

mirrored in observations and trackings as discussed earlier in this chapter.  

 

Some of the interview respondents spoke of the stones using powerful language such as 

“stark, brutal” (OB8) and two hinted at beliefs and significance: 

 

 “It was obviously an important site to them but we will never know why” (OS9) 

 

 “Do we know anything about the belief systems of the people who built these things?” 

[referring to Salt Knowe] (OB2) 

 

A small number of the TripAdvisor reviews also place emphasis on sacredness and concepts 

of sacred space. Comments focussed most heavily on the feeling of sacred space and the 

power of imagination and were mostly from Ring of Brodgar reviews (e.g.). 

 

 “as you walk the perimeter you feel you could almost be starting your own ceremony” 

(TARB7) 

 

 “Must be something very primordial but felt the need to dance naked around the 

stones :-)) But didn't.” (TARB43) 
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Figure 5.15 Sacredness and atmosphere at the Ring of Brodgar from Trip Advisor 

 

This echoes the observations earlier in the chapter that the Ring of Brodgar was more likely to 

be seen as a sacred site; what is “atmospheric and mysterious” (TASS14) at the Stones of 

Stenness appears more likely to be described as “sacred” (TARB 27) at the Ring of Brodgar.  

 

 

Figure 5.16 Sacredness and atmosphere at the Stones of Stenness from TripAdvisor 
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Perhaps predictably, the experience of weather commonly appears as a critical factor in the 

experience of the sites, over a quarter of all the reviews mention the weather. These primarily 

discuss the weather as adding to the atmosphere of the site (e.g.) 

 

 “There is something mystical and all enveloping in being in the middle of the circle, with the 

wind howling around you and the rain pecking at your cheeks” (TARB24) 

 

There are also more practical considerations and advice for other visitors, including the need 

for “a few layers” (TASS 24) due to the exposed position and to come prepared for “biting 

insects” (TARB19). 

 

Three interviewees referenced the otherness of the HONO, comparing it to other countries: 

“it's so different to home” (OS2, an Australian couple), “It's all wonderful, there is nothing 

like it in the U.S” (OS7) and: 

 

 “It's all fantastic, we have seen most of the world and this is the most fascinating day we 

have have had for years. We have been Egypt, S America…all over the world...but this is 

better – so different to anything else” (OS5)  

 

The managed experience  

The responses to management at the sites not only showed reactions to the management of the 

site, but also raises interesting questions regarding what visitors are placing significance on. 

Beginning with the on-site interpretation: Four of the interview respondents (OS2, OS6, 

OB10, OB11) had been on a guided tour, two a Historic Scotland Ranger tour, one a Discover 

Orkney tour and the fourth was on a cruise ship coach tour with a tour guide giving a 

commentary on the coach. All were very positive about their experiences with the guides 

(e.g): “The guides are very good; they give a good idea of living here” (OB10)  

 

One other respondent mentioned live interpretation in response to being asked whether they 

felt they had understood the site “...we have been to a fair few living history demos” (OS8). 

While this respondent may indeed have seen some Neolithic/Bronze Age living history 

demonstrations it is also possible they were unclear on the chronology of the site and were 

thinking of the far more commonly seen re-enactments and demonstrations from later periods.  
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Three respondents mentioned a lack of information on site, or a “chance to guess” (OB9) 

depending on their view point.  

 

 “..would need more information to be able to imagine what life was like” (OB2) 

 

 “It is really good but raises more questions than answers” (OB4) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.17 Interpretation panels at the stone circles, from TripAdvisor reviews 

 

References to the HES Rangers were overwhelmingly favourable with only one neutral 

comment and no negative comments. The interpretation panels didn’t fare so well on 

TripAdvisor reviews, being seen as inadequate by more visitors than saw them as an asset to 

the site experience.  

 

Comparing the site experience to other experiences of their own links in interestingly with the 

concept of “fore-structure” (Heidegger 1962) or “alike memories” (Kamel 2011) as discussed 

in Chapter Three. Overall 14% of the interview respondents compared the management of the 

HONO sites favourably to Stonehenge in their responses: 

 

 “They are not as visually stunning as Stonehenge but it's great that you can just walk 

up and touch the stones” (OS3)  

Neutral 
8% 

Positive 
3% 

Negative 
8% 
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Interpretation panels at the stone circles 
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 “It is so nice to get among the stones, not like Stonehenge” (OS1) 

 

 “You can really get near the stones (we live near Stonehenge and you just can't get 

close to them now, it's just not the same as it used to be)” (OS5) 

 

Another couple expressed a similar opinion, relating to Newgrange: “we love the freedom of 

the sites, not gated like Newgrange and full of tour buses; it's great to see it as working 

farmland, not a museum” (OB3) 

 

Almost a quarter of the Ring of Brodgar Trip Advisor reviews also compared in favourably 

with Stonehenge (e.g.): “Stonehenge was pretty cool. These are way better. Few people, ring 

is larger and you can walk among them” (TASS18)  

 

The presence of crowds at peak times was also seen as a problem at the HONO (e.g.) “We 

passed the site the other day when a tourist bus just dropped its load. Guess you won't feel 

anything then” (TARB 8).  

 

A well-travelled reviewer who had visited most of the English stone circles considered the 

Rollright stones in Oxfordshire as the only other circle that came close to the Ring of Brodgar 

in “terms of energy and atmosphere” (TARB30), due to the lack of entry charge and the 

freedom to access the stones directly. There was only negative reviewer among the sample of 

77 reviews of both sites. They felt the Ring of Brodgar compared unfavourably to Avebury, 

for similar reasons: “The problem is I've seen Avebury, which is similar, but larger and less 

touristed” (TARB10) 

 

The importance of touching the stones wasn’t just visible in visitor observations, it was also 

mentioned by both the interviewees and the reviewers as a major advantage of the HONO 

stone circles over Stonehenge, 6% of the reviewers mentioned touching the stones as a 

significant part of the experience of the sites (e.g.) “Walk amongst the stones, touch, feel, 

soak up the atmosphere” (TASS17). A similar view is expressed by another Ring of Brodgar 

reviewer praising the 

 

“..glories of the Orkneys...you can explore many sites on your own, as long as you are willing 

to crawl through tunnels, get dirty, and be adventurous” (TARB51) 
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One interview respondent compared the management of the different sites within HONO, 

preferring the Stones of Stenness to the Ring of Brodgar because of the ability to “get into the 

middle of the circle” (OS9). Access into the stones was something that both Ring of Brodgar 

and Stones of Stenness reviews mentioned favourably; although some noted that you do not 

have the same access to the entire site as at the Stones of Stenness, however “you have 

complete access to the ring and the stones themselves” (TARB47) which apparently was 

some compensation. Another Ring of Brodgar reviewer after discussing the disappointment of 

a return visit at a busy time of day also noted: 

 

“It was also very annoying to see 3 very inconsiderate people right in the centre of the 

conservation area in the centre of the stones, trampling down the heather and totally ignoring 

the instructions to stay on the path. Brodgar is a place that deserves respect” (TARB30) 

 

Generally both the stone circle reviewers and the interviewees were positive about the setting 

and management of the site. In a similar vein to the Stonehenge and Newgrange comparisons 

above two reviewers felt strongly in favour of the light touch approach in the management 

and interpretation at the sites: 

 

 “...this is a wonderful unspoiled site which has not falled [sic] into the hands of 

rapacious tourism developers (unlike the otherwise wonderful Skara Brae), so go and 

see it while it still sits there in all its natural dignity” (TASS16) 

 

 .”..it was all the better for not having fallen into the hands of tourism developers 

who'd only build 'interpretative centres' with little information but lots of speculation 

and charge entrance fees to pay for it” (TARB37) 

 

The visitor experience at the stone circles  

The response of visitors to the HONO appears to be generally very positive. The attitudes to 

interpretation predictably vary; some visitors liked the limited amount of interpretative panels, 

while others wished for more information. The HES Ranger tours however were unanimously 

popular with those of the sample who engaged with them and are an excellent way of 

engaging visitors and disseminating current research. Unfortunately thw nature of the tourism 

at the stone circles means that even among the independent visitors many are not allowing 

long enough on site to partake of these tours. Both in TripAdvisor reviews and in interviews 
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visitors appeared to be reluctant to discuss past people or communities; in interviews visitors 

were visibly slightly uncomfortable when asked about this. Skara Brae reviews revealed more 

references to life in the past, however it was still a small minority who referred to life in the 

past in any detail; the majority were similar to the generic references to age, referring 

sweepingly to “ancient civilisations” as opposed to the specific inhabitants of Skara Brae. Age 

was something that came out clearly as a significant value placed on the stone circles. The 

difference between the behaviour at the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar are also 

visible in these interviews and reviews, the Ring of Brodgar is far more likely to be seen as 

“sacred”, whereas the Stones of Stenness are “atmospheric”. The physical encounter with the 

stones emerged as a very important part of the visit, seen in these recountings as well as the 

observations discussed earlier in the chapter, and something that caused a number of visitors 

to rate the visitor experience above that of Stonehenge. The otherness of the sites was visible 

in comparison with the visitors own experiences, something that was valued and contributed 

to by the open rural landscape and even the weather. An implicit assumption of authenticity 

can be read in these reviews, stones that you can touch, that are set in “unspoiled” landscapes 

and not too crowded by other visitors.  

 

This chapter has demonstrated the comprehensive academic research conceptualising the sites 

of the HONO during their construction and use. The Heart of Neolithic Orkney World 

Heritage Site Research Strategy 2013-2018 ties together the HONO WHS Management Plan 

with ongoing research agendas and strands of this research can be seen in the guided tours 

given by the HES Rangers. The interpretation panels on site all contain academically correct 

and largely -to-date information which follows themes visible in the academic research (c.f. 

Card et al 2007).  

 

The visitor experience reflects a strong spirit of place which is encapsulated by the tourism 

marketing for the sites: 

 

“In the West Mainland, you'll discover a magical prehistoric landscape - The Heart of 

Neolithic Orkney UNESCO World Heritage Site. Hauntingly beautiful, this is an area of 

ritual, mystery and great archaeological significance” (Visit Orkney 2017) 

 

The spirit of place recounted by visitors is about sacredness, age, atmosphere and otherness, 

about the experience of weather, the physical encounter with the stones and the open, 

unspoiled landscapes.  
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A direct comparison of the visitor experience to the inscription of the WHS reveals which 

areas of the Outstanding Universal Value are being communicated successfully and where 

there are areas of discrepancy: 

 

 Criterion (i): represent a masterpiece of human creative genius  

This is reflected successfully in the visitor experience and has tapped into a fascination 

with the technological achievements represented by the stone circles.  

 

 Criterion (ii): exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time 

or within a cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or technology, 

monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design 

There is very limited reference to these values and cultural links in the narratives of 

visitors, one visitor mentioned that the Stone of Stenness are older than Stonehenge and 

several references to visits to the chambered tombs at Cuween and Unstan. There is no 

evidence that visitors appreciate the interconnectedness of the HONO with other sites in 

Orkney, the U.K and across Europe which is one of the key themes in research.  

 

 Criterion (iii): bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition 

or to a civilization which is living or which has disappeared 

The first part of this chapter illustrated the depth of work that has been done on 

understanding the communities that constructed and inhabited these monuments. However 

the visitor experience showed a distinct lack of confidence in referring to the people at 

these sites and where they were discussed there were misunderstandings of the nature of 

the Neolithic, seeing them as hunter gatherer groups as opposed to farmers. The mystery 

surrounding these sites in the visitor experience is greater than is justified by the current 

state of academic knowledge. Although, interestingly, the more informal visitor behaviour 

and reduced mention of sacredness at the Stones of Stenness may actually echo the 

archaeological evidence which reveals a hearth at the heart of the circle and evidence of 

feasting within the ditches encircling it (c.f. Challands et al 2005) as opposed to the 

apparently empty centre to the Ring of Brodgar. However this may well be the result of a 

different management strategy and approach, less formal, lacking much of its ditch and 

accessible immediately from a layby rather than the longer approach to the skylined Ring 

of Brodgar.  
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 Criterion (iv): be an outstanding example of a type of building or architectural or 

technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in 

human history 

As mentioned above with reference to criterion (i) there is a visible interest in the 

technology that allowed these sites to be constructed and they are still viewed with awe; 

however no mention is made of the relationship between sites in the monument complex 

and with other features in the landscape and the cosmology.  

 

When the sites that now comprise the HONO were constructed they were part of a complex 

taskscape, which included areas where movement was heavily controlled and spaces 

restricted. Architectural codes that linked the past with the present, the ritual with domestic 

extended across house, tomb and stone circle. The Stenness-Brodgar complex represented a 

place both of restriction and of communal activities, reaching out across Orkney and further 

afield, part of a much larger cultural network.  However this was not a static landscape, it was 

a place of constant flux and transformation, quite probably simultaneously a building site and 

a focus for ritual and pilgrimage (c.f. Richards et al 2013).  

The modern experience is also an encounter with distinct sites within a complex landscape of 

controlled movement. Evidence from both the trackings and observations and the reviews and 

interviews suggests that awe is still evoked by the sheer scale and setting of the sites. 

However the more specific architectural codes are, unsurprisingly, more difficult to 

comprehend and while some visitors are fascinated by their technological achievements the 

people and communities who built and inhabited these sites generally prove elusive to the 

imagination. The architectural codes of the past have been replaced by the codes of a modern 

heritage site, behaviour is influenced by the presence, or absence, of panels and visible paths 

and the behaviour of other visitors.  In terms of interpretation the HES Ranger tours appear to 

be very effective and memorable, as does the time line at Skara Brae. However for the 

majority the sites remain awesome and empty.  

 

Conclusion 

The Heart of Neolithic Orkney provides a case study exploring the manner in which the site is 

conceptualised by archaeologists and experienced by visitors.  Examining the archaeological 

research we see this was a very connected, dynamic set of sites, the importance of which has, 

and is, transforming our view of the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age. The visitor experience 

shows a clear physical connection with the stone circles, a compulsion to touch, examine and 

photograph the stones and a sense of the spirit and feeling of the site as both a spiritual site 
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(especially the Ring of Brodgar) and an opportunity to encounter the ‘other’, an environment 

that is wild, remote and sacred, very different from their everyday lives. The visit is primarily 

inwardly focussed with the stones mediating their connection with the landscape, even 

looking out into the wider setting the stones are a key feature of the photograph.  

 

The recounting of the experience by visitors illustrates a strong emphasis on the age of the 

sites, but balanced with a significant struggle to match up this age with what life was like for 

the communities that constructed and used them. Visitors either evaded the question or 

ventured opinions which did not match up with our knowledge of life during this period.   

Perhaps the most significant factor missing from the visitor experience as recounted is the 

very connectedness that makes these sites so significant from an archaeological perspective. 

A greater visitor understanding of the relationships between the sites, movement around them 

and human experiences within them would then lead naturally onto a greater understanding of 

the Outstanding Universal Value of the site and hence the aims of UNESCO. A clearer 

understanding and awareness of the alignments and relationships and the landscape as a 

taskscape would aim to encourage more visitors out from the inscribed sites further into the 

landscape. Spreading the load on the inscribed sites and feeding into the long term aims of 

sustainable tourism and management in the World Heritage Site Management Plan (discussed 

in more depth in Chapter Nine) as well as improving visitor understanding and engagement.  

Chapter Six will explore a case study from a very different time period and type of site, 

Housesteads Roman Fort, part of the Frontiers of the Roman Empire WHS. This will enable 

comparisons to be made with a site from a historic period, but one that is far more compact 

and very obviously part of a far larger network, while, like the HONO, still possessing both 

well preserved standing remains and extensive buried archaeology.  
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Chapter Six: Housesteads Roman Fort 

The previous chapter explored the presentation and visitor experience at the Heart of 

Neolithic Orkney; this chapter moves on to examine the same, but at Housesteads Roman Fort 

(see figure 6.1), part of the international Frontiers of the Roman Empire WHS. Housesteads is 

among a number of well-preserved Roman forts on the central sector of Hadrian's Wall (see 

figure 6.2). Hadrian's Wall formed part of a network of frontiers around the Roman Empire 

during the 2
nd

 century AD and Housesteads formed part of the network of forts, signal towers, 

mile-castles, roads and settlements that comprised the northern frontier of the Empire for 

much of the Imperial Roman period. Housesteads is a single site on a complex frontier; 

however it represents a microcosm of the larger frontier, as a fairly typical Wall fort. All data 

discussed in this chapter can be found in the appendices.  

Hadrian's Wall was declared a WHS in 1987, and in 2005 became part of the newly formed 

multi-national Frontiers of the Roman Empire WHS which currently includes Hadrian's Wall, 

the Antonine Wall and the German-Raetian Limes and aims to eventually to include elements 

of the Roman frontiers across not just Europe, but also the Middle East and North Africa 

(Breeze & Jilek 2008: 25).  

The inscription 

Hadrian’s Wall was inscribed under criteria ii, iii and iv: 

 “Criterion ii. Hadrian’s Wall exerted great influence on the spatial organisation of 

the British limes over approximately 300 years. This frontier zone is still part of the 

landscape from the Tyne to the Solway 

 Criterion iii. This military zone bears exception testimony to Roman colonization by 

the large number of human settlements associated with the defences: the vicus of 

Vindolanda (Chesterholm) is an excellent example of a garrison settlement which 

contributes to an understanding of how, in times of peace, away from the entrenched 

camp, soldiers and their families lived. 

 Criterion iv. Hadrian’s Wall is an outstanding example of a fortified limes. No other 

ensemble from the Roman Empire illustrates as ambitious and coherent a system of 

defensive constructions perfected by engineers over the course of several generations. 

Whether with respect to military architectural construction techniques, strategic 
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design in the Imperial period or a policy for ground use and the organisation of space 

in a frontier zone, this cultural property is an exceptional reference whose universal 

value leaves no doubt.” (ICOMOS 1986).  

Figure 

6.1 Location of Housesteads Fort, part of the Roman Frontiers WHS  (Crown Copyright 

2017)  
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Figure 6.2 The Hadrian’s Wall Forts 

Current Management and Interpretation 

The first Hadrian's Wall Management Plan was written in 1996 and represented the first 

UK WHSMP, this was followed by a 2002-2007, 2008-2014 and now a 2015-2019 plan. 

Due to the nature of the site there are a considerable number of owners and stakeholders. 

The management plan is overseen by a partnership board made up of representatives 

from:  

 Allerdale Borough Council   

 Carlisle City Council  

 Copeland Borough Council  

 Cumbria County Council  

 Gateshead Council  

 Newcastle City Council  

 North Tyneside Council  

 Northumberland County Council  

 Northumberland National Park Authority  

 South Tyneside Council  

 Historic England  

 Natural England  

Currently the Hadrian's Wall boundaries include the majority of the linear monument and its 

associated sites, however the most recent WHSMP notes that it does not include unscheduled 

sites along this line that lie, for instance, within zones which are adequately protected by local 

authority planning policies (these do however lie within the buffer zone). Recent work on the 

western end of the Wall has also revealed the line of the Roman frontier road running between 

the main section of Hadrian's Wall and the Cumbrian coastal frontier system lying to the 

south of Morecombe Bay. This would allow the forts of Old Carlisle and Papcastle, which 
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guarded this road, to be included in the WHS inscription An extension to the Hadrian's Wall 

WHS boundaries is proposed to include the full frontier, including unscheduled sites, and the 

outpost forts of Risingham and High Rochester (Hadrian’s Wall Heritage Ltd 2008: 42). 

 

Figure 6.3 Housesteads Fort and environs (Crown Copyright 2017)  
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The WHS boundaries at Housesteads encompass the fort and its immediate environs (see 

figure 6.3) to the south, running from Hadrian's Wall south to the B6318, encompassing the 

cultivation terraces to the west and running along the line of the Knag Burn to the east. 

Outside of the WHS boundaries lies a 1-6km buffer zone forming a visual envelope, agreed 

with the local authorities (ibid: 7). Hadrian’s Wall has a comprehensive Research Framework 

produced by the University of Durham Archaeology Department (Petts 2015). 

The size and complexity of Hadrian's Wall means that there are a massive number of site 

owners ranging from private individuals to local authorities and organisations such as English 

Heritage and Northumberland National Park. The majority of the interpretation along the 

Wall is in the traditional format of leaflets and panels with audio-visual facilities available at 

some museums and visitor centres. There are also a number of full size reconstructions, most 

notably at Vindolanda in the central sector and Segedunum and Arbeia at the eastern end.   

 

Conceptualising the past experience of Housesteads Roman Fort 

During much of its existence the Empire was in a state of flux with unclear or changing 

boundaries. During the late Republic the Empire had no set frontiers, its boundaries were 

being pushed ever outward as the army conquered new territories. Between this period and 

the time of Hadrian, who reigned from AD 117-138, the idea of static frontiers began to 

emerge, both as a statement of Roman control and a defensible line (Breeze 2008: 61).  

Breeze (ibid: 61-63) describes a Roman frontier as sitting within two landscapes, the first was 

physical, where possible the topography of the landscape was used for defining and defending 

the boundaries of the Empire: mountains, major rivers or deserts. Where these were absent or 

inadequate (such as in the case of the northern frontier of Britain) a physical barrier was 

erected instead. The second landscape was a landscape of people: the landscape as created by 

the settlement patterns and land management of local communities. To this could perhaps be 

added a third landscape, or mindscape: the act of dwelling includes the construction of layers 

of symbolic meaning over the environment (Ingold 2000: 154). Roman building projects were 

consciously taking place within, and becoming part of, an already meaning-laden multi-focal 

landscape (Rogers 2008: 45). These multiple layers of past experience will be examined in 

more detail within this section.  

In keeping with their custom of seeking out prominent topographical features the Roman 

army built the central sector of Hadrian’s Wall on the Whin Sill: an outcrop of igneous rock 

which runs east-west across Northumberland and is one of the most dominant and visible 
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features in the landscape. Hadrian's Wall represents the most elaborate Roman frontier, 

combining the standard military features of turrets and milecastles with a large ditch, the 

Vallum, which runs to the south of the Wall. Construction began c.122AD and the completed 

Wall stretches approximately 128km from Wallsend in the east to Maryport in the west. The 

history of the Wall's construction appears to have been complex with multiple changes, 

alterations, rebuilding and demolition throughout the second and early third centuries with 

occupation and remodelling continuing into at least the early fourth century. The original 

design appears to have been for a Wall fronted by a ditch with milecastles separated by pairs 

of turrets along its length. Construction was in stone to the east of the Irthing, but to the west 

turf and timber was used, except for the turrets. The military zone was extended down the 

Cumbrian coast by a system of towers and milefortlets (Bidwell 2008:34)  

Poulter's (2009) work on surveying the Wall suggests that it was laid out from each end 

moving towards the centre in a series of at least three, possibly as many as five stages and 

probably by a least two teams of surveyors using very consistent methods. These surveyors 

were not working in an unfamiliar landscape; the Roman army had been active in this area for 

at least two generations previously, based at the forts along the Stanegate (Poulter 2009: 73-

77).  

Hadrian's Wall did not consist of merely a wall: it was also a network of forts and associated 

civilian settlements, the Wall ditch and Vallum, roads and the various industrial and 

agricultural infrastructures needed to support the logistics of the whole assemblage. To the 

south lie the forts along the Stanegate, the major east-west road which pre-dated Hadrian’s 

Wall; to the north lies barbaricum and the outpost forts. To the north lies the Wall ditch and 

to the south the Vallum. As well as fulfilling an ideological function Poulter suggests that the 

Wall and its associated structures also fulfilled practical purposes: 

“Intelligence gathering, scouting and espionage, generally in native territory. 

Aggressive patrolling forward of any defensive line, coupled with observation and 

signalling to the main troop concentrations to the rear. 

A defensive line at which to make a stand if attacked. 

A barrier with gateways to control traffic allowed through the frontier. 

Troop concentrations in forts to the rear, linked by roads and harbours to the Roman 

bases further south for the movement of reserves and supplies, and the transmission of 

military despatches.” (Poulter 2009: 77-78) 
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The order of construction in this region begins with the Stanegate forts, built on this major 

east-west road which appears to have become a powerful military frontier in its own right 

between the withdrawal from Scotland under Domitian and Trajan and the construction of 

Hadrian’s Wall. The Stanegate frontier was essentially an invasion defence frontier, capable 

of being patrolled (along the road) but no real defence against a small raiding party under the 

cover of darkness or poor visibility (Woolliscroft 2001: 53-58). Hadrian’s Wall combated this 

issue and the Wall itself was the first element of the new frontier to be constructed, followed 

by the Wall forts and the Vallum. It is unclear whether the Vallum was constructed after the 

forts were built or merely after the positioning of the forts had been decided, whichever the 

case the Vallum appears to have been constructed with a knowledge of the forts' position and 

generally planned outwards from the fort/the fort location. Housesteads is among a small 

number of forts that form an exception to this rule as there the Vallum runs further south of 

the fort than is usual. The large number of gateways through the wall also appears more 

suggestive of border control rather than a purely defensive frontier; monitoring and 

controlling north-south movement rather than preventing it (Breeze and Dobson 2000: 40). 

The planning of the vallum generally supports this view, it appears not to have been planned 

as a single process, its route was created by a series of intersecting lines running out from 

each fort: channelling all north-south movements through the fort itself (Poulter 2009: 75-76). 

The line of the Wall appears to have been laid out wherever possible to obtain a good clear 

view to the south. It has been suggested that this was in order to communicate effectively with 

the network of forts behind the Wall (Poulter 2009: 77, Woolliscroft 2001: 63). Information 

could have travelled along the Wall itself by messenger whereas most signalling would be 

undertaken by the milecastles communicating back to forts behind the Wall. In an emergency 

a simple beacon lit would be visible to the next fort, informing them both that there was a 

threat and allowing a courier to arrive to an already combat ready garrison. It would also 

provide a similar deterrent to a modern burglar alarm: the sight of signal beacons flashing 

across the hilltops would inform any raiding party that they were detected and that a unit of 

troops would already be on their way to intercept them (Woolliscroft 2001: 63-64).  

Mindscapes and Taskscapes on the Wall  

Practices associated with dwelling, such as construction, maintenance, movement and 

habitation, always entail face to face interactions in real places with particular associations 

(Gardner 2002: 336). However at Hadrian's Wall there has been a historical tendency to focus 

on imperialism and the military; viewing the Wall as a barrier between civilisation and 

barbaricum, creating a mindset of fear, of defence and invasion (Nesbitt and Tolia-Kelly 
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2009: 369-371). The Wall and its forts are now generally recognised as more than merely 

defensive; while they do represent certain norms of discipline and hierarchy which were 

common to military life across the the Empire (James 1999: 16) they were also transformed in 

many different ways by individuals and small groups negotiating their identities (Gardner 

2002: 337).  

The appearance of entire landscapes would have been radically changed in many areas, not 

just by building projects and roads but also by associated activities such as deforestation and 

quarrying. Pollen analysis in the area around the fort at Housesteads indicates that it was 

situated in a landscape of open grassland, with some pockets of agricultural activity 

(Dumayne 1994, 1998).  The deforestation of the area around the fort appears to coincide with 

building the Wall forts and Dumayne estimates that a fort covering a 4 acre area would have 

needed 22,000 cubic feet of timber to construct its internal buildings, towers and gates.  Each 

fort would also have a cleared space approximately two or three times its own area to allow 

for a military clear zone around it for observing and signalling (Dumayne 1994: 222). Kendal 

suggests that the Wall would have needed 250 hectares of wood for its structures alone, with 

an additional 400 hectares needed for lime-burning and metal working (Kendal 1996: 139). 

The clear views apparently afforded to Roman surveyors laying out the Wall would also 

indicate either an already deforested landscape along the course of the Wall or a programme 

of tree felling in advance of surveying (Poulter 2009: 77). Beyond this band of deforestation 

pollen analysis and faunal remains point to extensive woodland still in existence within a 

reasonable radius of the Wall forts (Huntley, Gates & Stallibrass 2008).  

In order to construct the turf sections of Hadrian's Wall and the turf walled forts much of the 

local turf would have been stripped, probably from both sides of the Wall and possibly for 

some distance. Especially in the areas around the River Irthing and North Tyne where there 

are more rocky outcrops and poor, thin soil (Kendal 1997: 138) leaving a starkly denuded 

landscape which, when combined with deforestation, would have been prone to soil slippage 

and erosion. The stone and mortar required for construction, maintenance and remodelling of 

the forts were supplied by quarries and lime kilns in the vicinity of the forts. The large 

number of civilian workers employed by these ongoing industrial processes would probably 

have been housed within the vici, or civilian settlements, which rapidly sprang up around the 

forts.  

The transport required by the logistics of Wall construction would also require its own 

infrastructure. Kendal's most conservative estimate involves the Wall construction entailing 

900 vehicles and drivers plus 1800 oxen, and 4400 mules or horses and suggests that it is 



104 
 

possible that Hadrian's Wall was not actually fully complete by the time construction began 

on the Antonine Wall. These animals would also all need a large amount of either grazing 

and/or dry fodder on a daily basis (Kendal 1997: 149-50). The rural landscape punctuated by 

small pockets of farming would have become almost unrecognisable very quickly with such a 

large influx of people, building projects and the associated industrial and agricultural 

activities.  

To the south of the Wall (and bisecting it) was a network of major and minor roads. In the 

case of an occupying power like the Roman Empire, roads have the potential to become the 

focus of ideological conflict used to manipulate identity and modify power relationships: 

Roman roads moved through Roman landscapes to Roman places (Witcher 2009: 68). Roman 

roads tended to be straight, were deliberately surveyed and probably mapped out on plans 

(Davies 1998); Roman military buildings were created from blueprints and using standard 

modular units to dictate proportions (Evans 1994) The local population were directly 

confronted by a new cultural logic and configuration of power (Woolf 1997: 347) represented 

by this extensive building project.  

Housesteads Fort 

Housesteads was one of a chain of forts built after the initial construction of the Wall. 

Comprising both a base for patrolling the Wall, the territory to the north and as an 

administrative centre for the area it is known to have housed the Cohors I Tungrorum, first 

cohort of Tungrians, from the third century onwards; an infantry unit from what is now 

Belgium, containing approximately 800 men (Rushworth 2009: 283). As with much of 

Hadrian's Wall Housesteads itself was of course not constructed in an empty landscape; there 

is at least one native settlement in the immediate vicinity of the fort; possible evidence of pre-

Roman cord-rig cultivation beneath the fort and late prehistoric terracing on the slope 

between the East gate and the Knag Burn may suggest another settlement which was 

obliterated by the construction of the fort (Rushworth 2009: 32).  

The fort would also house non-military personnel such as clerks and other administrative staff 

and accommodate the Commandant’s household, including both family and slaves. Outside 

every independent auxiliary fort of sufficient size lay a military vicus (Sommer 2006: 97) and 

Housesteads was no exception, the vicus appears to have housed the usual combination of 

shops, bars, religious buildings, industrial and craft activities needed to support the fort and its 

garrison as well as accommodating civilians such as soldiers’ families, veterans and 

craftspeople. Veterans tended to settle where they had served, and the army became so 
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dependent on their sons that hereditary service eventually became compulsory. However there 

is evidence of a disproportionate number of veterans at the more sheltered, fertile military 

sites which suggests that while soldiers may have served and reared families at the more 

exposed Wall forts, such as Housesteads, they understandably preferred to retire to easier 

lowland locations (Mann 2002: 187).   

Although there is evidence for some religious activity within the vicus the main focus for 

religious activity was on Chapel Hill, a small rise to the south of the fort. There were also two 

cemeteries and a Mithraeum to the south of the fort.  

 

  

Figure 6.4 Map of Housesteads Environs (after on-site interpretation panel, English Heritage, 

with additions) 

Housesteads was built during the Hadrianic period in the usual playing card form, differing 

only from the other Wall forts in that it straddled the narrow site on the Whin Sill east-west 

rather than running north-south across the Wall . The fort was arranged in the standard three 

blocks: the central range incorporated the principia or headquarters building, the 
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commandants' house and possibly a private bath suite, the hospital and the granary. The 

praetentura and the retentura comprised a row of six buildings, mostly barrack blocks. The 

main roads within the fort were the via praetoria which ran from the east gate to the 

principia, the via principalis which ran between the north and south gates and the via 

decumana which ran from the west gate to the rear of the central range and probably formed 

the main access to the granary (Rushworth 2009: 271).   

Experiencing the Roman Fort  

There were two main approach routes to Housesteads fort, via two major roads running east-

west across this area of northern England. The Stanegate runs along the bottom of the Tyne 

Valley to the south, while the Military Way runs along beside Hadrian’s Wall and enters 

Housesteads directly via the east and west gates. Accessing Housesteads from the Stanegate 

there were three obvious lines of approach. A road running directly up from the Stanegate to 

the south gate, a road that runs from the Stanegate slightly to the east of Housesteads and 

joins into the Military Way and enters via the east gate, and a road that runs from Vindolanda 

(a Stanegate fort approximately 3.5km to the south west) to the south gate.  

Approaching Housesteads from the east along the Military Way the first view of the fort 

would have been as a fairly indistinguishable jumble of wall and buildings on a distant crest. 

It is not until after milecastle 36 that the fort would have come more clearly into view. 

Cresting this rise and arriving on the plateau above the Knab Burn the east gate would be 

clearly visible, with the principia sky lined behind it. Looking down from the plateau the 

bathhouse and a lime kiln will be visible in the valley of the Knab Burn, and on the open land 

to the right they would probably be visible the remains of an earlier native settlement. As the 

road drops down into the small valley of the Knab Burn it passes a well, probably a welcome 

sight for the thirsty traveller and their horse, and climbs steeply up through the vicus towards 

the East gate. Climbing steeply up through the vicus towards the east gate a 2
nd

 century visitor 

would be travelling along the new Military Way, a broad road around 4 to 5 metres across 

(Rushworth 2009: 243-4).The road passes through the centre of the eastern vicus and rises up 

to the east gate. On passing through the standard pattern double arched gateway the visitor 

enters beneath a pair of divine figures (Crow 1995: 55), through the guarded gateway and into 

the interior of the fort.  

Approaching the fort from the south a visitor would crest the rise below Housesteads and see 

the fort on the skyline ahead of them.  They would then drop down into the lower lying 

ground passing through the instantly recognisable periphery of a Roman settlement: a ritual 
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landscape of cemeteries and temples.  Moving through this very Roman landscape of religion 

and commemoration the visitor would probably be able to identify many of the various 

temples by their shapes and locations. The area of Chapel Hill had a very dense concentration 

of altars which would give the passing visitor tangible indicators of not only the religious 

beliefs of the garrison but also its ethnicity, stability and longevity at the fort.  

Approaching the fort the curtain wall would present a blank aspect, broken only by interval 

towers, with glimpses of the interior visible only through the gates. The wall appears to have 

stood to approximately 4.5 metres (Crow 1995: 31). As the road began to rise again steeply, 

the visitor would be entering the main area of the vicus. In common with the majority of the 

forts along Hadrian’s Wall, Housesteads has a ‘street-type’ vicus, a civilian settlement outside 

of the fort walls (Somers 2006: 95-146). A fragmentary inscription from the site can be 

completed as “D(ecreto) VICA(norum)” (by the decree of the villagers, or vicani) indicates 

that it was a formally established settlement with the official status of a vicus; a settlement 

with an independent council (Crow 1995: 67).  

Approaching the south gate through the vicus the road crosses the remains of the vallum now 

forming part of a vicus ditch or annexe (Biggins and Taylor 2004: 54). Approaching this area 

it would be very obvious that the traveller now enters a very densely populated community: 

besides the other daily smells from domestic, craft and industrial activities in the vicus, the 

effluent from the main fort latrine discharges directly into the vicus ditch (Biggins and Taylor 

2004). 

The majority of the excavated vicus consisted of stone-built strip houses, mostly facing onto 

the south road. Building II has an entrance onto the street similar to those in the shops at 

Pompeii (cf. Laurence 1994: 106, plate 7.1). The geophysical survey shows a far more 

extensive vicus than previously thought with many more rectangular buildings and small 

alleyways creating a fairly substantial settlement. The central focus appears to have been 

substantial strip houses, gradually fading off into what appear to be small homesteads with 

accompanying plots of land (Biggins and Taylor 2004). Poorer or more temporary 'shacks' are 

peripheral to the vicus as they get further from the economic opportunities offered by the 

proximity of the south gate. Poorer buildings also infill behind the original street frontage as 

the vicus grew and developed (Rushworth 2009: 295)  

The visitor travelling up through the vicus to the south gate would find themselves moving 

rapidly from the wide open vistas of the previous stage of their journey to the confined, busy 

world of the vicus. On each side would be houses, or more probably shops with workshops in 
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the back room and very narrow alleyways between them. The visitor would no doubt have 

found the usual sources of entertainment in the vicus; there is evidence of food, drinking and 

dice games available as well as craft workshops selling their wares. The famous 'murder 

house', building VIII, one of the strip houses, with its pair of skeletons sealed under a clay 

floor in the back room, has certainly enhanced the modern reputation of the vicus as a place of 

drinking, gambling and violence (Crow 1995).  

The fort interior 

The first glimpse of the fort interior through the south gate would be fairly confined, the angle 

of the slope preventing a clear view to the north gate. The visitor would be looking straight up 

the main route, the Via Principalis, past the facades of the commandant’s house and 

headquarters building. 

 

Figure 6.5 Housesteads Fort Plan 

Entering the fort, surrounded by high walls backed by a turf and clay rampart, it would 

become a self-contained unit. The outside world would be invisible except for very restricted 

views, mostly of the vicus streets, seen through the various gates. The recognisable fort layout 

would immediately strike the Roman visitor, with its familiar rhythms of buildings and 

spaces. Although Housesteads is aligned east-west rather than the more typical north-south of 

a Roman fort its internal arrangement is standard. The visitor entering through the Porta 

Praetoria from the east would be looking along the Via Praetoria towards the entrance of the 
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headquarters building: the hub of military control and administration within the fort. Through 

this entrance would be an uninterrupted view across the courtyard to the chapel of the 

standards, the ritual heart of the fort. However access to the headquarters building was strictly 

controlled and most civilians would probably never actually cross the threshold.  

The Via Praetoria passes between the barracks of the praetentura area, the higher status area 

of the fort which, in a typical north-south alignment, would face the enemy. To the north of 

the headquarters building the rear of the granary would be visible, and below the headquarters 

would be the imposing bulk of the commandant’s house, a typical Mediterranean style house 

with a courtyard. The commandant’s house included his own private bathhouse and stables. 

Behind the headquarters building is the hospital and to the rear of this central range was the 

retentura, the lower status area of the fort, which contained the barracks of lower status 

troops. The early barrack blocks were long buildings, sub-divided into ten units, contubernia, 

with a seperate, larger, apartment for the centurions at the end of each building. In front of 

each building was a veranda, and inside they were divided into a front room for storing 

equipment and rear room for sleeping (Rushworth 2009: 272).  

The rampart within the walls formed a transitional zone (Crow 1995: 36) between the 

defences and the accommodation and administration buildings. Built into, and against, the 

rampart were the latrines, water tanks and bake houses, the necessities of a large garrison. 

They also contained workshops which have evidence for both the manufacture and repair of 

equipment (Rushworth 2009: 282). These workshops with their braziers and furnaces were 

placed in the liminal area divided from the main buildings by the intravallum street or Via 

Sangularis.  

Although the Knag Burn runs to the east of the fort there is no water supply within the fort 

itself, however it has been suggested that water cisterns such as these would be capable of 

harvesting sufficient rainwater from the roof run-off to supply the needs of the garrison 

(Beaumont 2008). Parallel gullies, previously identified as wheel ruts, run through the gates 

and are now identified as rain water gutters allowing excess water to drain out of the fort 

interior down the roads (Rushworth 2009: 47).  

The logistics of supplying a major fort like this with 800 troops, plus the civilians of the 

vicus, must have meant a virtually constant stream of deliveries, as well as independent small 

traders arriving either to sell their wares at the fort, or move through the fort to the north. The 

focus of these deliveries would probably be the retentura area of the fort. The largest delivery 

would be that of grain; the double doors of the granaries faced the west gate and the retentura 
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(the lower status area of the fort) and had a large loading area and turning circle in front of 

them. Grain was a vital part of the Roman military diet and the army is often quoted as 

requiring 3lb (c. 1.5kg) per man per day (Davies 1971).  

In common with the other Wall forts and milecastles Housesteads controlled access north and 

operated a form of border control. The lower status fort visitor, whether passing through to 

the north or delivering supplies, might experience a less than positive reception from the 

sentries. Writing tablet 344 from Vindolanda may illustrate what could happen in the hands of 

the guards:  

"... he beat (?) me all the more ... goods ... or pour them down the drain (?). As befits an 

honest man (?) I implore your majesty not to allow me, an innocent man, to have been beaten 

with rods and, my lord, inasmuch as (?) I was unable to complain to the prefect because he 

was detained by ill-health I have complained in vain (?) to the beneficiarius and the rest (?) 

of the centurions of his (?) unit. Accordingly (?) I implore your mercifulness not to allow me, 

a man from overseas and an innocent one, about whose good faith you may inquire, to have 

been bloodied by rods as if I had committed some crime." (Tablet 344 Vindolanda Tablets 

Online 2014) 

The fact that this man states he is not native to Britain and this his letter is written on the back 

of a tablet referring to grain transactions suggests that this man is a trader who has been 

accused (he claims falsely) of some crime and references to the unit suggest that this was a 

military flogging, possibly within a Wall fort (Vindolanda Tablets Online 2014). Soldiers may 

not have been generally popular with civilians, perhaps due to issues such as these, and retired 

auxiliary soldiers seem to have been reluctant to reveal their veteran status (Mann 2002: 187) 

Like the Stenness-Brodgar monuments discussed in the previous chapter, Hadrian's Wall 

should be considered first and foremost as a massive and ongoing building project. Its huge 

scale and the massive amount of population movement associated with it had never been seen 

before in Britain. The Romans were not new to this area, Hadrian's Wall was built years after 

the Roman invasion, within a Roman province with an existing garrisoned boundary line 

along the Stanegate. However the creation of such a permanent and unbroken monument was 

a powerful statement of Roman control which had huge logistical implications and changed 

the appearance of the landscape and life in this area up until the present day; setting the 

precedent for an English-Scottish divide (c.f Witcher 2010: 14). It has traditionally been 

treated as a primarily military monument, however over recent years this has begun to change 

and their ideological significance considered. Walls by their very existence confer the power 
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to control movement; to divide space into “inside” and “outside”; whether defensible or not 

they serve an important social function which should not be overlooked (Samson 1992: 26). 

The Modern Visitor Experience  

The population today is significantly lower along the line of Hadrian’s Wall than it was in the 

Roman period, although the population along the line of the Stanegate is higher. The amount 

of arable agriculture on Hadrian’s Wall is lower today than it was in the Roman period, as 

there was a considerable amount of small scale arable agriculture around the forts and vici the 

scale of which has not been equalled since.  Over the last century arable agriculture has 

decreased further along the Wall due to conservation measures.  

During the Roman period Hadrian’s Wall and the line of the Stanegate formed the main foci 

of population; the influence of this period can still be seen in the major roads in the area. The 

main tourist route in the area is the B6318: the Newcastle to Carlisle turnpike road 

constructed by General Wade in 1751 to combat the difficulties in troop and supply 

movement experienced during the Jacobite rebellion. This is known locally as the ‘Military 

Road’ and was used as one of the main east-west roads in the area until the construction of the 

A69. The Military Road follows the course of Hadrian’s Wall and runs along its foundations 

in some places, echoing the course of the Military Way. The A68 and A69, the main north-

south and east-west routes in this area, follow the approximate course of Dere Street and the 

Stanegate respectively. 
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Figure 6.6 – Hadrian’s Wall Orientation Panel (Photo © E.Renwick) 

On arriving at Housesteads via the road the first interpretation encountered is a “Hadrian’s 

Wall Country” orientation panel, sited beside the gate from the car park. Access to the site is 

via an arch through the National Trust building which houses a short exhibition on the Wall 

after the Romans, and a small café, shop and picnic area which is generally very busy during 

the summer months. Proceeding on past the play area and picnic tables and through a kissing 

gate the visitor rounds the edge of the pine plantation, planted to screen the car park and 

buildings from the site, and encounters their first view of the fort itself within its landscape. 

The route to the fort opens up in front of the visitor and reveals the lower lying marshy areas 

that were invisible from the road. As the visitor walks down this path the full extent of the 

Roman landscape begins to open up in front of them (although there is no interpretation until 

they reach the fort), with the fort on the skyline. During the summer a constant stream of 

visitors usually marks its way up through the landscape. Passing across the lower lying 

ground it passes through a modern field wall and climbs steeply towards the south gate. 

 

Figure 6.7 The view up to the museum from beyond the visitor centre (Photo © E. Renwick) 
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Before the lines of the stone walled vicus buildings come into view the path follows the 

contours across to the west and climbs towards Housesteads Farm and the small site museum. 

The path passes close to the modern road running south towards the neighbouring Stanegate 

fort of Vindolanda, which follows the route of the Roman road leaving the south gate and 

vicus and heading towards Vindolanda.  

There are two alternative approaches to the fort available to those on foot. There are footpaths 

following both the Wall and the route of the Military Way to both the east and west of 

Housesteads, which form part of the Hadrian’s Wall Trail. The Pennine Way also approaches 

Housesteads from the north and crosses the Wall at the Knag Burn Gate.  

Whether arriving from the car park or along Hadrian's Wall the modern access to Housesteads 

is via the museum. The museum contains interpretation panels, photographs, small finds and 

inscriptions or other worked stone, accompanied by a model of the fort and vicus, which 

predates the recent geophysical survey (Biggins and Taylor 2004), an audio-visual 

interpretation and a full size model of a Roman soldier with his equipment. 

Leaving the museum the visitor enters the fort via a path over the buried fort wall, past the 

custodian's small sentry box where tickets are checked during peak periods.  

 

Figure 6.8 The entry over the fort wall (Photo © E. Renwick) 



114 
 

Access through the fort gates is blocked by fences and locked gates as an erosion control 

measure. (The entry was re-routed through the South Gate when the site interpretation was 

redesigned in 2011/12, this was following the field work and the implications are discussed in 

Chapter Nine).  

Once within the fort visitors have a free choice of routes around the interior; the fort 

interpretation consists of a set of panels covering the major buildings and features within the 

interior and a panel in the vicus outside the south gate. Each panel has text in English, French, 

German, Spanish and Japanese, a reconstruction drawing and/or photograph and a fort plan 

with “you are here” marked on it with a red triangle (see Figure 6.7 below).  

 

Figure 6.9 The introductory panel (Photo © E. Renwick) 

There are no marked paths within the fort, although there is a wooden walkway and steps 

running down from the Principia through the Praetorium. During the summer months a patch 

of longer grass is left over the location of the unexposed barracks in both the praetentura and 

retentura while the rest of the fort interior is mown. According to the site custodians (pers. 

comm. 2009) this practice is carried out in order to discourage visitors from walking over the 

buried barrack areas for health and safety reasons due to the uneven ground and a large 

number of rabbit holes in that area. 

Just as in the Roman period, the majority of visitors to Housesteads arrive from the east, along 

the A69, the route of the Stanegate. They will generally leave the A69 at Corbridge, the 
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location of a major Roman supply base and town on the Stanegate, and join the Military Road 

running along the line of the Wall. The modern visitor arriving by car will then park at the 

base of the hill and walk up the possible route of the road from the Stanegate towards the 

south gate. The car park is screened from the fort by a belt of trees; the first view they will 

have of Housesteads from the south is from roughly the same angle and direction as a Roman 

visitor using that road. However they are walking through a landscape which is very much a 

product of recent farming practices; the field walls are little more than a century old and the 

area is currently used for grazing sheep. As the path climbs up the slope towards the museum 

and fort the modern road overlying the Roman road to Vindolanda is visible sloping down to 

the visitor’s left, and above it sits the 19
th

 century farmhouse. The house was built by John 

Clayton to replace the earlier farmhouse, the only trace of which is the 18
th

 century well just 

below the south gate. Behind the farmhouse is the modern museum, run by English Heritage, 

which was built as a replica of the ‘murder house’ in the vicus (Crow 1989: 1).  

Observing behaviour at Housesteads Roman Fort 

This section examines the behaviour of visitors to Housesteads during August 2009, through 

general observation and individual visitor tracking.  

This section presents the results from observation and visitor interviews conducted on site in 

August 2009 and from analysis of TripAdvisor reviews 2013 (and a brief comparison with 

reviews from 2010-2011). The other case-studies solely use TripAdvisor data for 2013, 

however in this instance both sets of data have been used to take into account the fact that the 

on-site panels and the museum were redeveloped during the winter of 2011/12, subsequent to 

the observations.  

The majority of visitor movement consisted of a direct walk from the National Trust buildings 

up to the museum and then the fort with very little deviation into the wider landscape. The 

entry to the fort during these 2009 observations was up a ramp over an unexcavated area of 

wall between the South West corner and the South Gate. Once inside the fort visitors can 

move around at will, most commonly they were observed to head uphill and look out over the 

North wall.   

This route logically continues the climb to the summit of the hill, and is also slightly guided 

by the positioning of the introductory panel to the west of the entrance. The other popular 

route was to head immediately towards the central range of buildings, which are among the 

best preserved areas of the fort interior. 
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All the observed visitors walked immediately up from the car park to the fort via the museum, 

none were observed to deviate from this route into the landscape. On entry into the fort the 

visitors split roughly evenly into three different routes, some turned west and followed the 

outer walls up towards the north, some walked immediately north straight up the hill and the 

others turned east to the central range. The view to the north appeared to be a key focal point 

for visitors; an area where they tended to congregate and talk.  

The well-preserved granaries, located close to the north wall and turret 36b, proved the next 

most popular location with the majority of the tracked visitors visiting them. Only the 

footings of the barracks are visible and this poorer level of preservation appeared to be 

directly reflected in the visitor response, while almost half of the sample stopped at the 

barracks and read the panel, none examined the barrack remains.  

Most visitors in the sample took in the central range, visiting the praetorium and principia. 

Either stopping or deliberately walking via these buildings; very few visitors missed this area 

of the fort entirely. Despite this very little time was actually spent in this area, those that did 

explore within it wandered, apparently aimlessly, particularly within the warren of small 

rooms. Their approach to this area was split apparently randomly with 19% approaching from 

the north, 26% from the south, although only 7% approached from the east, along the route of 

the Via Praetoria to the front entrance. This figure would possibly be higher if the entrance of 

the principia was directly visible from the east gate, but at its surviving height it is hidden by 

a rise in the ground. Although the majority did not use the Via Praetoria approach 30% of the 

visitors did enter the principia via its original front entrance, probably encouraged by the 

positioning of the panel at that point. The hospital lies just to the west of the central range and 

attracted over half of the sample, again with these areas visitors were generally reading the 

panel and then moving on. The largest proportion of the tracked visitors stopped at the latrine 

block in the South East corner of the fort. This was an area of such popularity that short 

queues could be seen at peak times, waiting to read the panel and look down into the remains 

of the latrines which are railed off due to the deep drops.  
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Figure 6.10 The well preserved latrine block (Photo © E. Renwick) 

The gates were visited consistently but not heavily, many visitors would walk alongside the 

outer walls passing the gates without a pause. Overall very few visitors stopped at every gate 

during their visit, generally stopping at one and then walking past the others. Those who fell 

into the 'Explorer' category (discussed below) stopped to examine every gate. 
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Figure 6.11 – Tracked visits at Housesteads 

As seen at the HONO, discussed in the previous chapter, the bulk of the 26 tracked visits fell 

into the Conformist category (see figure 6.11), followed by Explorer and then Taster. The site 

is much more extensive than those at the HONO and requires a 10 minute walk to reach it, 

therefore visitors were tending to stay longer and some would bring picnics and stay for 

several hours.  

 Explorers  

For the purpose of the observations at Housesteads the Explorer was defined as visitors who 

comprehensively explored the fort, read the panels and/or guidebook (see figure 6.12). The 

explorer visit was notably comprehensive, the visitor apparently engaged in what they were 

seeing and investigating the whole site thoroughly.  

Just under a quarter of the tracked visitors at Housesteads were Explorers. Typified by HST10 

who entered and turned left, walking up alongside the West wall to the remains of turret 36b 

on the North wall. They stopped there and looked over the wall to the North towards the 

moorland and forestry in the distance before coming down to the excavated barracks. Turning 

back on themselves they headed for the granaries and the central range, they worked their way 

down via the principia and the hospital, taking the wooden steps down through the centre of 

the praetorium. They then turned back up on themselves to the East Gate and followed the 

wall around via the latrine block on the South Eastern corner of the fort and out past the South 

22% 

48% 

26% 

4% 

Behavioural Observations at Housesteads - 
tracked visits  

Explorer Conformist Taster Rebel Explorer
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Gate. Typical of many Housesteads tracked visits these visitors followed a convoluted route 

as they were spotting panels and making their way towards them. They read every panel 

within the fort but did not visit the vicus; only one tracked visit included the vicus.  

 

 

Figure 6.12 – Tracking Plan HST10 - Explorer 

 

 Rebel Explorers 

Rebel explorers were defined as those who followed the same pattern as the explorer but 

climbed onto the exterior walls of the fort (most visitors move over and across internal walls 

as standard) and may exit the fort in this manner. Two visitors were observed climbing onto 

and over the exterior wall of the fort, one of these was a typical 'rebel explorer' (HST4) who 

explored the fort comprehensively and then exited via the exterior wall at the north-west 

corner (see figure 6.13).  
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Figure 6.13 Tracking plan HST4 – Rebel Explorer Visit 

The other visitor exited at the same place (but at a different time) however they were very 

much a 'Taster' who walked up from the modern entrance gate, up to the north-west corner 

wall and climbed immediately out on the Hadrian's Wall Path.  

 Tasters 

The typical Taster was observed to enter the fort, walk up to look over the fort wall to the 

North, some briefly walked via the central range although they do not enter buildings or do 

more than very briefly pause at panels. A quarter of all the visits were Taster visits as typified 

by HST7 who walked up to the North Wall, looked over it, turned at the barrack block and 

walked immediately back down without stopping or reading panels (see figure 6.14).  
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Figure 6.14 Tracking plan HST7 – Taster visit 

 Conformists  

The typical conformist visit included all the major buildings within the fort but visitors do not 

stop at all the gates, move out into the landscape or spend significant amounts of time reading 

panels or exploring buildings (see figure 6.15). 

Conformists typically focussed on the central range and the North wall and/or gate, typically 

also walking around the eastern area of the fort, past the barracks and sometimes taking in the 

latrines on the way past. These visitors did read some panels (most notably in the central 

range, especially the granary) however they did not read all the panels or spend a significant 

amount of time at any of them.  
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Figure 6.15 Tracking Plan HST6 – Conformist visit 

Two common aspects of the visit emerge from these observations; the first is similar to 

observations in and around the HONO as described in the preceding chapter: despite the 

archaeology in the environs of Housesteads being described in the museum and on-site 

interpretation, the visitors tended to limit themselves very closely to the core military areas of 

the site. In the case of Housesteads this was the fort itself with a few visitors also exploring 

the vicus and/or moving out along the Wall in either direction. When visitors approached 

from along the Hadrian's Wall Path they tended to take the opposite approach and bypass the 

fort entirely.  

The second key observation was the way in which visitors treated the footprint of the fort. 

Unlike the other case-study sites, the majority of the fort consists of low walls and it is 

virtually impossible to visit all areas of the interior without walking over a wall or wall 

footing at some point. 81% of the visitors in the 2009 sample walked over at least two walls 

or footings during their visit; this was 100% of the visitors who entered a building. Visitors to 

the praetorium are actively encouraged to cut across the walls of the building using the 

wooden walkway and steps. While it would be possible to explore much of the central range 

using original doorways and/or from the outside of the building this would make a very 

difficult, time consuming and rather artificial visit as the consolidated remains in this area are 

both complex and multi-period. The most physically intact buildings are the granaries and 

latrines. The latrines are physically inaccessible as the deep drains, once covered by wooden 
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seats, are now open; therefore they are now fenced off for safety reasons and no visitor was 

seen to attempt to walk on their walls. The granaries however were very popular with the 

younger visitors who enjoyed playing in them. 

 

Figure 6.16 The walkway through the praetorium (Photo © E. Renwick) 

The higher walls of the granary appeared to encourage adult visitors to relate to the space as a 

building and they generally used the original doorways, however this remained an artificial 

experience since they were walking among the hypocaust pillars, below the Roman floor 

level.  

Recalling the Visit 

As in the previous chapter this section uses two strands of data to investigate the manner in 

which visitors’ record and recall their experience at Housesteads fort. The first dataset has 

been obtained from 14 short interviews undertaken at Housesteads. The other was obtained 

from an analysis of the online reviews on TripAdvisor. Due to extended maternity leave there 

was a gap between the Housesteads case-study observations and interviews (2009) and the 

other case-studies (2012). The decision was made to analyse the Tripadvisor reviews of 2013 

for all case-studies (see Chapter Four). Due to the updating of the panels and museum at 

Housesteads during this period the previous 2010-11 Tripadvisor reviews have also been 

cross-referenced to check for changing attitudes due to the new interpretation.   
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People and Communities 

Housesteads in the Roman period was heavily occupied and would have seen life and 

movement day and night, between the movement of the garrison, the deliveries and life in the 

vicus it would have presented a picture of a busy multi-cultural centre of population in a busy 

frontier network. Unlike the HONO visitors of the previous chapter 29% of reviewers and 

57% of interviewees mentioned people in the past (see figure 6.17 below); while 9% of the 

reviews and 29% of the interviews were generic allusions to imagining life in the past “I feel 

like I can imagine the soldiers and the daily life going on around me” (HTA2013 -1). 11% 

were referring to the bleakness of this posting “How did they cope in such bleak and hostile 

physical surroundings?” (HTA2013 – 71). This was also echoed in the interviews: “I can 

imagine how bleak it must have been in the winter and what a shock it must have been for the 

Italian soldiers posted here” (HI -4); “It must have been awful for Italian soldiers posted to 

the Wall and very cut-off from help if the fort was attacked” (HI -11). This misconception of 

the soldiers as Italian is also reflected in the reviews “what a windswept place this posting 

must have been for a Roman soldier (especially from the warm areas of Italy)” (HTA2013 -

13).A quarter of the reviews responses referred directly to Roman soldiers, mostly in general 

terms “the ruins really portray the life of a Roman soldier” (HTA2013 -93). One refers to 

“foreign legionaries” (HTA2013 – 27), one refers to them correctly as “auxiliaries” 

(HTA2013 -34) although doesn't qualify where in the Empire they were from, one mentions 

that “not many were from Rome” (HTA2013- 100), while two refer to them in more detail e.g. 

“What I saw was barrack-style living quarters for 800-plus soldiers, villas, temples, kitchens, 

gatehouses, latrines, recreation areas, storehouses, a pseudo-running water plumbing system, 

and who knows how much more still buried, or cannibalized many years ago for other 

buildings in the area” (HTA2013 -57) 

“It was great to see where the Roman soldiers lived eight to a room, while the fort 

commander had a whole villa! You can stand on the north gate and survey the wild north and 

look out for the attacking hoards” (HTA2013 -64) 

A small minority of reviewers referred to the vicus, “associated village” (HTA2013 -49) or 

inferred its presence “You can begin to imagine what it might have been like to have been 

stationed there, or living in the shadow of what was, once, a great Roman outpost” 

(HTA2013 -44).  

There were five references to the North and Barbarians or “attacking hoards” (HTA2013 -

64). 14% of the interviewees referred to the setting of the site in a defensive context eg: 
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“very good tactical position” (HI -4).  

A single reviewer (1%) mentioned daily life at the site in the past that was not directly 

connected with the military: 

“C'mon, there's a scrap of a letter from the commander's wife inviting her friend to her 

birthday party? Hundreds and hundreds of years ago. Buried bones under the outlying house 

called the Murder House? Latrines, lodgings, food storage? All this place lacks is your 

imagination.” (HTA2013 – 65).  

4% of the reviews and 36% of the interviews mention technology or how “sophisticated” 

(HTA2013 – 13) the Romans were; one refers to the logistical and organisational challenges 

they faced: 

“How did they cope in such bleak and hostile physical surroundings? What an amazing 

evidence of skills, organisation & life in that era. What challenges they had to face and 

overcome! It all makes one think & admire their life & resilience.” (HTA2013 – 71).  

 

Figure 6.17 Tripadvisor 2013 responses within 'People & Community' 

 

 

Temporality 

Generic response

Soldiers

Vicus/civilians

Barbarians/north

No reference

Daily life

Technology/Logistics



126 
 

Only 7% of the 2013 reviews referred to the age of the site, the majority referring to it as 

being 1,900 or 2000 years old eg. 

 “This is said to be the most complete Roman fort in Britain with parts of it being 1,900 

years old. Amazing that some even exists!” (HTA2013 -8) 

 “2000 years’ worth of history holds a lot of stories” (HTA2013 -51) 

Generally the dates are approximately correct, although in one case the order of the Wall and 

fort construction appear to have become confused: “...and which in 174 AD was the 

foundation stones for the commencement of the building of the wall so steeped in history” 

(80). A single reviewer made reference to the duration of the occupation of the site, 

mentioning that Hadrian's Wall was “the most important edifice built by the Romans in 

Britain and for over 250 years, it was the northwest frontier of the empire” (HTA2013 -23).  

None of the interviewees mentioned any chronology or time depth.  

 

Emotional and sensory responses 

A third of the reviews mentioned some emotional or sensory response to the site, the majority 

of which were related to with the setting of the site, the views, the wilderness, remoteness and 

wildlife e.g.  

 “The landscape is breathtaking if you chose to do the walk uphill past pastures of 

grazing sheep” (HTA2013 – 8).  

 “What a wonderful windswept place this is!” (HTA2013 – 14). 

Only two interviewees referred to the view and “dramatic setting” (HI – 5) of the site and 

another two referred to the weather: 

 

The managed experience  

Almost all of the reviewers mentioned the management of the site in some way, this ranged 

from the cost of the car parking and entrance fee to general reference to the facilities and 

interpretation on site and the steepness of the approach (see figure 6.18). Half of the reviewers 

also mentioned the interpretation in the museum and on-site.  
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Figure 6.18 – Aspects of management from 2013 TripAdvisor reviews. 

The references to interpretation ranged from generic references to the fact that there are 

“useful notices throughout the site” (HTA2013 -41) to requests for more information: 

“There is minimal signage and for those people like us who are totally unfamiliar with the 

Romans we would have got a lot more out of it if there had been more information” 

(HTA2013 -43). Opinions on the museum were generally positive e.g. “lovely little museum, 

very informative and a great 6 minutes movie about the fort” (HTA2013 -50) although there 

was several references to the “relative paucity of the museum” (HTA2013 -44) and the fact 

that the “museum is small and not really worth the money” (HTA2013 - 54). Overall however 

the interpretation was seen in a generally positive light (see figure 6.19).  
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Figure 6.19 – Attitudes towards the museum/on-site interpretation in TripAdvisor reviews.  

5% of the reviewers specifically commented on the ability to move freely around the site as a 

positive aspect and in four cases an aid to imagining life in the past e.g.  

 “walking in amongst the ruins helps to imagine what life would have been like for its 

inhabitants” (HTA2013 -30)  

 “It is quite surprising you are allowed to go anywhere you like on the fort so you can 

really have a good clamber around (this is great for kids to let off steam and use their 

imaginations) but it does help bring everything to life” (HTA2013 -41) 

 “I am not generally a historical places person & I don't take in a lot of facts from just 

reading boards, however there is something about just being able to clamber around 

and over a place that makes it more real, rather than looking at something from 

behind a screen or cord. I really enjoyed the visit and can still (2 weeks later!) 

remember some of the information” (HTA2013 -39) 

Although one does appear to have been told off by a tour guide for walking on the Wall and 

points out that “There are no signs anyway that tell you not to touch, walk on, sit on, crawl 

on, drool on, talk to, kiss or otherwise interact with the stones/wall/buildings” (HTA2013-54).  

Almost half of the interviewees mentioned the management of the site, of these one had a 

member of the party in a wheelchair and mentioned access issues around the site, another 

mentioned the models in the museum as an aid to understanding the site, the third referred to 

the freedom of movement around the site; the fourth saw the lack of commercialisation as an 

advantage over sites like Vindolanda. The fifth interviewee was a historian and explained that 
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Negative
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she didn't understand the site as “it's a very confusing site, with different phases and time 

periods and sparse panels” (HI -3).  

 

Comparison with 2010-11 Tripadvisor reviews 

As described at the beginning of this section the 2010-11 reviews were also analysed to check 

for changes due to the updating of the museum and on-site interpretation between the 2009 

observations and interviews and the 2013 TripAdvisor reviews.  

Examination of the general themes within the reviews revealed that the general trends 

remained fairly constant between the two sets of reviews (see figure 6.20 below).  

 

 

Figure 6.20 – TripAdvisor (2013) responses by theme  
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Figure 6.21 – TripAdvisor (2010-11) responses by theme  

The 2010-2011 reviews reflect a similar perspective on people and community as those in 

2013; a quarter of the responses deal with this aspect of the visit (see figure 6.21 above).  

 “it is easy to imagine the bleak winters the Roman soldiers must have endured at the 

limits of the empire” (HTA2010/11 -5) 

 “you can imagine how cold and remote the Roman guards at the Northern edge of the 

world must have felt” (HTA2010/11 -13) 

 “a big hit with my kids was that you could go into the remains of a Roman toilet area 

where someone had even set up the area used to wash bottoms” (HTA2010/11 -14) 

 “very easy to detect the approaching enemy” (HTA2010/11 -15) 
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Figure 6.23 TripAdvisor (2011) ‘People and Community’ 

The balance of these responses do differ slightly from the 2013 responses, suggesting an 

increased awareness of the presence of civilians and technological achievements at the site in 

2013, however it is hard to ascertain whether this is due to the new interpretation at 

Housesteads or merely the result of the smaller 2010-2011 sample on Tripadvisor. Overall 

however the percentage of reviewers referring to people and community has remained very 

similar (see figure 6.23). 

A small number of the 2010-2011 reviews referred to time periods however these were very 

generic: 

 “ancient Roman occupation of Britain” (HTA2010/11 - 4) 

 “Roman military presence in the North” (HTA2010/11 -8).  

There was no reference to specific dates, chronology or time depth.  

Half of the 2010-2011 reviewers referred to an emotional or sensory response to the site, all 

of which were referring to the views. 

Almost all of the 2010-2011 reviewers referred to the management of the site. As with the 

2013 responses these reviews covered car parking, cost of parking and admission as well as 

general references to the facilities and interpretation in very similar proportions.  
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Figure 6.24 Aspects of management from 2010/11 TripAdvisor reviews 

Over half of the reviewers referred to the interpretation on-site and in the museum, however 

the response was far more mixed than the more recent 2013 reviews, suggesting that the 

refurbishment of the museum and interpretation has had a positive impact on visitor 

satisfaction (see figure 6.24). 

 

Conclusion 

The data discussed in this section builds a picture of a typical visit during which the visitor: 

 Enjoys their visit 

 Appreciates the views and the rural setting of the fort 

 Is interested in trying to understand the fort 

 Does not generally incorporate the wider landscape of the fort other than as a scenic 

view, the walk up to the site through its landscape is commonly seen as a disadvantage 

 Displays little understanding of the site having been a living multi-cultural community 

of civilians as well as soldiers 

 Displays little awareness of the site as part of a huge network of infrastructure along 

the relatively heavily populated frontier 

When visitors do expound in their ideas of life at the site they tend to turn instead to 

stereotypical, and inaccurate, visions of Italian soldiers freezing isolated and vulnerable on a 

remote frontier. There is also a perpetuation of the frontier myth that is seen along Hadrian’s 
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Wall, the conflation of Hadrian’s Wall with the English/Scottish border (c.f Witcher 2010: 

14). These stereotypes do not appear in any interpretation on site, either before or after the 

refurbishment in 2011-2012. However a comparison between the 2010/11 and 2013 reviews 

makes it clear that the refurbishment has considerably increased visitor satisfaction with the 

interpretation.  

There is a general feeling of dissatisfaction seen on TripAdvisor in both 2010/11 and 2013 

regarding the cost of visiting the site, the cost of car parking and the length of the walk up to 

the site.  

The Imagined Landscape  

“It's a place to go, to say you have been” (HTA2013 -19) 

The academic research outlined at the beginning of this chapter point to a Hadrian's Wall 

initially as a massive building project, with massive logistical and technological challenges, 

forever changing the face of the landscape and creating a concept of frontier which still 

survives today. Bringing a huge influx of population the central sector of Hadrian's Wall and 

its environs was more intensively populated in the Roman period than it is today. This must 

have both had an incredibly powerful impact on the local population and created its own 

multi-cultural population of both soldiers from across the Empire and workers, traders and 

other service providers, both local and attracted from elsewhere in the province and even the 

Empire by the presence of such a large permanent garrison.  

Revisiting the original criteria for inscription for Hadrian's Wall, although obviously this 

relates to the entire length of the Wall, reveals which areas of the Outstanding Universal 

Value are being communicated successfully and where there are areas of discrepancy: 

Criterion ii. Hadrian’s Wall exerted great influence on the spatial organisation of the British 

limes over approximately 300 years. This frontier zone is still part of the landscape from the 

Tyne to the Solway 

There was a clear understanding of the time period and the military nature of the site, 

although the landscape of the fort was only visited by one of the tracked fort visitors and none 

of the interviewees. No reviews mention the landscape of the fort beyond admiring the view. 

Very few visitors were observed moving out into the landscape during the week of 

observations, a small number visited the vicus and the Knag Burn gate or walked along the 

Wall, none were observed taking the footpath north, at the remains of the bath house, amongst 

the cultivation terraces or around the quarries below the fort. There did appear to be potential 
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interest in the landscape once they were aware of it; two interviewees expressed curiosity 

about the landscape after their interview, HI -4 asked what the “bumps” (quarrying) were and 

HI-14 asked what the quarries, cultivation terraces and 18
th

 century well were, when their 

questions were answered they became very animated and set off to investigate these areas 

they had previously been unaware of. There was little or no reference to other Roman sites 

along Hadrian’s Wall or the Stanegate.  

Criterion iii. This military zone bears exception testimony to Roman colonization by the large 

number of human settlements associated with the defences. 

The garrison of the fort were mentioned by four of the interviewees, two referred to them, 

erroneously, as Italian, none of them gave them any other origin, generically referring to them 

as 'soldiers'. The garrison was referred to generically in a small number of the 2013 

TripAdvisor reviews and several of 2010-11 reviews. The vicus outside the fort was only 

visited by one of the tracked visitors and mentioned by only a small minority of the 2013 

TripAdvisor reviews. It was not mentioned by any of the interviewees or in the 2010-2011 

TripAdvisor reviews.    

Criterion iv. Hadrian’s Wall is an outstanding example of a fortified limes. No other ensemble 

from the Roman Empire illustrates as ambitious and coherent a system of defensive 

constructions perfected by engineers over the course of several generations. (ICOMOS 

1986).  

The technological achievements of the Roman builders were mentioned by a quarter of the 

interviewees; but very few of the reviews. The logistical aspects of the Wall were only 

mentioned by one reviewer and no interviewees, although both interviewees and reviewers 

mentioned it in the negative, ie, how cut-off the fort must have been and how hard life must 

have been there, e.g. “It must have been awful for Italian soldiers posted to the Wall, also 

very cut-off from help if the fort was attacked.” (HI -11).  

Many of the visitor responses from this case study are predictably similar to those ascertained 

by the Hadrian's Wall Interpretation Framework (Adkins & Miller 2011): the TripAdvisor 

analysis clearly also highlights the issues of visitors “seen one, seen them all”, attitude which 

Adkins and Miller note in reference to the Hadrian's Wall sites e.g 

 “We saw the same sort of walls for free at the fort at South Shields” (HTA2013 – 40)   

 “Didn't see much of the museum as we [had] visited one just down the road” 

(HTA2013 – 48) 
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 “We can't comment on the fort much as we stayed only briefly after seeing Chesters 

fort already but it looked almost as good” (HTA2013 -12) 

 “If you have been to Vindolanda then probably nothing much else to gain other than 

great views” (HTA2013 -63).  

The behavioural observations record the same attitude, visitors inclined to visit only a single 

gate and not venture out into the landscape, despite references to this in the museum and on 

site interpretation.  

A lack of understanding of life on the Roman frontier also comes through clearly from the 

reviews and interviews both by open admission e.g. 

 “It's a very confusing site, with different phases and time periods and sparse panels” 

(HI 3) 

 “We would have liked more information at the fort. There is minimal signage and for 

those people like us who are totally unfamiliar with the Romans, we would have got a 

lot more out of it if there had been more information.” (HTA2013 – 43) 

It is also visible through erroneous statements which range from the perception, discussed 

earlier, that the site was garrisoned by Italian troops fresh from Rome, to include other 

misconceptions and expectations e.g.: 

 “Overall a bit disappointed, it's nothing compared to Pompeii and Herculaneum” 

(HTA2013 -66) 

 “Once on top, the views are amazing. Scotland is right across the valley.” 

(HTA2010/11 -11) 

Although the World Heritage status of the fort is mentioned in the on-site interpretation none 

of the reviewers or interviewees mentioned UNESCO or World Heritage.  

The following chapter will present the results of the next, and final, case-study, Durham 

Cathedral and Castle World Heritage Site: examining the issues discussed in these previous 

case-studies in the case of a multi-period site in continuous use from the Anglo-Saxon period 

until today. The themes and implications of the three case-studies will then be discussed in 

Chapter Eight.  
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Chapter Seven: Durham Cathedral and Castle World Heritage 

Site  

This chapter continues the exploration of the experience of space and place in World Heritage 

sites from the previous two case-study chapters. Durham Castle and Cathedral WHS (see 

figure 7.2) represents the final case-study in the triad of UK sites; a classic example of one of 

the earliest UK inscriptions in 1986. Durham is famous for its medieval cityscape dominated 

by the Castle and Cathedral dramatically sited on a peninsular surrounded by the River Wear 

(see figure 7.1). The WHS was inscribed tightly, using the boundaries of the existing listed 

building and scheduled ancient monument designations around the medieval Cathedral and 

Castle and 18
th

 century Prebend's Bridge. The inscription was amended in 2008 to include 

Palace Green, a green surrounded by church and university buildings, which has joined the 

two sites since the medieval period (see figures 7.4, 7.5). 

 

  

Figure 7.1 A dramatic medieval cityscape (Photo courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

This site has been drawing in pilgrims and, later, tourists since the arrival of St Cuthbert's 

remains in 995 AD. As a nucleated urban site it differs significantly in setting from the other 

case-studies and while its inscription focusses on the Norman architecture the Statement of 

Significance was been rewritten in 2008 to reflect the continuity of educational and religious 

use of the site from the 10
th

 century up to the present day.  
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Figure 7.2 Location of Durham Castle and Cathedral WHS (Crown Copyright 2017)  
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Figure 7.3 The peninsular at Durham encircled by the River Wear (Crown Copyright 2017)  
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Figure 7.4 The monuments that form Durham Castle and Cathedral WHS (Crown Copyright 

2017)  
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Durham WHS boundaries have been the centre of debate for some years due to their 

restrictive nature; the enlargement in 2008 reflects this and the current management plan 

includes the intention to further examine the potential for enlargement (El-Rashidi 2016). This 

will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight. As with the previous case-studies this 

chapter will extend the scope of discussion beyond the current boundaries and into the setting 

of the site. Therefore the historic heart of Durham city is in included in this discussion, 

comprising the Baileys, riverbanks, the medieval town and the Castle and town defences.  

 

 

Figure 7.5 The change in WHS boundaries (Image courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

Previous to their WHS inscription Durham Castle and Cathedral Durham were managed as 
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Grade I listed buildings, although as an active Anglican Church the Cathedral falls under 

Ecclesiastical Exemption, and Prebend’s Bridge as a Scheduled Ancient Monument. In 1986 

Durham became one of the first UK WH sites. The inscription was under criteria ii, iv and vi 

of the Operational Guidelines (see Chapter Three for discussion of the full Criteria for 

Inscription):  

Criterion (ii): Durham Cathedral is the largest and most perfect monument of ‘Norman’ style 

architecture in England. The small astral (Castle) chapel for its part marks a turning point in 

the evolution of 11th century Romanesque sculpture. 

Criterion (iv): Though some wrongly considered Durham Cathedral to be the first ‘Gothic’ 

monument (the relationship between it and the churches built in the Île-de-France region in 

the 12th century is not obvious), this building, owing to the innovative audacity of its vaulting, 

constitutes, as do Spire [Speyer] and Cluny, a type of experimental model which was far 

ahead of its time. 

Criterion (vi): Around the relics of Cuthbert and Bede, Durham crystallized the memory of 

the evangelising of Northumbria and of primitive Benedictine monastic life (Chris Blandford 

Associates 2006: 10).  

 

These criteria reflected the traditional perception of Durham’s significance as a religious 

centre, with the emphasis placed heavily on architecture and its role in the development of 

Christianity in the North of England. The boundaries of the site were drawn tightly around the 

monuments, following the line of the Listing for the Castle and Cathedral and Scheduling in 

the case of Prebend's Bridge (see Figure 7.5).  

 

As the first management plan began to be considered and the nomination and inscription 

documents re-examined it rapidly become that neither the values for which it was inscribed 

nor the boundaries of the site fully reflected the significance of the WHS. During the 

preparation of the first draft of the management plan in 2002-2003 there were various 

proposals put forward to enlarge the site to include a larger area, ranging from the inclusion of 

Palace Green to link the Castle and Cathedral and reflect the importance of this area to the 

past and present use of the site, to the proposal to create a much larger WHS including the 

riverbanks and medieval town (Chris Blandford Associates 2006).  

 

The first, and current, Durham WHSMP (the 2016 Management Plan is at the public 

consultation stage at the time of writing) was produced in 2006 by the site's owners and key 

stakeholders who made up the steering group: 
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• Department of Culture, Media and Sport 

• Durham Cathedral Chapter  

• City of Durham Council  

• Durham County Council  

• English Heritage 

• ICOMOS-UK 

• One NorthEast  

• St John’s College  

• St Chad’s College  

• University of Durham 

 

Following the debate over boundaries, consensus was reached to enlarge the WHS slightly 

and review the Statement of Outstanding Universal Value.  In 2008 the boundaries of the site 

were enlarged to include Palace Green and unite the monuments. The Management Plan 

includes the intention to review the success of this expansion and potential for further 

expansion in future Plans (Chris Blandford Associates 2006: 13). The 2016 plan contains 

suggestions for a far more comprehensive revisit of the boundaries and buffer zones, 

including consideration of the visual impact zone (El-Rashidi 2016).  

 

In the 2006 plan the Statement of Outstanding Universal Value was updated, clarified and 

expanded to encompass a much wider significance than represented by the original criteria:  

 

• The Site's exceptional architecture demonstrating architectural innovation; 

• The visual drama of the Cathedral and Castle on the peninsula and the associations of the 

Site with notions of romantic beauty; 

• The physical expression of the spiritual and secular powers of the medieval Bishops 

Palatine that the defended complex provides; 

• The relics and material culture of the three saints buried at the Site.  

• The continuity of use and ownership of the Site over the past 1000 years as a place of 

religious worship, learning and residence; 

• The Site's role as a political statement of Norman power imposed upon a subjugate nation, 

as one of the country's most powerful symbols of the Norman Conquest of Britain; 

• The importance of the site's archaeological remains, which are directly related to the Site's 

history and continuity of use over the past 1000 years; 



143 
 

• The cultural and religious traditions and historical memories associated with the relics of St 

Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede, and with the continuity of use and ownership of the Site 

over the past millennium. 

(Chris Blandford Associates 2006: 10-11). 

This expands the inscription considerably beyond the initial medieval focus and means that 

this case-study represents a site with an unusually uniform continuity of use over an extended 

period that is absent from the other case-studies. As a result of this practical and conceptual 

expansion a new Statement of Outstanding Universal Value has been proposed (Chris 

Blandford Associates 2006: 12).  The Plan also notes the special community significance of 

the Durham WHS standing as the spiritual capital of the North East of England, the regional 

capital for events such as the annual Miners’ Gala, the centre of an international body of 

students and alumni of Durham University and nurturing important skills including vital 

heritage conservation skills such as specialist masonry and joinery (Chris Blandford 

Associates 2006: 12).  A Research Framework has been developed for the WHS by David 

Petts, Associate Director of Durham University’s Institute of Medieval and Early Modern 

Studies (Archaeology) with the aims of integrating research more closely with the 

management and development of the WHS (Petts 2015).  

 

The whole site is owned and managed by The Cathedral Chapter, the University and St John's 

College with advice and technical support from other members of the steering group such as 

City of Durham Council and English Heritage. The WHS remains at the heart of Durham, 

retaining special significance to many local residents, alumni, pilgrims and tourists. The 

Castle and Cathedral are central to the marketing and presentation of Durham as a historic 

city.  

 

“Durham City is home to one of the most recognisable landmarks in the UK, 

majestic Durham Cathedral. Together with adjacent Durham Castle, this UNESCO World 

Heritage Site forms one of the most stunning city panoramas in Europe.” (Visit County 

Durham 2017) 

 

The functioning of the Castle as a student halls of residence and the Cathedral as a working 

church mean that their management and presentation differ significantly from the case study 

sites discussed in Chapters Five and Six.  

 

The first point of contact for many visitors is the new WHS visitor centre located on the edge 
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of Palace Green, at the corner of Palace Green and Owengate. The visitor centre, located in a 

refurbished 19
th

 century almshouse, introduces the concept of World Heritage and provides an 

audio-visual display of the development the Durham, the Cathedral, Castle and university.  

 

Figure 7.6 Owensgate and the World Heritage Site Visitor Centre (Photo courtesy of Durham 

World Heritage Site) 

 

The interpretation of the Cathedral and Castle is primarily delivered through guided tours 

and/or guidebooks, although both have a limited number of labels and/or interpretative panels 

on site. Palace Green and Prebend's Bridge do not have any on-site interpretation and are not 

covered in the Castle or Cathedral guidebooks; they do however feature in the WHS visitor 

centre interpretation. 

 

Conceptualising the past experience of the Durham Cathedral and Castle 

WHS 

Throughout much of its history Durham has been heavily involved in the secular and religious 

network of power in the North of England and Scottish borders. Much of the development in 

Durham was as an obvious response to external factors, whether the massively visible 

architectural statement of the Normans, the increasing defences due to the turmoil of the 

disputed Scottish border, the income brought by the ever increasing pilgrimage trade of the 

medieval period or the prosperity of the local industry, which created a wealthy and 

fashionable Georgian town in the 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries.  
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Excavation in the Saddler Street area has yielded evidence of occupation and leather working 

(as the street name still suggests) from the 10
th

 century, pre-dating the arrival of the 

Community of St Cuthbert.  There is no evidence that this is the remains of an urban 

community, more probably a small rural settlement on the peninsula (Bonney 1990: 14).  

 

The Founding Legend  

Cuthbert was an early Northumbrian saint, initially a monk of Melrose, then Prior of 

Lindisfarne and finally Bishop of Hexham, he spent a considerable amount of time on the 

remote Farne Islands, where he died in the late 7
th

 century.  He was buried on Lindisfarne on 

the condition that his body was to be moved with the monastic community if danger 

threatened. Eleven years after his death his coffin was opened and his body found to be in a 

remarkable state of preservation; the body was transferred to a new coffin above ground and 

became a focus for pilgrimage. A series of Viking raids in the late 8
th

 and 9
th

 century led the 

monks to leave Lindisfarne, taking St Cuthberts' body among other relics. The community 

settled at Chester-le-Street for 113 years before moving again, south to Ripon, due to further 

Viking threats. Trying to return again to Chester-le-Street legend has it that the spirit of St 

Cuthbert stopped the coffin when they reached Wrdelau (possibly Warden Law, near 

Houghton-Le-Spring). It only moved again after one of the monks had a vision ordering them 

to move it to Dunholme, which they located by following local girls looking for a straying 

cow. When they arrived at Dunholme they built a small church and founded the community of 

St Cuthbert (Chris Blandford Associates 2006: 29-32). 

 

The whitewashed timber or wattle and daub church built by the Community of St Cuthbert 

was rapidly replaced by a stone church, consecrated in 998AD. Whether it was divine will or 

Durham was deliberately chosen for political and topographical reasons, the remains of the 

most prestigious northern saint became a focus for pilgrimage and rapidly generated urban 

growth (Bonney 1990: 10).  

 

A Northern Stronghold  

Durham was established as a major, quasi-regal power base in the North as a result of 

persistent insurrection in the North following the Norman Conquest. The natural defensive 

advantages of the peninsular, which had probably attracted the Community of St Cuthbert, 

were utilised to create a fortified site with a motte and bailey castle at its neck. Following the 

murder of Bishop Walcher in 1090, King William granted greater powers to the Bishops of 



146 
 

Durham, creating a Prince-Bishop who had the power to mint coinage, gather taxes and raise 

an army: an attempt to control the still rebellious north and form a buffer zone between 

England and Scotland.  

 

The earliest known form of the Castle was as a motte and bailey with a timber tower on the 

motte overlooking timber buildings in the bailey below, enclosed by a ditch with drawbridge 

and barbican. These were rapidly replaced by stone (Durham University Archaeological 

Services 2009: 4). During the construction of the Castle and Cathedral the River Wear and its 

banks had formed both protection and a convenient source of stone. Between the quarrying 

and defensive functions the riverbanks were kept clear of vegetation from at least the late 10
th

 

century onwards. Within the town a level of continuity appears to be maintained despite the 

Norman occupation, although evidence of fire damage and short term desertion may represent 

the Norman Harrying of the North in 1069-70 (Carver 1979: 71).  

 

In 1083 Bishop William of St Calais, regularised the existing monastic community of St 

Cuthbert at Durham and introduced the Benedictine order and 1092 began to construct a 

cathedral in the new European style. The new Cathedral was built using the latest advances on 

the Romanesque style, creating the first English church to be entirely rooted with stone 

vaulting rather than flat wooden ceilings (Roberts 2003: 57). By August 1104 the east end of 

the Cathedral was sufficiently complete to receive the remains of St Cuthbert (Snape 1980: 

21-22). The Cathedral was built on a cruciform plan, the east end terminated by an apse 

around the shrine of St Cuthbert and the aisles ending in chapels, the original east end being 

destroyed by the construction of the Chapel of the Nine Altars in the 13
th

 century.  

 

On completion of the main body of the Cathedral a problem became evident: despite the vast 

size of the Cathedral space around the shrine of St Cuthbert was limited and beginning to 

cause congestion among the ever increasing number of pilgrims. This was addressed in the 

1170s, with the intention of extending the eastern arm of the Cathedral. However the unstable 

geology of this area meant that the new work kept collapsing and eventually was abandoned 

and the Galilee Chapel built on the west front instead (Snape 1980: 23).  

 

During the 12
th

 century various remodelling and rebuilding took place, including the 

clearance of Palace Green, allowing a clear link between the two buildings and providing a 

stage for the Prince-Bishop and his retinue to process from the Castle to the Cathedral (Carver 

1980: 15-16). By the end of the 12
th

 century the functional defensive Castle of the early 
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Norman period had transformed into a lavish Castle-palace. Bishop Flambard had enclosed 

the peninsular with defensive walls around the riverbanks and a massive 10-15m high wall at 

the neck of the peninsular with a moat outside it, on the line of the modern Moatside Lane. 

These walls had three gates: North Gate leading down towards the Marketplace, Kings Gate 

and Water Gate, both leading towards fording points on the river (later replaced by Kingsgate 

Bridge and Prebend’s Bridge respectively). There was also a postern gate into the Priory, ‘The 

Dark Entry’, and possibly another postern at modern Windy Gap ‘Windeshole Gate’. A 

second wall was built between the eastern end of the Cathedral and the keep with gates at 

each end: Owen Gate and Lye Gate. These walls divided the peninsular into a number of 

baileys: the Priory, the Inner Bailey of the Castle, the Upper Bailey (Palace Green), and the 

Nether Bailey (now North and South Bailey). The monastery required extensive gardens and 

orchards and therefore cultivated large areas across the river from the Cathedral, connected to 

the Priory by the original Prebend's Bridge, as well as areas on the edge of the City at 

Elvethall and Gilesgate (Petts 2015: 29). 

 

Building work continued on both the Cathedral and the rapidly expanding monastery. In the 

13
th

 century the east end was finally successfully enlarged and the Chapel of the Nine Altars 

constructed (Snape 1980: 23-27). Palace Green gradually became surrounded by buildings 

associated with the religious and secular retinue of the Prince Bishops, including the mint, 

two schools, a granary and various offices (Durham University Archaeological Services 2008: 

5-6).  

 

The inhabitants of Palace Green had been relocated north of the walls into the Marketplace; 

following the sacking of this area by the Scots in 1312 this new borough was also given a 

curtain wall, creating the beginning of the separate town defences. As the turbulence of the 

Anglo-Scottish fighting died down the pilgrim trade increased, attracted by the remains of St 

Cuthbert, St Oswald and the Venerable Bede; significantly increasing the wealth of the town 

and surrounding area. Merchants were also attracted from all over England for the twice 

annual St Cuthbert’s fair (Bonney 1990:10) and Durham appears as a key town on the main 

route from Dover to Newcastle on Matthew Paris' map (c.1250) (Threlfall-Holmes 2005: 11).  

 

The medieval town was defined not only by its built architecture, but also very much its open 

spaces which did not generally develop organically but to a very logical plan (Craane 2009). 

Durham was, and remains, distinctively subdivided, the fortified peninsular containing the 

Castle, Cathedral and priory and separate areas beyond: the Old Borough, the Bishop's 
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Borough, Elvet Borough, St Giles Borough and the Barony of Elvet. The Prince-Bishops 

owned and administered all of these areas. Around 1120 Bishop Flambard constructed the Old 

Bridge, now known as Framwellgate Bridge, to link the trading place of Old Borough with 

the new street of Framwellgate in the newly founded Bishop's Borough. The New Bridge, 

now known as Elvet Bridge, was constructed later in the 12
th

 century by Bishop Le Puiset to 

enable the creation of the new Elvet Borough. St Giles' Borough grew up around the hospital 

of St Giles, established by Flambard in 1112 (Bonney 1990).  

 

Spatial analysis of medieval towns show a very clear pattern of the locations of various 

professions as related to both the built architecture and the open spaces (Craane 2009), While 

in Durham each borough had its own church, courts and mills and retained their separate 

identities throughout the medieval period (Roberts 2003: 92-93); the street names still point to 

specific professions leading off the marketplace. The Saddler St excavations revealed 

occupation from the 10
th

 - 12
th

 century.  

 

The apparently regulation widths of the tenements survived into the modern period and are 

still visible in the modern street plan of Durham (Carver 1979: 70). Late medieval houses 

survive in some of the modern streets, particularly around the Marketplace, the jettying out of 

upper stories of the houses appears to have been a common feature of the central areas of the 

boroughs, both to maximise space and indicate status. The majority of the inhabitants of 

medieval Durham were occupied in either working directly for the Bishop and the priory or 

providing services and products used both by them and by the thriving pilgrim trade (Roberts 

2003: 112).  

 

The English-Scots hostilities continued periodically through much of the medieval period and 

in 1346 Durham became the scene of a pitched battle when the Scots were routed at nearby 

Neville's Cross. No major building work was carried out in the Cathedral during the 14
th

 

century, but parts of the interior were updated to reflect the latest designs. Two of Durham's 

famous monuments date to this period; Bishop Hatfield's huge throne and tomb reflect the 

power and prestige of the Prince-Bishops, the throne reputed to be the highest in Christendom 

at the time (Sadgrove 2006: 28), while the Neville Screen represented the new Perpendicular 

style and was shipped piece by piece from London. Double doors in the screen allowed for 

the movement of clerics and also provide access to the shrine of St Cuthbert (Wilson 1980: 

95).  
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These changes in the interiors are crucial to our understanding of the medieval religious 

experience. Religion dominated medieval life and all the senses were engaged, from the peel 

of the bells, the smell of the incense to the kissing of the relics. Sensory experience allowed 

the sacred to flow from devotional objects and images into the very being of the believer 

(Wells 2011: 122-125). The authenticity of the experience, to pilgrimages especially, was 

heavily dependent on the tangible and tactile nature of the shrine itself and the relics it 

contained, the closer the pilgrims could be to the relic the more immediate the access to 

sanctity (ibid: 144).  

 

The physical and liturgical experience of the Cathedral had been changing throughout the 

medieval period and varied from church to church (c.f. Gill 2002, Graves 2007, Giles 2007). 

From the end of the 14
th

 century changes in both the service and the physical architecture 

made the rites of the Mass less physically accessible to the congregation. Since actually 

seeing the Elevation of the Host was a key aspect of the proceedings, the piercing of screens 

and creation of peep-holes and squints through side walls to allow views of the altar(s) 

become increasingly common. Giles suggests that instead of seeing these as straightforward 

lines of sight we need to take into account the physical process involved in attempting to see 

the moment of elevation (signalled by the ringing of a bell); to allow for jostling with a 

crowd, peering around tombs and monuments, kneeling, straining or stooping to attempt to 

see and hear what was going on (Giles 2007: 116). During this period the Neville Screen was 

installed at Durham, screening off the shrine of St Cuthbert from the high altar and the main 

body of the quire (Wilson 1980: 95). Medieval devotion to the saintly cults was very physical, 

involving touching and kissing relics, often crawling into the shrines or kissing the shrines 

through apertures in these screens. Such restriction and controlled access increased security 

and controlled the flow of pilgrim traffic, while also enhancing the sense of wonder and 

excitement. The pilgrim would catch glimpses of the shrine as they approached but could not 

access the most holy area unless, or until, permitted to do so by the clergy. On St Cuthbert’s 

feast day the ornate wooden canopy above the shrine was raised by pulleys causing the silver 

bells attached to it to ring out, audible throughout the church (Wells 2011: 122-143).  

 

Devotional iconography also played an important part in medieval worship and initiated 

powerful connections between God and the believer. The precise details of these images were 

very variable and heavily influenced by patronage; the only images likely to be in every 

church were those of the Virgin Mary and Child and the crucified Christ (Gill 2002: 157). As 

with the rest of the medieval religious experience there appears to have been separate 
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encounters with these images: a direct contemplative gazing as part of devotional practice and 

the more dynamic encounter as the congregation moved around the church (Giles 2007: 116).   

 

By the 15
th

 century the interior of the Cathedral would have been much subdivided, the length 

of the church was broken up by screens; there were raised lofts in some of the aisles, and a 

quantity of small chapels against the walls, also enclosed by screens. The church would have 

been quite dark with limited light filtering through the small panes of medieval glass 

(Haselock and O’Connor 1980).  The plastered walls would have been painted and covered 

with religious iconography. Even the tomb of St Cuthbert would have been decorated with 

gilding, painted imagery and a wealth of jewels and gifts displayed beside the tomb (Roberts 

2003: 72).  

 

Externally the influence of the pilgrim experience can also be seen in the architecture of the 

Cathedral. Durham has a larger number of towers than most Cathedrals. Roberts suggests that 

this is due to the fact that Durham lies in a bowl of hills, therefore the pilgrim approaching the 

city would not see the body of the church, but the towers allowed it to be visible from a 

considerable distance (Roberts 2003: 70).  

 

During the later medieval period the Castle became even more ornate; the Norman motte 

enlarged and the keep rebuilt. As the defensive function of the Castle receded and living styles 

changed it is possible to see the change in the use of space. Externally the moat clogged up 

with debris and internally the Castle began to be partitioned up into apartments and private 

areas.  The Almoner's school was founded in the mid-14
th

 century, to prepare children for 

entry into the monastic community. In 1414 Bishop Langley founded two schools on Palace 

Green for the teaching of music and grammar and in 1430 the Choristers school was attached 

to the priory as a small song school; all of these schools still survive in some form (Durham 

Archaeological Services 2008). 

 

The impact of the reformation was predictably significant and led to a drop in income for the 

area due to the cessation of the pilgrim trade. However, the fabric of the Castle and Cathedral 

remained undamaged and a certain level of continuity remained as the Prior of the monastery 

become the Dean of the Cathedral. The turbulence in Durham continued with the unsuccessful 

Rising of the North in 1569 when Catholic Mass was again celebrated in the Cathedral.   The 

reformation had cleared much of the interior decoration of the Cathedral away, the brightly 

painted medieval church with its Catholic iconography was stripped back to a much plainer 
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appearance, statues were removed or defaced and paintings were whitewashed. With the 

destruction of wall paintings and other visual representations during the Reformation we see 

the emergence of more recognisably modern ways of experiencing and visualising a church. 

The iconoclasm of the Reformation had revealed the mundane reality of paint and wall plaster 

of which these paintings were composed, removing their perceived powers over the observer. 

The traditional east-west alignment of the church had been disrupted by the positioning of the 

communion table and font in the nave rather than at the east end. Protestantism opened up the 

viewsheds once more, removing much of the mystery possessed by the Catholic Mass by 

generally removing the screens, statues and subsidiary altars (Giles 2007: 114)..  

 

Following the Reformation the Castle-palace became purely an Episcopal residence. During 

the Civil War it was sold and in 1650 served as a hospital to Scottish prisoners housed in the 

Cathedral over winter following the battle of Dunbar. Several mass burial pits dated to this 

period have recently been excavated on Palace Green (Annis 2015). 

 

At the Restoration the Castle was returned to the Bishopric and Bishop Cosin immediately 

began work on the Castle, Cathedral and Palace Green. The castle was updated; he filled in 

the moat and terraced the motte to form gardens. During the 18
th

 century the bishops rapidly 

began to prefer the more modern and spacious accommodation at their other seat, Auckland 

Castle, and little was done to Durham Castle. The final addition was by Bishop Barrington 

who built the current gatehouse in 1791 in the fashionable gothic style, along with the 

addition of battlements around the Castle walls (Roberts 2003: 148). 

 

Gradually a new social elite began to take their place within Durham, consisting of Cathedral 

clergy, professional men, wealthy tradesmen and the newly emerging coal owners (Roberts 

2003: 113). Coal mining had been a significant income for the Durham area from the 

medieval period, now it rapidly boomed (Thelfall-Holmes 2005: 9) and largely continued to 

rise until the latter half of the 20
th

 century. By the 18
th

 century Durham had become a 

fashionable and gentrified town and the bulk of the timber-framed houses on the Baileys were 

replaced in brick with Classical façades (Roberts 2003: 113) (see figure 7.7).  
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Figure 7.7 The Baileys (Photo courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

By the mid-18
th

 century narrow terraced riverbank gardens were stretching from behind the 

Bailey houses down to the river. These gardens were landscaped in the fashionable style of 

the period (Roberts 2003: 155). Almost all the ingredients of a Romantic landscape were 

already there, the River in its dramatic gorge, the towering Castle and Cathedral, the only 

thing lacking was trees. A programme of tree planting was complimented by the re-siting of 

the new Prebends Bridge. This created the famous, and entirely deliberate, panorama which 

has become the classic view of the Cathedral and the medieval Fulling Mill in the foreground 

with Framwellgate Bridge in the distance. Various garden features were added and new 

battlements built onto the Castle walls in order to add more points of interest. Most of the 

existing trees on the riverbanks were planted at this time. The fortifications began to be 

removed and the streets opened up during the late 18
th

 century. At this time the administrative 

centre also moved from Palace Green to the Marketplace (Roberts 2003: 121).  

 

In the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 century the weathered surface of the stonework all over the 

Cathedral was chipped off to neaten its appearance and the western towers restored with 

battlements and pinnacles (Curry 1980). In the 1840s Salvin and Pickering opened up a 'grand 

vista' down the length of the interior was opened up by removing the choir screen, widening 

the choir by cutting and moving the choir stalls, relocating the organ and the font. In 1860 the 

central tower was restored by Gilbert Scott who also restored the choir screen and reinstated 

the choir stalls to their original position. Since then no major building work has been carried 

out, only restoration and repair (Roberts 2003: 76).  

 

Pews did not arrive in the Cathedral until the 19
th

 century, adding a new layer of physical 
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restriction; the congregation was now fixed into ranks with hierarchical positioning. 

Movement was not only more difficult, but also actively discouraged during services; the 

'Word' had gained priority over the image (Giles 2007: 114). Prior Castell’s highly decorated 

late 15
th

-early 16th century clock, the last visible vestige of the highly coloured medieval 

Cathedral,  was removed in 1845 as it was thought too ‘frivolous’; it was only restored to the 

Cathedral in 1938 (Sadgrove 2011: 15).  

 

In 1832 the Castle was handed over to the new University of Durham and the Bishops of 

Durham were based permanently in Auckland Castle, although they still retain a small suite of 

rooms in the Castle. The upper stories of the keep had been demolished by Bishop Thurlow in 

1789; the remains of the 14
th

 century keep were finally removed in 1840 and rebuilt to the 

same plan in order to house University College (Carver 1979: 3). Since then the majority of 

work has been focussed on necessary repair and renovation, including major structural repairs 

carried out in the 1930s (Roberts 2003: 47).  In 1846 Hatfield College became the second 

college of the new university and was housed in specially built accommodation on the North 

Bailey.  

 

Figure 7.8 Durham Castle as it appears today (Photo courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

The arrival of the University in 1832, the railway in 1844 and the continued growth of 

industry around County Durham throughout this period contributed to the mix of multi-period 

buildings within the centre of the City with the classic red brick terraces of the 19
th

 and early 

20
th

 century on the outskirts. The collapse of the mining industry in the 20
th

 century had a 

massive impact on the economy of the area and the town redeveloped focussed on retail, 

tourism and service industries (Chris Blandford Associates 2006: 37) with the University and 

Cathedral still playing a central role.  

 

This overview of the development of Durham, both the current WHS and the associated town 
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and riverbanks, paints a picture of monuments built to dominate and control in the light of 

sustained northern resistance to the Norman Conquest. A quasi-regal seat of secular power 

combined with the religious power of the Cathedral and the relics of St Cuthbert, embodied in 

the person of the Prince Bishops and the powerful military and religious complex they 

created. This attracted a town which rapidly grew and thrived on supporting the needs of both 

the Prince Bishop and his retinue and on the pilgrim trade. Throughout much of the medieval 

and even the post-medieval period Durham experienced a very turbulent history as a key 

political powerbase close to the Scottish border. Once the political situation had settled down 

and the powers of the Prince Bishops reduced, Durham developed into a fashionable town 

patronised by the new social elite of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. It was the settled wealth of 

this period which created much of Durham as it appears today, the new social elite of the town 

modernised the Bailey houses with new façades and landscaped the riverbanks to frame the 

Romantic monuments. The University built upon this perception of Durham, setting itself up 

in the tradition of the Oxbridge universities and has very consciously retained its collegiate 

system, with traditions such as formal dinners, balls and rowing on the river.  

 

The Modern Visitor Experience 

Access to the site is via road from the Durham Marketplace, using the medieval streets of 

Silver Street, Saddler Street and Owengate or along the (rarely used) reputedly original 

pilgrim route up the vennel from Silver Street onto Moatside Lane. Alternatively Palace 

Green can be accessed on foot via the banks of the River Wear, coming up either through 

medieval Watergate onto the Baileys, or through the various gaps between buildings on the 

west side of Palace Green. There is a charge imposed on cars entering the city centre and 

disabled and permit only parking on Palace Green. A shuttle bus operates between the railway 

station and the WHS, also stopping at the bus station, Milburngate Shopping Centre, the 

marketplace and the car and coach park.  
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Figure 7.9 Durham Cathedral (Photo courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

Presenting the Cathedral 

The Cathedral is first and foremost a fully consecrated Anglican church with regular services. 

This is reflected in the manner in which the building is managed and interpreted. The dual 

role of church and historic monument has led to a discrete interpretation style, primarily 

designed to support a guide book or leaflet. More in-depth interpretation is provided by 

guided tours of the Cathedral led by gowned stewards. These stewards also meet visitors at 

the entrance, answer questions and keep an eye on visitor behaviour within the church. Due to 

its primary role as a church, visitors are not permitted to walk around the Cathedral during 

services; however they are made welcome to attend the service.  

 

On entering the Cathedral the visitor is met by a steward who ushers them towards a desk 

where information and guidebooks are available and the regular guided tours start. Entry is 

free, however a donation towards the upkeep of the Cathedral is encouraged, the donations 

box being placed between the entrance and the stewards' desk. If there is no service in 

progress, visitors are free to wander within the main body of the church, the Chapel of the 

Nine Altars, the Galilee Chapel, and out into the cloisters where the café, bookshop and 

Treasures exhibition are located.  

 

The guided tour begins at the stewards' desk near the entrance, moving onto the Galilee 

Chapel, focussing on the wall paintings, the original west door and the tomb of the Venerable 

Bede. Returning into the main body of the Cathedral the tour pauses at the 17
th

 century font 

cover and organ screen, the modern stained glass window sponsored by Marks and Spencer 

and the 19
th

 century Miner's Memorial. Walking down the side of the nave it takes in the 

Neville tombs, the early Tudor clock and the single imperfect pillar where the zigzag design 
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does not match. On entering the crossing the division of the church by screens in the medieval 

period is discussed, as are the different levels of access available for monks and clergy, the 

(male) laity and women. Moving beyond this point the architecture of the church is discussed 

along with the role of relics and pilgrimage in the history of the Cathedral. The tour finishes at 

St Cuthbert's shrine as the heart of the Cathedral; visitors are then encouraged to explore the 

rest of the Cathedral and cloisters at their own pace.  

 

 

Figure 7.10 Bishop Hatfield’s Throne (Photo courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

The leaflet A Short Guide to Durham Cathedral, available at the Stewards' desk for £1 in a 

variety of languages, also offers a guided tour. This takes a similar route to the guided tour, 

beginning at the North door, it moves into the nave, takes in the 17
th

 century organ case, the 

miners memorial, the location of the Neville chantry (now visible only through the existence 

of Neville tombs), the statue of Shute Barrington (Bishop of Durham 1791-1826) and  the 

early Tudor clock. It then guides the visitor onto the Durham Light Infantry Chapel, the 

crossing and the quire. Within the quire it draws attention to Bishop Hatfield's throne (see 

figure 7.7), the Neville screen, the sanctuary and the high altar. Moving into the south quire 
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aisle the tour then notes the window celebrating the millennium of the Diocese of Durham in 

1995 and the window installed in 2010 in memory of Archbishop Michael Ramsay (Bishop of 

Durham during the 1950s).The next point on the tour is St Cuthbert's shrine and the Chapel of 

the Nine Altars. Moving into the north quire aisle it pauses at the memorial to the 19
th

 century 

Bishop Lightfoot and the 14
th

 century benches built for the Bedesmen (old men who received 

a small pension in return for their prayers). Moving on from the north transept and Gregory 

Chapel the tour moves on to look at the 17
th

 century font and font cover, then the Galilee 

Chapel, Venerable Bede's tomb and out into the cloisters, where it gives details of the 

restaurant and shop. The guide A Pilgrim in Durham Cathedral (Sadgrove: 2006) is explicitly 

designed to be used alongside the Short Guide so uses the same route but with less emphasis 

on history with relevant prayers and readings selected for each point of interest.  Durham 

Cathedral: the Shrine of St Cuthbert (Sadgrove 2011) is a more comprehensive photographic 

souvenir guide which offers a description of each area of the Cathedral along with a brief 

history.  

 

Presenting the Castle 

The Castle is also a working building, as University College it functions as a hall of residence 

and includes the various common rooms, dining hall, kitchen, offices and chapel that would 

be expected in any of the colleges. It is also used for Bed and Breakfast accommodation 

outside of university terms and as a conference and function venue. Due to this multiplicity of 

uses it is open by guided tour only and occasionally closed entirely for booked functions. The 

student guides are chosen for their aptitude and interest in history, many of them are studying 

history or archaeology for undergraduate or postgraduate degrees. The students dress for the 

occasion in their college gowns.  

 

The tour begins at the gatehouse and moves into the courtyard where the various phases of 

construction and development from Castle to palace to University College are discussed. The 

Castle is entered via the main entrance hall, moving then into the buttery and kitchens, the 

oldest continuously used kitchens in Europe, and into the Great Hall. Here the Civil War 

armour, Napoleonic muskets and paintings of the various Masters of the College are pointed 

out and details given of both the use of the Hall through history and today. The tour then takes 

in the Black Stairs and the Tunstall Gallery which would have been the main entrance to the 

12
th

 century Castle, into the 16
th

 century Tunstall Chapel and then finishes down in the 

Norman Chapel where the early construction of the space is discussed and the WHS status of 

the Castle.  
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A guidebook, Durham Castle: University College, Durham (University College 1985) is also 

available to purchase and provides a short history of the Castle followed by a tour, following 

the same route used by the guided tours.  

 

The next section of the chapter examines the way in which this urban landscape and the WHS 

monument complex are experienced and responded to by visitors.  

 

Movement 

The general flow of movement was observed around Palace Green, Prebends Bridge and 

around the Baileys area. Unlike the other case-study sites this is an urban area where people 

live, work, study and worship, which means that it can be difficult to distinguish locals from 

visitors when looking at general movement patterns. However, students and University staff 

could generally be identified by their purposefully movement towards the various 

departments based on Palace Green, the Palace Green Library or into Castle College.  

 

Due to practical considerations specific movement tracking was only undertaken within the 

main body of the Cathedral, since entry into the Castle is by guided tour only and movement 

within the cloisters, shop and café of the Cathedral is logistically difficult to observe. 

Behaviour was observed initially from a seat in the nave; gradual movement around the 

church then allowed the groups/individuals to be kept in view to observe their behaviour and 

the point at which they exited. Due to the high volume of Cathedral visitors 30 trackings were 

observed and recorded over three days. General behaviour was also observed, which 

confirmed that the specifically recorded examples are representative of visitor movement 

more generally.  

 

Due to the particularly bad weather and widespread flooding during the observation period in 

September 2012 observations were not undertaken on the riverbank paths as they were totally 

submerged. Travel in and out of Durham City by road was restricted for some of the week and 

exterior observations have been cross-referenced with those undertaken in 2009 in order to try 

and remove the weather as a significant variable.  

 

The Cathedral is the prime draw for visitors to the WHS, seeing over 600,000 visitors a year 

(Durham World Heritage Site 2017) . Although the Castle was open during the observation 

period, as was the popular Lindisfarne Gospels exhibition in the Palace Green library, there 
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was a visible priority placed on the Cathedral. This was reflected in the recounting of the 

experience, all of the 16 interviewees had already visited, and mentioned, the Cathedral, 5 of 

them had either been to the Castle or were planning to go; there were 501 TripAdvisor 

Cathedral reviews as opposed to 59 Castle reviews. This was also illustrated by an incident 

whilst conducting observations on Palace Green, a group of tourists approached and enquired 

whether there were any Castles in the vicinity since there was such as beautiful medieval 

Cathedral; they appeared considerably surprised when the Castle was pointed out directly 

behind them. They had never realised Durham had a castle.   

 

Encountering the monuments 

The main flow of pedestrian traffic comes up Owengate from the centre of the city (see figure 

7.4) past the World Heritage Centre. It then dissipates around Palace Green where most of the 

visitors gather in small groups around Palace Green to look at the monuments, most notably 

the Cathedral, consult maps or leaflets, and take photographs. After visiting the Cathedral the 

majority then leave again via Owengate, with a few wandering out into the Baileys or down 

onto the riverbanks, depending largely on the weather.  

 

Within the Cathedral the majority of visitors entered via the main doors, they were then 

directed past the stewards' desk, generally the main vista down the Nave would noticeably 

catch their eye and after pausing to look they would begin to move down either of the aisles to 

the side of the nave. During the period of observation, excluding services, there were always 

visitors seated in the nave, gathered in St Cuthbert's shrine and forming a steady flow along 

the aisles and through the Galilee Chapel. Although there were visitors in the cloisters, the 

shop, café and Treasures exhibition, the majority were to be found in the main body of the 

Cathedral. The general pattern being an anticlockwise circuit of either the nave or a slightly 

longer circuit including St Cuthbert's Shrine and the Chapel of the Nine Altars, some visitors 

then extended this to take in the Galilee Chapel and/or exited via the side door to the cloisters. 

The anticlockwise nature of movement appeared to be dictated by the location of the stewards' 

desk and the large font with its decorative font cover; directed past the stewards’ desk and 

behind the font the natural progression is to continue on this route and turn down the south 

aisle. Visitors walked slowly and talked quietly, stewards moved around the Cathedral and 

could be observed reminding visitors with cameras that photography was not allowed without 

a permit. It was very evident visitors were aware this was a religious building and acted quite 

differently to some of those observed at the previous case-study sites. Not only did they move 

more slowly but there was also less interest in the limited interpretation available within the 
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Cathedral. Although there are some labels in the Cathedral very few visitors were observed to 

stop and read them, however visitors did evidence an interest in the carved list of Bishops 

located beside St Cuthbert’s shrine.  

 

 

Figure 7.11 Cathedral plan (Plan courtesy of Durham World Heritage Site) 

 

While the architecture of the Cathedral dictated the movement of the visitor and guided them 

around the nave, awareness of cultural codes also ensured not only respectful and appropriate 

behaviour in the space, but also physical space was given to the altars and tombs of St 

Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede, which were not generally touched or approached too 

closely.  

 

Among the 30 visitors directly tracked within the Cathedral the majority (70%) fell into the 

Conformist category. This was the most common form of visit, the conformist begins by 

walking down the side aisles of the nave, stops briefly to look into the quire and the side 

chapels, enters St Cuthbert's shrine, walks through the Chapel of the Nine Altars without 

stopping, back up the other side of the nave, into the Galilee Chapel and exited via the 

cloisters (also the location of the shop, café, toilets and Treasures exhibition). This was also 
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the route generally taken by coach parties. The Conformists did not spend much time looking 

at any specific feature of the Cathedral, they would tend to stroll and talk quietly together if in 

groups.   

 

 

Figure 7.12 Conformist visit (after Durham World Heritage Site plan, Fig 7.11) 

 

The minority fell into the categories of Tasters (13%) or Explorers (17%). In this instance 

Tasters were regarded as those who entered, walked around the nave either clockwise or anti-

clockwise (more commonly clockwise as discussed earlier), down to the Chapel of the Nine 

Altars, returning via the opposite aisle and exiting the Cathedral. This route allows the visitor 

to take in the more dramatic vistas down the Cathedral, look into the quire, see the location of 

St Cuthbert's Tomb (but they do not enter the shrine), and walk through the Chapel of the 

Nine Altars. It does not take in the side chapels, the Galilee Chapel or the cloisters. A shorter 

version of the Taster visit was observed where a group of visitors walked in, walked to the 

crossing, looked down the quire, then returned and exited.  
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Figure 7.13 Conformist visit (after Durham World Heritage Site plan fig 7.11) 

 

The longest and most complex of the visits were undertaken by the Explorers (17%), who 

would start their visit either in the usual manner by walking down the nave, or double back on 

themselves after entering and begin in the Galilee Chapel. They would investigate every 

public area of the Cathedral and apparently read most of the labels, or carry 

guidebooks/leaflets which they consulted periodically. They entered the side chapels, took 

time to look at the embroidered altar cloths in the chapel of the Nine Altars and the wall 

paintings in the Galilee Chapel, walked up the quire to the high altar and generally enquired at 

the Steward's desk about climbing the tower (closed due to the wet weather making it 

hazardous during the 2012 observations). These visitors were the most likely to sit quietly in 

the nave either looking at the view towards the quire or consulting guidebooks.  They would 

then exit via the cloisters.  
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Figure 7.14 Explorer visit (after Durham World Heritage Site plan, fig 7.11) 

 

Recalling the Visit 

This section moves on from considering visitor movement to explore how visitors chose to 

describe their encounters, as with the other case-studies it is divided by theme into 'People and 

Community', 'Temporality', 'Emotional and sensory responses' and 'The Managed Experience', 

within these the key themes which emerge from the data will be examined.  The interviews 

were conducted at the WHS visitor centre at the top of Owengate, as a neutral location beside 

the WHS and a popular starting point for the visit, especially given the poor weather 

conditions. TripAdvisor review data was taken from visits undertaken in 2013 and reviewed 

on TripAdvisor.co.uk. The data discussed here comes from 16 interviews (as discussed in the 

methodology this proved the most difficult location to obtain interviews, where in previous 

case studies almost 100% of visitors approached consented to be interviewed the majority at 

Durham declined). It also utilises 501 TripAdvisor reviews for the Cathedral and 59 

TripAdvisor reviews for the Castle. No TripAdvisor page exists for Prebends Bridge or Palace 

Green. 
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People and communities  

Durham has been heavily populated for much of its history, it is an urban centre as well as a 

religious one and the interaction between the church, state and town have been key to its 

development. As has proved common among the previous case-studies surprisingly little 

mention is made of the people or communities at this site.  

 

The Secular Community 

The secular community of Durham in the past is, perhaps predictably, largely missing from 

response at both the Castle and Cathedral. No mention of the secular past community of the 

Castle was made of them among the TripAdvisor reviews or interviews. Two interview 

respondents referred to this group “..amazing when people in relative poverty felt moved to 

build such beauty [referring to the Cathedral]” (DI11) the other elaborated further: “This site 

must have filled medieval people with awe...this huge building built to the glory of 

God…towering above the surrounding landscape. It is weird to think the architect never saw 

his vision finished, not to mention the master builders etc” (DI12). Among the reviews for the 

Cathedral 2% recognised the “skill of the medieval architects and builders” (DCTHTA125) 

and “the exuberance of the builders that seems to emanate from the very fabric” 

(DCTHTA226). Less than 1% referred to those who sought sanctuary from the law in the 

Cathedral during the medieval period or those who were imprisoned there during the English 

Civil War.  Moving closer to the present day, a slightly higher number of reviewers mentioned 

the miners of the area, as remembered by the Miner’s Memorial and the annual Miner’s Gala, 

and the local regiment, the Durham Light Infantry, but still only 1% and 2% respectively. 2% 

of the reviewers mentioned the use of the Cathedral as a location for Durham University 

matriculation and graduation and 42% of the Castle reviewers mentioned students and the use 

of the Castle as part of the halls of residence for University College. One interviewee 

mentioned they were Durham alumni and had “very fond memories of university 

here…matriculation in the Cathedral, graduation in the Castle” (DI13).  

 

The Religious Community 

The presence of the remains of St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede appear to maintain their 

power as key attractions at the Cathedral. Almost half of the Cathedral TripAdvisor references 

to people in the past were mentioning the presence of their tombs. Less than 1% however 

gave any detail regarding their lives and those tended to refer to the “unique and amazing” 

(DCTHTA405) story of St Cuthbert “being carried around the country trying to avoid the 

Vikings” (DCTHTA266). An interview respondent referred to the monks “pinching Bede from 
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Jarrow” and to the changes in religious practice since the time of these early Northumbrian 

saints: “Would Cuthbert have wanted all this? A simple hermit, he was a Celtic not a Roman 

saint....now he has a Cathedral over him…interesting to think about” (DI4). Related to this 

saintly presence there are also limited references (less than 1%) to pilgrimage “being able to 

pray at the tombs of Cuthbert and Bede knowing that 100s of 1000s of pilgrims have done the 

same before you was very moving” (DCTHTA183). Moving on chronologically there was also 

little reference to the monks of Durham (less than 1%); these were all fairly generic references 

to their presence eg. “..Its quiet cloisters where you can imagine the monks walking and 

praying” (DCTHTA345). One interview respondent also referred trying to “imagine how it 

was when the monks were here” (DI13). The bishops and Prince Bishops received even less 

attention than the monks with only two references (again less than 1%) eg “I was amazed to 

see Cardinal Thomas Wolsley as a past bishop, a real famous character from English history” 

(DCTHTA207). Only 5% of the Castle reviews referred to the Prince Bishops who built and 

occupied it.  

 

A single reviewer referred overtly to the continuity of religious practice at the Cathedral: “The 

evening service is a must, it is a very solemn and uplifting experience, it is also pretty much 

what has happened in the Cathedral for centuries” (DCTHTA71) and less than 1% mentioned 

the modern church congregation. One of the interviewees referred to services in the Cathedral, 

although this was in the context of entry charges “if they had charged we would have gone to 

Evensong, we object to paying for church access” (DI4)  

 

10% of reviewers mentioned the likeness of the Castle Great Hall to the Hall in the Harry 

Potter films (which were partially filmed in the Cathedral) and 3% of the Cathedral visitors 

also mentioned the Harry Potter filming.  

 

Temporality 

Unlike the other case-studies this WHS is inscribed for over a thousand years of history, with 

the accompanying wealth of built and buried archaeology. In common with previous case-

studies the interview respondents and reviewers tended to mention a sense of history 

generally rather than any specific dates or periods, e.g. “You could feel the history” (DI3), 

while 4 of them mentioned history generically a single respondent mentioned a time period 

“Such a strongly Norman Cathedral...unique” (DI6).  

 

Since both the Castle and Cathedral have significant surviving Norman phases for which they 
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are famous this is naturally reflected in the reviews, 4% of the Cathedral reviews and 7% of 

the Castle reviews referred to the monuments as Norman. Another 5% of the Cathedral 

reviews referred to this period by actual date (eg 1093) or in terms of hundreds of years, or 

tens of centuries, old. The medieval period was referred to by only 1% of the Cathedral and 

5% of the Castle reviews. The antiquity and continuous use of the Castle kitchen was 

mentioned by 7% of the Castle reviews. The existence of Victorian/Georgian alterations and 

additions was also referred to by three (less than 1%) of the Cathedral reviews.  

 

Emotional and sensory response 

The WHS at Durham is famous for its beauty and a religious site could naturally be expected 

to provoke some spiritual responses and/or attract those seeking a spiritual experience. The 

key themes which arise from an analysis of the interviews and the TripAdvisor reviews relate 

strongly to auditory or visual responses, while others mention spirituality and several local 

respondents seem to connect it strongly with a sense of homecoming “It feels like coming 

home, lovely to see from the train, you know you are home” (DI5) “Either driving or on the 

train it [seeing Durham WHS] means you are nearly back home” (DI12).  

 

The strongest category of these responses were the generic superlatives, adjectives such as 

awe, wonder, magnificence were used in 21% of the Cathedral reviews and 19% of the Castle 

reviews.  These were followed by references to the architecture (12% of the Cathedral reviews 

and 7% of the Castle reviews). The architecture of the buildings is something that is 

emphasised in the WH inscription and here it can be seen being recognised by the visitors. In 

the Cathedral it also creates conditions which contribute to the appreciation of the light (1%), 

acoustics (3%) and space (1%) as discussed later in this section.  

 

The Castle did not elicit any spiritual responses in the reviews, however 7% of the Cathedral 

reviews used terms which could be classified as spiritual, within these 1% referred generally 

to spirituality e.g. “Even for the non-religious looking up at this majestic building gives 

shivers down the spine” (DCTHTA220). The remaining 6% were overtly religious whether 

dealing with services “the advent service of darkness to light is mesmeric even to non-

believers”(DCTHTA301) or with personal practice “this holy space offers the chance to be 

“at one” with the Lord” (DCTHTA57); “My son from being very little used to love to light a 

candle and write a note to his grandad” (DCTHTA63). This echoes the observations of 

generally quiet and respectful behaviour with visitors tending to walk slowly and speak 

quietly or sit silently apparently lost in contemplation. This tranquillity is reflected in the 
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reviews with 3% commenting on the tranquillity “so easy to immerse yourself in the history 

and peaceful tranquillity” (DCTHTA2) and 2% on the atmosphere “The atmosphere inside is 

impressive, you can feel your spirit relax and revitalise as you move around. Very relaxing 

and rewarding.” (DCTHTA79). Similar responses also emerged from the interviews: “I love 

to just sit quietly in the Cathedral and look towards the altar, or sit by Cuthbert's tomb and 

look back” (DI1). “You can feel the ambience of the church, be awed by the splendour and 

grandeur” (DI2). The light and acoustics of the space contribute to the atmosphere “The light 

floods in the west window and gilds the screen dividing the quire and the nave while the 

sandstone flags are painted in rainbow colours from the stained glass” (DCTHTA257) and 

the “role of light inside the building is tangible” (DCTHTA92). Whilst the majority of 

comments on acoustics were regarding the choir e.g “the choir were practising while we were 

there and it was just awesome – so serene and magical” (DCTHTA415) and their presence 

brought the Cathedral “to life”(DCTHTA460) the organ and bells were also mentioned e.g. 

“try to be up the tower on the hour mark for the atmospheric bells” (DCTHTA344). This also 

came through in the interviews “Hearing choir practice, standing in the nave looking at the 

window...amazing” (DI8). “The sheer size....the expanse..and the acoustics..” (DI9), “The 

nave, and the sound of the choristers practising” (DI10). Several interviewees, a local 

resident and an ex-student were more specific in describing their memorable experiences of 

the Cathedral “A dark winter's early evening coming in out of the cold and wet to hear a choir 

practising 'O' Holy Night' sent goosebumps up my spine” (DI12); “I just love the atmosphere, 

the light...especially visiting the Cathedral in the winter when its dark and the choir are 

singing” (DI13).   

 

The managed experience  

The management of Durham WHS is an interesting case as it has the advantages and 

challenges not seen at the other case-study sites. With standing buildings surviving from 

almost all periods of its inscribed history, the WHS provides a palimpsest of its development 

and spaces which can be experienced in their architectural entirety and still, in some cases, 

being used for their original purpose. However both the spaces and the religious and 

educational practices have also it also changed considerably during its thousand years of use. 

With these spaces still being used for multiple functions it provides the challenge of managing 

buildings as both working spaces and as a heritage site, while also managing the challenges of 

being in the centre of a city. Some of these issues are seen in the responses of visitors to the 

manner in which the site is managed and presented. The key management themes which arise 

from the Cathedral reviews are:  
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 The issue of whether to charge or not to charge and how much pressure should be put 

on visitors to give donations.  

 The role of the stewards, whether they are a helpful addition to the Cathedral or can be 

overly officious.  

 The ban on photography for general visitors 

The issue of the charging policy and donations also emerged from the interviews.  

 

Cathedral Charging Policy  

Predictable, no reviewers and respondents objected to the Cathedral policy of free entry e.g. 

“We like the Dean's decision not to charge – so we paid for the guided tour. If they had 

charged we would have gone to Evensong instead, we object to paying for church access” 

(DI4). 16% of the reviews were either in favour of the no-charging policy or merely 

mentioned it neutrally. While none of the reviews were in opposition to this policy several felt 

strongly that too much emphasis was put on asking for donations or charges for other parts of 

the site such as the tower “It's not cheap to go up the tower, but a good view, it's a big 

landmark, you want to go up it, but the cost spoils it!” (DI8).  

 

Photography 

Some of the most strongly worded reviews regarded the Cathedral policy on photography. On 

a day to day basis photography is by permit only, either paid or by special permission, and 

part of the stewards’ role is to enforce this rule. This roused considerable opposition from a 

number of the reviewers who felt that photography was an important part of their experience 

and the refusal to allow it was “churlish” (DCTHTA119) and disappointing as “there is no 

personal pleasure in buying a book of photos” (DCTHTA224). A few either accepting of it 

e.g. “I liked, that all people there were not tourists, which see the tomb, make a photo and go 

to the next sightseeing.” (DCTHTA145) or “wished we could have filmed or taken photos of it 

but totally understand why not as it would spoil the beauty and the silence” (DCTHTA83) or 

presented it neutrally as a fact of the visit.  

 

Cathedral Interpretation 

Reviews of stewards in their capacity as leaders of guided tours were universally positive; all 

of the reviewers who mentioned tour guides felt it had added to their experience of the 

Cathedral, as did the interviewee who had taken a guided tour. However in their other roles 

within the Cathedral the reviews were more mixed. 5% felt they were welcoming and added 

to the experience of the Cathedral. A minority were very unhappy, some of these admitted to 
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having fallen foul of the no-photography rule, and felt they were “pounced on” 

(DCTHTA185) or watched too closely by “over-officious” (DCTHTA171) or “unpleasant” 

(DCTHTA83) staff. One reviewer went as far as to remark on the “Gestapo-like purple-

gowned ‘helpers’: the ambience of this magnificent building is spoiled by their bossy attitude” 

(DCTHTA170) and another complains of being “apprehended” and told to remove their hat 

and then followed around the Cathedral by stewards (DCTHTA324). A similarly abrupt 

attitude is reported by a visitor who arrived shortly before a service (DCTHTA162). 

 

A small number of the reviewers mentioned other forms of interpretation available including 

guidebooks and interpretative panels. The reviews varied from “information boards made it 

even more interesting” (DCTHTA23) and “plenty of info” (DCTHTA492) to “could benefit 

from more information boards” (DCTHTA148) and “poor signage in the Cathedral” 

(DCTHTA454). None of the interviewees mentioned the photography or the stewards, 

however some did refer to the interpretation generally and felt they didn’t understand the 

history due to lack of appropriate information.  

 “Too much information and not what is needed. We need more information on the 

tombs, the history…” (DI8).  

 “We sort of understand it...we would need more explanation to understand the history” 

(DI10).   

 “I can't visualise the historical aspect” (DI2).  

 “not sure I really understand the history” (DI15). 

 

Castle Management and Interpretation 

The majority of the Castle reviewers were very positive about the guided tour, only a single 

reviewer was disappointed. However the policy of admittance by guided tour only and closing 

for events (with little or no warning unless you telephoned ahead of your visit) was unpopular 

with reviewers a number of whom were disappointed either or both of these.  

  

The World Heritage Site and its setting 

Durham differs from the other case-studies by being an urban site, with buildings of equal 

antiquity standing both within and without the WHS boundary. The reviews were analysed in 

detail for references to the environs of the sites. The Castle reviews did not mention the 

surrounding area, however the Cathedral reviews mentioned various locations which pertain 

either to the history of the site (Bishop Auckland Castle for instance, the other seat of the 

Prince Bishops) or its modern setting. The setting was not generally mentioned in the 
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interviews, although one respondent mentioned Durham city itself: “Durham is fantastic, like 

Florence, boating on the river, lots of small streets and squares, and lots of good coffee 

shops!” (DI7) 

 

Figure 7.15 TripAdvisor reviews referring to the setting 

 

As can be seen from the chart above the majority of reviews were focussing on the generic 

setting of the site, followed by the Castle, Palace Green, the riverbanks, the old town and the 

streets. The number of comments referring to the University Library on Palace Green were 

probably artificially inflated by the presence of the Lindisfarne Gospels exhibition in the 

library during 2013.   

 

The charts below indicate the balance between the themes within the TripAdvisor analysis.  
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Figure 7.16 Themes in Cathedral TripAdvisor reviews (2013) 

 

 

Figure 7.17 Themes in castle TripAdvisor reviews  

 

The first thing that strikes one on viewing the balance within these themes is the discrepancy 

between the emotional and sensory responses theme. The higher percentage of references to 

emotional and sensory responses is perhaps predictable for the Cathedral as a religious 

building. However, on breaking down these responses in more detail it is possible to see that 

although there are a lot of emotional and sensory responses only 10% of these are overtly 

religious (see figure 7.18). Despite this the presence of the remains of the saints appears to 

remain a significant feature, with 6% of all Cathedral reviews mentioning their tombs.   
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Figure 7.18 Themes in Cathedral TripAdvisor Reviews - Emotional and sensory responses 

 

The Cathedral reviews in this theme are biased towards past communities with only a small 

proportion (3%) specifically mentioning modern people and communities in relation to the 

life of the Cathedral, whereas 12% mention those of the past. The Castle on the other hand is 

the opposite way around with the majority (42%) mentioning the modern student inhabitants 

of the Castle, whereas only 5% mention past inhabitants.  

 

The proportion of references to temporality is similar for both sites suggesting that the age 

and history of both monuments plays a significant part in their appeal, as does the generic 

'awe and wonder', suggesting visitors are coming for a whole experience of history, 

architecture and atmosphere.  

 

The reviews of the management of the sites fall primarily into predictable patterns of 

discussing the issues of charging versus asking for donations, the restriction on photography 

and the attitude of the stewards in the Cathedral and the restricted access and opening hours of 

the Castle. Generally the guided tours of both are a very popular form of interpretation with 
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only one poor review across both sites. The issue of access, charging and photography all fall 

broadly into the category of visitors expectations of heritage as a consumable commodity.  

 

The observations compound the results from the reviews and interviews, generally people 

behaved in a restrained and respectful manner, with particular attention being paid to the 

views down the nave, the stained glass windows and St Cuthbert’s shrine.  

 

Conclusion 

Durham WHS is among a small number of urban WHS in the UK, this sets it apart in many 

respects from the other case-studies discussed in Chapters Five and Six. Rather than 

comparing directly with the Criteria for Inscription as in the other case-studies Durham WHS 

is compared against its updated Statement of Outstanding Universal Value:  

 

 Exceptional architecture and architectural innovation 

Visitor appreciation of the architecture of both the Castle and Cathedral comes through clearly 

in the reviews. Some reviews discuss it overtly; it also appears in other guises throughout the 

reviews, whether it is comparing the Castle Great Hall to the dining hall at Hogwarts, 

wondering at the skill of the Cathedral builders or appreciating the space, light and acoustics 

of the Cathedral Nave.  

 

 The drama of the Cathedral and Castle set together on the peninsula and the 

association with ideas of Romantic beauty 

The dramatic setting of the site is also very evident from the Cathedral reviews and unlike the 

previous case-studies almost a quarter of the reviews discussed the immediate setting of the 

monuments (the Castle, Palace Green, Prebend’s Bridge, riverbanks and Old Fulling Mill), 

another 7% refer to the old town, market place, other medieval bridges and streets.  

 

 The physical expression of the powers of the medieval Prince Bishops as 

represented by the defended complex provides as one of the UK's most powerful 

symbols of the Norman Conquest 

The Prince Bishops are almost invisible in the visitor responses, although those who do 

mention them have clearly realised the implication of such dramatic monuments e.g. “The 

Normans plainly wished to impress” (DCTHTA76). There are also virtually no references to 

the WHS as a unified complex as opposed to separate monuments.  
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• The relics, material culture and traditions of the saints buried at the Site 

The presence of the remains of St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede in the Cathedral was 

referred to by 6% of the reviews and the observations made it clear that their tombs are still 

drawing visitor. In direct contrast to the medieval practice of touching, kissing and otherwise 

physically encountering these shrines and relics the modern visitor is encouraged to show 

their respect by standing back and leaving space around the tombs, something that was 

universally seen in visitor behaviour.  The primary guidebook sold in the Cathedral is named 

Durham Cathedral: the Shrine of St Cuthbert (Sadgrove 2011) and there does appear to be a 

clear awareness of these saints in the modern experience. The relics of a third early 

Northumbrian saint, St Oswald, have long been venerated with those of St Cuthbert (St 

Oswald’s head was reputedly buried with Cuthbert) and Cuthbert’s statue in the Cathedral 

shows him holding the head. The story of St Oswald is included in the guided tour and the 

statue is in the guidebook (Sadgrove 2011: 25). He is not mentioned in the leaflet guide or any 

other interpretation.  

 

• The continuity of use and ownership of the Site over the last 1000 years and the 

associated archaeological remains 

The continuity of use is most remarked upon by Castle reviewers with reference to the 

kitchens which are mentioned by 7%. It is virtually unmentioned by the Cathedral reviewers. 

The continued use and ownership is emphasised by the guided tours and the guidebooks of 

both the Castle and Cathedral and by the interpretation in the WH visitor centre. The 

archaeological remains are not referred to in the reviews or overtly in the interpretation on 

site. However there has been limited excavation and while there is potentially a great buried 

archaeological resource on and around the site there is little definitive information about it.  

 

Where free movement is permitted the visitors are falling into a pattern similar to that seen at 

the previous case-studies of focussing on the most obviously 'significant' areas of the site, in 

this case the Cathedral. Within the Cathedral the famous view along the nave and the shrine of 

St Cuthbert are obvious areas of focus. This follows the pattern which is reflected by both the 

WH inscription and the academic conceptualisation of Durham in the past. The Cathedral has 

been a major focus of activity at Durham for over a thousand years, the Community of St 

Cuthbert settling here provided the impetus for the Norman Cathedral, the Prince-Bishops, the 

Benedictine monastery and much of the wealth that has allowed Durham to develop. However 

the Cathedral did not function independently, it was irrevocably entangled in a series of 

secular and religious networks of power which reached across Durham, Northumbria, Britain 



175 
 

and Europe. It is also intrinsically linked to the topography and the geology of the area, not 

only did the meander in the River Wear lead to the establishment of Durham as an easily 

fortified point, with its own natural moat, escarpment and building stone. It also influenced 

the building of the Cathedral and Castle in practical terms, to this day both are heavily 

influenced by the underlying, rather unstable, geology and the location of the river also led to 

Durham developing its rather unusual street plan, linked by multiple bridges. Even in modern 

Durham the Castle and Cathedral and town are enmeshed in complex relationships. The 

University and Church still dominate the city centre in much the same way as the Church and 

the Prince-Bishops have done since the 12
th

 century. Much of the property in and around the 

peninsular is still owned by either the church or the university, the church is still a place of 

pilgrimage drawing in secular and religious visitors in large numbers; the combination of the 

tourists and the students brings in much of Durham City's income.  

 

This case study suggests that there is a strong and distinct “spirit of place” consisting of 

peace, serenity and beauty pervading Durham WHS, this is perpetuated by the interpretation 

and marketing of the site. The violent history of the WHS is briefly covered in the 

interpretation but tends, especially in the guidebooks, to fall into the Romantic image of “half 

church of God, half Castle ‘gainst the Scot” (Sir Walter Scott) as reads the quote carved into 

the stone of Prebend’s Bridge.   

 

Taken against the background of the academic discourse the peaceful unchanging perception 

of the site recalled by visitors raises some interesting dichotomies. This was a site built by an 

occupying power which was based on violence and oppression. The site itself was 

consciously built as a symbol of Norman dominance after the uprisings in the north; like most 

urban centres the town saw violence, deprivation and disease through much of its history. The 

Cathedral has been a place of quiet contemplation, a thronged and jostling place of 

pilgrimage, a place of sanctuary for convicted criminals and a Civil War prison which saw 

hundreds die of disease, cold and malnutrition. The Castle has been a military stronghold, a 

Bishop’s Palace and university hall of residence.  The picturesque riverbanks were an open 

sewer until the 18
th

 century which saw them cleaned them up and planted with a deliberate 

emphasis on Romantic views. The sites are heavily entangled, physically and temporally, not 

only with only the surrounding streets and riverbanks, but also the whole medieval town.  

 

The visitor experience of Durham raises very similar issues to those seen in the previous 

chapters; the key emphasis of the inscription is coming through well in terms of time period 
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and sense of place. On the other hand there is a continued lack of connection between the site 

and its community and the wider networks, both physical and temporal, that it represents. The 

next chapter will compare the three case studies and draw conclusions about the 

commonalities and differences and their implications for World Heritage Site presentation and 

management.  
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Chapter Eight: Experiencing World Heritage? A comparative 

analysis.  

Seeking authenticity and spirit of place in visitor experience the preceding three chapters have 

presented three very different archaeological sites. Each has a comprehensive academic 

literature and a clear conceptualisation of the site in the past and all are moving towards 

integrating their management with current research. This chapter draws out the common 

threads from each of these case studies in a comparative analysis, looking for similarities, 

strengths, differences and opportunities in the visitor experience that can be used to 

conceptualise the way visitors are experiencing U.K. Cultural WHS.   

 

The three case studies chosen for this study are very different, but represent typical types of 

heritage site seen in the U.K. and Europe; despite  apparent differences their management and 

presentation overlap significantly. This overlap allows for comparisons to be made, while the 

differences provide the prospect of examining the way different management and 

interpretation practices impact on the visitor experience. Returning again to the research 

question based on the Paris Declaration (ICOMOS 2011), this chapter will examine 

authenticity as a basic for the cultural heritage tourism at these sites and the manner in which 

the academic research interacts with the visitor experience and the transmission of spirit of 

place. The following chapters will explore the implications of these findings in WHS 

management.  

 

This chapter is split into three sections. The first section compares the visitor experience at the 

three WHSs, the second compares visitor recall at the sites recalling the visit and then the 

final section looks at the academic research, behaviour and recounting of the experience in the 

context of authenticity and spirit of place as defined by ICOMOS and UNESCO.  

 

The Visitor Experience 

Visitor movement was observed over the course of a week in peak season at all three sites. 

The tracking and observations revealed the majority of visitors at all the sites fell into the 

‘Conformist’ category, a visit that typically covered the main features of the site and some, but 

not all, of the interpretation panels. This visit was generally undertaken by independent 

visitors, but was also observable on some tour groups at Housesteads, Durham and the Ring 

of Brodgar (HONO), however the average coach stop for tour groups at the Stones of 

Stenness (HONO) was only five minutes.  
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The next most common category of visit type identified across all three Sites was generally 

the Explorer, visitors who would spend more time at the site and investigate all the panels and 

any immediately accessible areas outside of the main site. The least common visit 

demonstrated by the independent visitor was the Taster category which consisted of those who 

would come onto the site, have a very quick look, and perhaps touch a stone at the Ring of 

Brodgar; walk to the North Wall at Housesteads or walk quickly around the aisles in a loop at 

Durham.  

 

The Rebel Explorers category of visit consisted of a route that was not only comprehensive 

but also took in areas, or behaviours, that were prohibited. This was observed at the Ring of 

Brodgar and at Housesteads. Although this behaviour was not observed at Durham the Trip 

Advisor reviews clearly showed that the ban on photography was not only felt to be unfair, 

but that some of the visitors were still taking photographs. Their TripAdvisor reviews openly 

state that they did so and were complaining against the actions of the stewards who had 

caught them taking the photographs. There was a similar instance at Housesteads where a 

reviewer railed against the unfairness of a tour guide asking him not to walk on the walls. The 

erosion at the Ring of Brodgar points to entering the centre of the circle and walking through 

the ditches being a common behaviour (presumably undertaken out of peak hours). The urge 

to break the rules like this in order to achieve a deeper engagement with the site is discussed 

in more depth later in this chapter.   

 

 

Figure 8.1 The proportions of observed trackings in each category at the Ring of Brodgar, 

Housesteads and Durham.  
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The HONO and Durham Castle and Cathedral had guided tours available as standard whereas 

at Housesteads there were no tours available to the independent tourist, however like Durham 

Cathedral, Housesteads does have a route outlined in the guidebook. In the case of Durham 

and Housesteads the routes follow a logical route based on the most efficient way of getting 

from feature to feature. At Durham Castle the guides are constrained by the public areas of the 

Castle; in the Cathedral the tours are restricted to the main body of the church and constrained 

by the practicalities of a very busy space in peak season. At the HONO the guided tour was a 

different experience; this was tied in closely with ongoing research and followed a more 

considered route. The guided tours were very popular in the reviews and interviews, a form of 

interpretation that almost universally facilitates participation and increases visitor satisfaction 

(Roberts et al 2014: 6). Only a solitary TripAdvisor review (Durham Castle) was unsatisfied 

with the guided tour experience.  

 

All of the case study sites have considerable amounts of well-preserved archaeological 

remains in their environs; at each site these were mentioned in the on-site interpretation.  

There was some visitor movement out into the landscape at all of the sites, however it was not 

extensive and by far the majority of visitors either stayed well within the bounds of the site or 

monument. There was an obvious increase in movement out into the landscape when there 

were marked paths or other visitors to follow; this seems to suggest that while some people 

may not have had the time or inclination to explore further, in others it appeared to be a lack 

of awareness or confidence rather than interest. When the author experimentally moved out 

into the landscape at the Ring of Brodgar and at Housesteads visitors gradually began to 

follow.  

 

The behaviour of visitors within these sites was observed to vary according to features within 

them, both the remains of the site and the physical manifestation of management and 

interpretation strategies. These ranged from fences, walls and gates to grass management as 

well as signposts and interpretation panels; these observations reinforced very clearly the 

embodied nature of the visitors encounter.  To deal firstly with the architectural remains, the 

most obvious observation was the differing responses to different types of architecture within 

the three sites.  

 

Durham Castle and Cathedral as standing, historic buildings with a known use were 

predictably going elicit different responses to the other two case study sites, the remains of 

which are relatively ephemeral in comparison. Within Durham Cathedral it was clear that 
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visitors were responding in a very comfortable and natural manner to their surroundings. They 

were moving around guided by the various codes of access that we recognise in these sites, 

ranging from red ropes across restricted areas and closed doors to the cultural knowledge that 

meant no-one was observed to walk up and behind the altar, despite there being no visible 

restriction.  

 

 

Figure 8.2 Housesteads fort  

 

At Housesteads there is a range of wall heights within the fort; this allowed observation of the 

varying impact of walls on the visitor behaviour. There was a distinct difference in behaviour 

between the different wall heights, and not just for the obvious practical reasons. The areas of 

the fort with higher walls, such as areas of the central range, the granaries and the latrine 

block all immediately attracted attention. Behaviour differed, however, once they reached 

these buildings, in each case they usually read the panel but then they apparently lost interest 

in the granaries and central range. These buildings are difficult to immediately relate to, the 

area of the granaries the visitor is seeing is actually the raised floor and the central range has 

suffered from subsidence and has a confusing multi-phase layout on display. The 

commandant’s house in particular suffers from being laid out as a warren of small multiphase 

rooms with a wooden walkway and steps leading down through the middle, it is literally 
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impossible to visit this building without walking ‘through’ walls.   

 

 

Figure 8.3 The Granaries at Housesteads (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

The latrine block at Housesteads is particularly well preserved and was one of the most 

popular areas of the fort, well over half of the observed visitors visited it and short queues 

were seen to form there at busy times of day. This was an area of the fort that appeared to 

fascinate visitors and of course had universal appeal as had both an easily understandable 

function and differed from our cultural norms today, thus it was able to fulfil two of Tilden’s 

principles of interpretation, it both appealed to something that the visitor understood and it 

also provoked comment and interest (Tilden 1957/1977).  
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Figure 8.3 The latrine block at Housesteads (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

On the other hand buildings within Housesteads apparently the least interesting appear to be 

the excavated and presented barrack blocks (the majority of the barracks remain under grass), 

although  these are archaeologically interesting and have been the source of much debate and 

discussion within academia. However they survive as very low walls and footings and 

represent more the plan of a building than a recognisable building itself. Visitors tended to cut 

across this area, making no visible attempt to physically relate to these outlines as standing 

buildings in the past.  
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Figure 8.4 The excavated barrack block at Housesteads (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

The same behaviour of roaming apparently aimlessly across walls in and out of buildings was 

observed at the Barnhouse settlement beside the HONO. Interestingly, here when a guide 

pointed out the doorway almost all the group chose to use it rather than walking across the 

wall. The guide had not suggested that walking across the walls was wrong and had walked 

across them herself; it appeared as if the visitors were suddenly reminded this had actually 

been a house, with doors and walls, a real dwelling.  
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Figure 8.5 Barnhouse Village (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

Next we move on to consider the impact of interpretation and management on visitor 

behaviour. We have already noted earlier in this chapter that visitors were observed to 

generally stay within the presented site and commonly appear reluctant to leave the main 

monument unless the route is made obvious and has a specific goal. Certainly in the instances 

of Housesteads and the HONO, the presence of paths and fencing not only has a positive 

impact, guiding the visitor, but appears to discourage movement beyond these prescribed 

routes, despite the interpretation inviting visitors to move into the wider landscape. At 

Housesteads unmown grass was deliberately used as a management method to deter visitors 

from venturing onto the uneven surface of the buried barracks. In this case it was used as a 

deliberate deterrent and worked effectively, showing how very minor management changes 

can change visitor behaviour; however these features were not interpreted, leaving the 

retentura, or western side of the fort, apparently empty. Interpretation panels at this point 

could have made a big difference to understanding the layout of the fort and the wealth of 

buried archaeology still remaining.  

 

The choice of interpretation panel locations also appears to be particularly key to visitor 

reaction and experience. Both Housesteads and the HONO revealed a strong focus on 
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interpretation panels as indicators of significance. The Housesteads observations saw a very 

clear process of choices being made by visitors to seek out panels and tend to walk past areas 

without a panel.  At the HONO interpretation panels were read by almost every visitor and 

conscious choices were made in some cases to prioritise the panel over a closer inspection of 

the physical site: for instance, at the Stones of Stenness some visitors were observed entering 

the site, reading the panel and leaving without approaching the stones. At Skara Brae visitors 

stopped both at panels and at obvious viewpoints down into the houses. However at peak 

season the site was both so busy and movement so restricted, that much of this was dictated 

by the larger scale movement of the crowd, in some cases effectively queuing around the site 

therefore no formal observations were undertaken at the site.  

 

At Durham this is less obvious; a different form of behaviour is visible. Visitors were 

observed to carry and consult their guide leaflet within the Cathedral but spent much time 

admiring the architecture, stained glass windows and vistas down the nave. There were a few 

small interpretation labels, some with just a few words, and others with a few paragraphs of 

text.  Aesthetic appreciation was very visible at Durham, both within the Cathedral and 

around Palace Green and Prebends Bridge, this also came strongly out of the reviews and is 

very visible in the Durham City tourist marketing (Visit Durham 2017). This also featured at 

the other two case study sites, but with a strong emphasis on views out from the monuments, 

comparable with the famous views of Durham from Prebends Bridge and the riverbanks.  

 

Finally, the combination of the presentation of the site, the physical form of the site itself and 

cultural preconceptions of how to behave at this site type all come together to create a code of 

behaviour within the sites themselves.  

 

The code of behaviour within the Cathedral especially was very obvious; visitors behave 

respectfully, talk quietly, move slowly and generally behave in a subdued and respectful 

manner. In short they use the behaviour generally expected in a Christian church. The 

cathedral stewards are able, and prepared, to enforce these codes, although they are more 

likely to catch visitors trying to discretely break the ‘no photography’ rule than be actively 

disrespectful to the religious nature of the building. Housesteads and the Stones of Stenness 

were more similar with visitors strolling around the site, picnicking, generally relaxed, not 

actually damaging anything but happy to climb on walling and hug or pretend to push over 

stones. Behaviour at the Ring of Brodgar was rather closer to that at Durham Cathedral: 

visitors walked rather than ran, spoke in normal tones as opposed to shouting and were never 

observed to swing on stones. This is interesting because while the behaviour at Durham could 
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be attributed to the presence of stewards actively watching visitor behaviour there are no 

stewards at the Ring of Brodgar. This suggests that more is going on than merely the site 

being effectively overseen, there is a distinct behaviour that appears to be linked to the more 

formal managed and imposing monument, especially one that is seen as having ritual or 

sacred significance. The interviews and reviews will be discussed later in the chapter, but 

these also suggest a perception of sacredness at the Ring of Brodgar that is not seen at the 

Stones of Stenness,  

 

‘Unreasonable’ rules?  

The majority of observed visitors appeared happy to conform to the general conventions and 

codes of behaviour. However there does seem to be a concept of the ‘rights’ of the visitor 

when visiting certain types of site and in two cases prohibitions on site were seem to break 

these: the ban on photography within Durham Cathedral and the no-entry into the centre of 

the circle at the Ring of Brodgar. The urge to capture the experience on film at Durham and to 

reach the centre of the circle at the HONO was apparently strong enough to drive generally 

conformist visitors to break the rules and, in the case of Durham Cathedral, openly defend 

their choice to do so on TripAdvisor, citing the “unfairness” of the rule. The indignation seen 

in reviews is closely related to the codes of behaviour - photography is not generally 

considered disrespectful to a religious site so therefore to prohibit it was seen as unreasonable. 

Interestingly, although it was not formally analysed for this study, TripAdvisor reviews do not 

reveal a problem with the photography ban at Maeshowe, however the cramped space and 

lighting does not lend itself well to photography within the chambered tomb.  

 

The sacredness and spirituality mentioned earlier at the Ring of Brodgar appears to be related 

to the desire to reach the centre of the circle evidenced by the ‘desire lines’ eroded into the 

centre of the monument, despite signs asking visitors to stay on the outer path. No visitors 

were observed to attempt to reach the centre, however the observations were undertaken 

during the day at peak season which is an unlikely time for visitors to feel comfortable 

breaking rules.  
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Figure 8.6 Measures to repair erosion at the Ring of Brodgar (Photo © E. Renwick) 

 

These ‘rights’ over heritage can also be inferred at Stonehenge WHS, since reviewers and 

interviewees cited the HONO experience as “better” than Stonehenge due to the physicality of 

being  able to get close to the stones and touch them. Physically touching the stones was a key 

feature of many visits to the HONO stone circles. 

 

Recalling the Visit 

The previous chapters presented the results by themes that had themselves emerged from the 

analysis; the results from those interviews and TripAdvisor reviews are compared here.  

 

People and Communities  

All of the case study WHS were heavily populated in the past; even the ‘ritual’ monuments of 

the Ring of Brodgar and Stones of Stenness have been found to have sizeable communities 

living in close proximity. This, however, is not immediately apparent from the visitor 

responses at any of the sites.  

 

TripAdvisor reviews for the Ring of Brodgar and Stones of Stenness do not mention life in 

the past at all apart from referring to the technological achievement involved in erecting the 
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stones and a general sacredness attributed to the stone circles. When directly asked about life 

in the past during the interviews respondents tended to evade the question, although some 

speculations were ventured “…a marketplace…like Neolithic Tescos?” (OB3), along with 

some confusion about life in the Neolithic “I suppose they didn’t have much to do beyond a 

bit of hunting…” (OS1).  Houses were, perhaps naturally, more strongly associated with 

insights into life in the past than the stone circles e.g. “..looking at the houses at Barnhouse 

and imagining what life there must have been like” (OS6). Even at Skara Brae only 23% of 

reviews mentioned life in the past, a mere 6% of these were specific (e.g.)  

 

“You will find that you might well have lived in a solid stone structure, covered by hide, clay 

and turf, with an open fire to cook your fresh caught fish, a larder to store for the winter and a 

bed built of stone but softened by dried grasses and heather” (TASB94) 

 

At Housesteads the proportion of reviews mentioning daily life and past populations were 

considerably higher. 29% referred to the people, life or communities at the site. Some were 

generic allusions to imagining life in the past “I feel like I can imagine the soldiers and the 

daily life going on around me” (HTA2013 -1). Of those that were specific most were drawing 

on stereotypes or “alike memories” (Kamel 2011) – the perceived isolation of the fort, the 

North and Barbarians or “attacking hoards” (HTA2013 -64). A minority of the reviews 

mention technology or merely how “sophisticated” (HTA2013 – 13) the Romans were; the 

logistical and organisational challenges they faced, but once again couched in terms of 

hardship and hostility which is something that is not stressed in the site interpretation. 

 

Like Housesteads, Durham had two defined communities for much of its history. Whereas 

those at Housesteads were military and civilian, Durham WHS was inhabited by the monastic 

and the secular community (which, during the medieval period, included the Prince Bishop’s 

retinue). Only a small minority of Cathedral reviews mention the secular community (from all 

time periods) which includes the master masons, those who used the sanctuary knocker to 

seek sanctuary in the cathedral, the prisoners during the English Civil War, the local miners, 

the Durham Light Infantry and modern Durham University students. Understandably, since it 

is now University College almost half of the castle reviewers mentioned students and the 

College. Initially it appears that the religious community attracts more attention in the 

Cathedral reviews, almost half of the reviewers mentioned the saints interred in the Cathedral. 

However, less than 1% mentioned the monks, the Bishops and Prince Bishops of Durham or 

the modern congregation. Only 5% of the castle reviews referred to the Prince Bishops. The 
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“alike memories” were particularly visible again here – referring to the likeness between the 

Castle Great Hall and the Cathedral cloisters to scenes from Harry Potter (some of which was 

filmed in and around the Cathedral).  

 

Temporality 

All three sites were inscribed for a particular time period, Neolithic/early Bronze Age in the 

case of the HONO, Roman in the case of Housesteads (representing the Frontiers of the 

Roman Empire WHS) and Norman in the case of Durham. Although the Statement of 

Significance for Durham  was expanded recently to encompass a much wider significance and 

time period running from the arrival of the Anglo Saxon Community of St Cuthbert in AD995 

to the present day (Chris Blandford Associates 2006).   

 

The sheer age of the sites is not a critical aspect of World Heritage status; however it does 

appear to hold considerable significance for visitors. The pattern of responses across the 

TripAdvisor reviews and interviews were similar across all three sites. The majority would 

refer to the sites as being “old” or “historic”, often attributing a sensory and rather reverential 

aspect to this time depth e.g. “you can feel the history” (DI3). Those who were more specific 

would usually give a broad time period which corresponded to the period of the site’s 

construction e.g. Roman or Norman. While the main time period referred to was generally the 

same as that emphasized in the WHS inscription, the numbers actually mentioning a specific 

date or time period were low.  

 

Time depth appears to a more significant factor at the HONO than the other sites, with half of 

the stone circle reviews referencing age, history and time depth. The majority of these are 

once again generic, referring to “ancient sentinels” (TASS20) or “old ground” (TARB4), the 

exception to this was seen at Skara Brae, 36% of TripAdvisor reviews for Skara Brae 

mentioned its age, 24% of which were referring to the fact that it is c.5000 years old. Not only 

does this site have a larger visitor centre attached, therefore potentially exposing the visitors 

to more information; it is also hard to escape the conclusion that the timeline beside the path 

down to the site was also having a positive impact here. While the interpretation method 

appears to be having an impact here in terms of the actual age of Skara Brae, there appears to 

be a more spiritual and almost mystic significance being attached to the stone circles, a 

veneration of great age.  
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Figure 8.7 The beginning of the time line walk at Skara Brae (Photo © E.Renwick) 

 

Despite the repeated references to things being “really old”or “historic” it was very rare to 

find a reference to life at the site after the main period that is presented. None of the visitors at 

Housesteads or HONO mentioned any further time depth to the sites, despite the presence 

(and interpretation) of later archaeology within both WHS. There were a few mentions of later 

additions at Durham Cathedral; however these were very much in the minority.  

 

Emotional and Sensory Responses 

The rural settings of Housesteads and the HONO inspired very similar responses in visitors. 

Half of the Housesteads reviews referred to the views, wilderness, weather and local wildlife. 

There was very little detail, largely generic comments on drama, beauty and remoteness. 

HONO received the same type of response regarding the setting, but with the addition of a 

significant proportion of visitors remarking on the power of the stones themselves to awe the 

visitor. The adjectives used by the respondents to describe the circles ranged from the “stark, 

brutal” (OB8) to “peaceful” (OS10, OB1), “stunning” (OS10), “fabulous” (OB3), “beautiful” 

(OB5), “awesome” (OB8, OS8). The concept of sacredness was overtly present in 12% of the 

stone circle reviews. Interestingly while the Ring of Brodgar is more likely to be described as 

“sacred” (TARB27) the Stones of Stenness are more likely to be described as “atmospheric 
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and mysterious” (TASS14). This echoes behavioural observations mentioned in the previous 

section – visitors behave much more calmly and respectfully at the Ring of Brodgar, as if at a 

sacred site, whereas they tend to be more exuberant at the Stones of Stenness.  No formal 

observation was carried out at Maeshowe or Skara Brae due to the very limited opportunity 

for free movement, however it was noticeable that visitors behaved more formally at both 

than they did at the Stones of Stenness; both are more formally managed and generally have a 

Ranger on site, or in the case of Maeshowe access is by guided tour only.  

 

Durham WHS was always going to be a slightly different type of site in this context. As a 

working church the Cathedral has an active religious function which has a visible effect on 

visitor behaviour. The main themes which arise from both the interviews and TripAdvisor 

reviews relate to auditory or visual responses, while others mention spirituality and in several 

local respondents it seemed to evoke a sense of identity and homecoming “It feels like coming 

home, lovely to see from the train, you know you are home” (DI5) “Either driving or on the 

train it [seeing Durham WHS] means you are nearly back home” (DI12). Once again the 

majority of these responses were generic superlatives, such as “awe”, “wonder” and 

“magnificence”.  These were followed by references to the architecture and then spiritual 

responses.  

 

Interestingly, the Cathedral elicited less spiritual responses than the HONO, only a few (7%) 

of the Cathedral reviews used terms which could be classified as spiritual and generally 

overtly Christian e.g. “this holy space offers the chance to be “at one” with the Lord” 

(DCTHTA57). The quiet of the Cathedral is also reflected in some of the reviews commenting 

on the tranquillity “so easy to immerse yourself in the history and peaceful tranquillity” 

(DCTHTA2) and on the atmosphere. Similar responses also emerged from the interviews. The 

light and acoustics of the space contribute to the atmosphere “The light floods in the west 

window and gilds the screen dividing the quire and the nave while the sandstone flags are 

painted in rainbow colours from the stained glass” (DCTHTA257) and the “role of light 

inside the building is tangible” (DCTHTA92). Whilst the majority of comments on acoustics 

were regarding the choir e.g. “the choir were practising while we were there and it was just 

awesome – so serene and magical” (DCTHTA415), the organ and bells were also mentioned 

in both interviews and reviews e.g. “try to be up the tower on the hour mark for the 

atmospheric bells” (DCTHTA344). This also came through in the interviews e.g. “Hearing 

choir practice, standing in the nave looking at the window...amazing” (DI8).  
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The Managed Experience  

Reaction to the management of the sites naturally varied across the case studies. The most 

positive reaction was seen at the HONO, where the majority of reviews were positive. As 

discussed above, the guides were very well received with no negative references. While some 

of the interview respondents who did not take the guided tour criticised the lack of 

information on site, another saw this as an asset, a “chance to guess” (OB9). Similar emerged 

from reviews, 8% considered the information on site inadequate, while 3% considered them 

adequate or good. As mentioned earlier, the management and presentation of the HONO sites 

were compared favourably to Stonehenge by both reviews and interviews (e.g.): “Stonehenge 

was pretty cool. These are way better. Few people, ring is larger and you can walk among 

them” (TASS18). The ability to touch the stones was referred to by the interviewees and the 

reviewers as the main advantage of the HONO stone circles over Stonehenge, 6% of the 

reviewers mentioned touching the stones as an important part of the experience of the sites 

(e.g.) “Walk amongst the stones, touch, feel, soak up the atmosphere” (TASS17) but almost 

every visitor was observed to touch them at some point during their visit. Access to the centre 

of the stones was mentioned as an asset the Stones of Stenness had over the Ring of Brodgar 

and two reviewers felt that Skara Brae was overdeveloped and had fallen into the hands of 

“rapacious tourism developers” (TASS16). Despite the quieter sites being seen as an 

advantage over Stonehenge, the volume of visitors at the stone circles was still occasionally 

remarked as spoiling the atmosphere. Interestingly the volume of visitors was not seen as an 

issue at either Housesteads or Durham WHS, both of which are also very busy at peak times.  

 

The cost of carparking and the entrance fee were seen as significant issues in Housesteads 

reviews, the steepness of the walk to the site was also mentioned as a negative issue. Overall 

the interpretation was generally seen in a positive light, although, like the HONO, there were 

complaints of insufficient information on site. Again like the HONO the ability to have almost 

completely free physical access to the site was seen as an asset: 

 “I am not generally a historical places person & I don't take in a lot of facts from just 

reading boards, however there is something about just being able to clamber around 

and over a place that makes it more real, rather than looking at something from 

behind a screen or cord. I really enjoyed the visit and can still (2 weeks later!) 

remember some of the information” (HTA2013 -39). 

 

Apart from the photography ban at Durham Cathedral (discussed earlier in this chapter) the 

key management issues raised were the issue of the non-charging policy and the role of the 
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stewards. Predictably, no reviewers or respondents objected to the Cathedral policy of free 

entry and many were in favour of it. While none of the reviews were in opposition to this 

policy, a minority felt strongly that too much emphasis was put on asking for donations or 

charges for other parts of the site such as the tower. 

 

As with the HONO, the reviews of stewards in their capacity as leaders of guided tours were 

universally positive at Durham Cathedral. However, in their other roles the reviews were 

more mixed. While 5% felt they were welcoming and added to the experience, the remaining 

2% were very unhappy, some admitted to having fallen foul of the no-photography rule, 

another complains of being “apprehended” and told to remove their hat and then followed 

around the cathedral by stewards (DCTHTA324). A similarly abrupt attitude is reported by a 

visitor who arrived shortly before a service. There was limited reference (2%) to other forms 

of interpretation available at Durham Cathedral. Again, some of this was complaints of 

insufficient information on site.  

 

The majority of the Durham Castle reviewers were very positive about the guided tour, only a 

single reviewer was disappointed. However the policy of admittance by guided tour only and 

closing for events without prior notice (unless the visitor phoned to check as requested on the 

advertising) was unpopular with reviewers.  

 

Authenticity in Visitor Experience? 

As has been discussed in earlier chapters, authenticity is notoriously difficult to define, 

especially in an intangible, experiential context. In this section authenticity will be broken 

down into two sections: firstly perceived authenticity, the authenticity as seen by the visitor 

and secondly academic authenticity, the visitor experience and recall as mapped against 

current academic perceptions of the site.  

 

Perceived authenticity 

Initially the visitor response to the WHSs themselves must be examined. Both the reviews and 

the interviews were almost unanimously favourable about the actual site. Despite some 

criticisms of management, interpretation and various other aspects of the visit it must be made 

clear that almost all the visitors appear to have been satisfied by their experience of all the 

WHSs. All observed behaviour was generally appropriate and respectful to the site, where 

rules were broken or criticised it was justified by either behaviour appropriate to other similar 

sites (“alike memories” visible once again) or by their interpretation of the authenticity of the 
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site. The ability to touch the stone circles at the HONO was seen as a clear advantage over the 

management of Stonehenge and the ability to reach the centre of the Stones of Stenness as an 

advantage over the Ring of Brodgar. The physicality of touch comes through clearly at all the 

case studies, especially the stone circles, and taps into a powerful human urge akin to that 

associated with handling religious relics (Geisbursch 2007: 80). This veneration of age and 

mystery is something that appears to be especially significant at the HONO, although 

interestingly the saints buried at Durham Cathedral are also mentioned by almost half of the 

reviewers, despite very few overtly mentioning religion or spirituality. The analysis of these 

case studies shows that these sites are held as strongly significant and apparently authentic by 

visitors with emphasis being laid on the power to touch, to enter significant areas such the 

centre of the circle at Brodgar or the Shrine of St Cuthbert at Durham, and to authenticate 

their visit through the use of photography (c.f. Urry 1990, Crang 1997 & 2006).  

 

Academic authenticity 

Apart from a few minor management issues the visitor experience at all the case studies 

appears to have a satisfactory “aura of authenticity” (Jones 2009) for the visitors. However, 

the Paris Declaration (ICOMOS 2011) recommends that sites put “authenticity at the heart of 

the development of cultural tourism and the growth of interpretation and communication 

strategies; to promote interpretation based on sound research and inventories”. Therefore 

there is an aspiration to go beyond this and relate the strategies underlying the visitor 

experience directly to the academic research relating to the WHSs. Within this section first the 

interpretation and management of the case study sites is compared to the academic discourse 

and secondly the recounting of the experience by the visitors is also compared to both the 

interpretation and the academic research. Clearly the visitor recall is never going to be 

identical to the on-site interpretation, but this section considers whether the key themes of the 

WHS inscription and research are coming through in the visitor experience.   

 

All of the WHS had interpretation panels on site and guidebooks available. HONO also has 

interpretation in Kirkwall Museum, the Tormiston Mill Visitor Centre (Maes Howe) and 

Skara Brae visitor centre. As well as the interpretation panels at the immediate sites the 

HONO also has several panels set out at viewpoints within the landscape. At the time of the 

fieldwork HONO had the most recently written interpretation which reflected the ongoing 

research at the WHS. Housesteads has a small museum beside the fort and a display at the 

National Trust visitor centre beside the car park. Durham has a World Heritage visitor centre 

at the entrance onto Palace Green. The quantity of information available through these 
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mediums varies, however all of it is of reasonably recent origin and at the time of visiting 

none was significantly inaccurate (some was slightly outdated, particularly at Housesteads, 

however their interpretation and website has been updated since the fieldwork took place).  

 

Within the sites most offer at least a guided tour route in the guidebook, Durham Cathedral 

and castle, Maes Howe and the stone circles of the HONO also offer a led guided tour 

(compulsory in the case of Maes Howe and Durham Castle). The stone circles guided tour is 

heavily based on current academic research and disseminates many of the latest ideas on the 

stone circles and their landscape. Housesteads and Durham Cathedral however offer a tour 

that, while academically correct, follows a logical route from feature to feature with no 

apparent consideration to the date of the features or the movement around the site in the past.  

 

Access into the sites can also be logical as opposed to ‘authentic’, for instance all the fort 

gates at Housesteads were locked (due to erosion) and although access up to the fort is 

partially on the Roman road  (not mentioned in the interpretation) access into the fort itself 

was via the partially buried fort wall near the South West corner. The access into Housesteads 

fort has been changed since the fieldwork and is now entered via the South Gate, this is, and 

its implications are discussed in more detail in the next chapter. Maeshowe was not included 

in the study as it is approached via a route consisting of straight lines and right angles, fenced 

in along the edge of farmed fields.  
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Figure 8.8 The path to Maeshowe (Photo © E.Renwick) 

 

At each of the case study WHS there are public rights of way beyond the immediate 

boundaries, allowing for visitor access out into the landscape setting; each site also provides 

information on access and the wider landscape in their visitor centre interpretation.  
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Figure 8.9 Orientating the visitor with the archaeological landscape immediately around the 

Ring of Brodgar 

 

The interpretation and access at each of the WHS case studies is broadly correct and in 

keeping with the academic discourse. It varies slightly depending on the date of the 

interpretation, but that is only to be expected. In some cases (particularly Durham Cathedral) 

the interpretation is very limited, but what is there is not incorrect.  Moving on now to 

examine the visitor experience as compared to the WHS inscription and academic 

conceptualisation, this is compared in two sections, ‘site context’ and ‘the living site’. 

 

 Site Context 

Within archaeology it has long been accepted that sites should be visualised within their 

physical, intellectual and temporal setting (see Chapter Three). Sites are not isolated; they 

form part of complex physical and cultural networks, landscapes, mindscapes and taskscapes 

(Ingold 2004). Observing visitor behaviour it soon became clear that these sites were not 

being treated as part of a landscape, on the ground visitors were not generally moving far 

from the main presented site, and in their recounting of the visit they rarely mentioned other 

sites either geographically close or contemporary with the WHS. When they did it was usually 

in the context of management as opposed to past links. The interview and review data 
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revealed a clear focus on the visual aspect of the landscape, with particular emphasis on 

photographic opportunities. In the case of the rural sites the wildlife, the natural heritage and 

the weather also attracted comment. While the settings emerged as attractive backgrounds and 

assets to the sites very few visitors mentioned the part played by the setting in the past life of 

the monuments. For example, no visitors to the HONO mentioned the role of landscape in the 

location and creation of the stone circles, despite this being a key theme in both the academic 

discourse and the WHS interpretation. A small minority mentioned the good defensive 

position of Housesteads fort high on top of the crags and the powerful statement of power 

made by the location of Durham WHS on the peninsula. Interestingly no reference was made 

to the statement of power being made by the Romans along Hadrian’s Wall, or the choice of 

the Durham peninsula as not only an impressive position but also a highly defensible one.  

 

The behavioural observations were in concordance with this; while some visitors did move 

beyond the sites the typical visit was very heavily focussed on the monument with little 

attention being paid to its landscape, other than as a view seen from within the site. As a WHS 

within the heart of a city, Durham predictably saw the most frequent movement outside of the 

main monuments. However, observations and visitor responses suggested that this movement 

was mainly motivated by either practical concerns (travelling to and from the site, shopping, 

visiting friends etc.) or in search of an attractive view, a good photograph and a pleasant walk 

in natural surroundings rather than anything specifically related to the WHS. The HONO and 

Housesteads also saw visitor movement outside of the immediate monuments but again the 

responses suggest this was mainly motivated by the idea of a pleasant walk or a good 

photograph. When visitors moved outwith the immediate presented site it was usually 

following clear signage and paths, or other visitors.  

 

There was some reference to the life of the site before and after the main period for which it 

was inscribed (or, in the case of Durham, throughout its inscription) in all the interpretation. 

However, limited reference to this was made in visitor responses, where a date or time period 

was specified this tended to be the main period, e.g. Neolithic/Roman/Norman. There was, 

however, considerable emphasis placed on age generally, referring to the time depth 

reverentially e.g. “you can feel the history” (DI3).  

 

The analysis of both interviews and reviews sought visitors referring to the place of these sites 

in the wider world. However, although all of the case study sites played key physical and 

conceptual roles in national and international events and developments this was not evident in 

visitor responses. There was some limited mention of Stonehenge and Avebury in relation to 



199 
 

the HONO, however this was almost all in relation to the date of the sites; no direct mention 

was made of the role of Orkney in the wider Neolithic and/or early Bronze Age. Housesteads 

saw mention made, erroneously, of Italian legionaries and its role as the northern frontier of 

the Roman Empire (responses largely focussed on keeping out barbarians from the North), but 

no other references to the Empire or its key role as an agent of border crossing control. 

Durham was also a significant socio-political force in England, and especially the North East, 

throughout much of its existence, something that again does not appear in the visitor 

responses. This information is available, to varying degrees, in the on-site interpretation at all 

three WHS.  

 

 The living site 

Within each site there multiple layers of evidence, ranging from buried archaeology from all 

periods, to the earliest visible occupation, the main presented period, later structures, 

modification and land use through to contemporary land use and the modern heritage site 

infrastructure. Not all of this is interpreted on site. Overlaid this can create a tangle of 

significance, which, for the average visitor can be difficult to understand.  

 

This struggle to visualise the site as a built, living environment can lead to confusion and the 

perpetuation of stereotypes. In effort to interpret the site visitors overlay it with their own 

images, built up from their memory of other sites, of literature, school history lessons, TV 

documentaries and films. Creating “alike memories” (Kamel 2011: 221) as a substitute for an 

actual place memory. These are particularly visible in the historic WHSs; where any people 

are mentioned Durham Cathedral becomes populated by a (very limited) mixture of monks 

and stonemasons and Housesteads by freezing soldiers holding the Wall as a barrier against 

hostile barbarians. People were almost completely invisible at the HONO stone circles - 

perhaps reflecting the visitors’ lack of knowledge of prehistory? Durham has been an 

important English city for much of the last thousand years. During the Roman period 

Housesteads was home to around 800 soldiers and associated civilian population; part of a 

network of forts, milecastles and towns that stretched across the northern frontier of the 

Roman Empire. Even the monuments of the HONO, which superficially appears to have been 

the most rural of the three sites, were a major community focus and an intensively populated 

building site (Richards 2013: 66-67) during the Neolithic/Early Bronze Age. 

 

This confusion is visible in visitor behaviour, which distinguishes very clearly between a 

recognisably used and inhabited site, like Durham, and a “dead” heritage site (Emerick 2003: 
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12).  As discussed earlier, visitors are conforming to codes of behaviour that relate to being 

within a church at Durham Cathedral, and at a heritage site at the other sites. Due to the long 

period of its Statement of Significance perhaps Durham holds the most authenticity in its 

visitor experience, the visitors come away with an understanding of the role of the Cathedral 

as a church and the castle as University College. Observations confirmed that visitors know 

how to behave appropriately and appear to comprehend the functions of the buildings. 

However this is the modern experience, there was very limited reference to Durham WHS in 

the past (other than generic references to age), no reference to Durham Cathedral as a priory 

(less than 1% mentioned monks at all) and very limited reference to the Prince Bishops at 

either the Cathedral or the castle.  

 

At Housesteads and Barnhouse, the low wall height creates an entirely different experience. 

Visitors tend to roam over and across walls, treating them as a rather inexplicable 

archaeological plan, a rather understandable proceeding at Housesteads especially, where in 

the central range old excavations laid out multiphase buildings in a jumble of small, 

overlapping rooms. The North Wall with its ideology of the wild north and barbarians 

attracted the most attention, followed by the buildings with the highest walls. The granaries, 

for instance, attracted initial attention, followed by visible disappointment when it became 

clear that this was not a rewarding, easily understandable building. The latrines on the other 

hand were very popular; they were well preserved, understandable and offered an immediate 

comparison with modern experience and cultural norms. The footings of the barrack blocks 

on the other hands, which have perhaps attracted the most academic attention over the years, 

are the least popular area of the fort. 

 

The analysis of the data across all the sites suggests that while current research is seeking to 

understand how these sites functioned and interacted with the wider world, the average visitor 

is still struggling to visualise the walls as standing buildings and the site as populated.  

 

Spirit of place? 

As discussed in Chapter Two, “spirit of place” is defined by ICOMOS as “the physical and 

the spiritual elements that give meaning, value, emotion and mystery to place” (ICOMOS 

2008). Therefore a rather amorphous concept, changeable and intangible by its very nature, an 

atmosphere created by layers of meaning, memories and the sensory attributes of place. In 

visitor responses this is seen clearly, the emotional response that often triggers visits and 

appears to be being successfully presented and promoted at all three sites. Although, 
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predictably, it does not always sit comfortably with the way the site was experienced in the 

past, spirit of place being a fluid concept that has changed many times over the intervening 

years.  

 

Housesteads ‘spirit of place’ can be seen as the drama and perceived remoteness of its setting 

feeding into concepts of frontier, isolation and border threat. This is an interesting 

juxtaposition to the reality of the Roman site; part of a very active frontier with a multi-

cultural population of over 800 in the fort alone, an extensive civilian settlement around its 

walls and a sophisticated communication system with neighbouring forts.  

 

The HONO is also seen as wild, remote, but also sacred and occasionally brutal and stark. 

Again this is a very modern construct, the sites of the HONO may all have had aspects of the 

sacred but were also constantly changing, evolving and certainly had local populations. There 

is no archaeological cause for viewing the sites of the HONO as more brutal than Housesteads 

or Durham WHS, both of which have considerably more archaeological evidence for very 

violent pasts.   

 

Durham on the other hand is seen as tranquil, peaceful, serene and beautiful, something that 

once again was far from true during much of its history as a turbulent border town ruled by 

aristocratic Prince-Bishops attempting to keep order in the North. Although, interestingly, the 

presence of the saints at Durham remained a strong theme in visitor responses with almost 

half of the reviewers mentioning the tombs of St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede, which 

have been a strong draw to Durham for over a thousand years.   

 

Conclusion 

This comparative analysis suggests that while the on-site interpretation of all these 

monuments is broadly academically correct the visitors are struggling to conceptualise the 

view presented and are turning instead  to “alike memories”, stereotypes that are conjured 

from their own memories  (Kamel 2011: 221) or the “fore-structure” described by Heidegger 

(1962) through which we see the world. The spirit of place is being clearly and successfully 

presented but in some cases appears to be influencing visitor perceptions of the past and 

leading to some confusion. However the complaints of lack on interpretation on site and the 

positive responses to the guided tours would suggest that the visitors are not unengaged. In 

fact the majority of visitors were observed to be looking and the site and reading the panels, 

not uninterested but struggling apparently to visualise a living and populated site. All of the 
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case study sites now have Research Frameworks in place and an aspiration to bring the 

management closer to academic research; the following chapter explores further the 

implications of the research presented here and recommendations to move forward; 

particularly striking the delicate balance of between authenticity and spirit of place in the 

visitor experience.  
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Chapter Nine: Negotiating authenticity and spirit of place in 

visitor experience 

 

This chapter explores the implications of the comparative analysis of results undertaken in the 

previous chapter. Each site had its own unique strengths and challenges as would be expected, 

however the results of the fieldwork suggest that while there is a lot of positive progress there 

remains a dichotomy. Whilst the sites all met the UNESCO criteria for authenticity, as laid 

out in the Operational Guidelines, their on-site interpretation was factually correct and visitors 

reported a strong atmosphere or spirit of place, the manner in which visitors behaved and 

recounted their visit did not entirely reflect this. There was a significant discrepancy apparent 

between the visitor and the research in the conception of the site as representing the 

materiality of a community which was embedded in a series of complex cultural and physical 

networks.  

 

This is admittedly a difficult concept to grasp: after all, the tangible site is easier to far easier 

to understand than the cultural construct that it represents (Garden 2009: 270); sites exist in a 

continual state of flux, not so much as artefact as a process of change (Bender 1993: 3). As 

discussed in previous chapters all of the case study WHSs are multi-period sites; even the 

rural sites such as those within the HONO or the fort at Housesteads have seen change and 

development since their first abandonment. Their decay has not been absolute; they have been 

incorporated into new landscapes, mindscapes and taskscapes (Ingold 2004) as the 

community around them ebbs and flows over time.  

 

These issues and their implications must be addressed in more detail in order to propose 

solutions and recommendations on both a site specific and World Heritage policy level. As 

reviewed in Chapter Two the WHC and its Operational Guidelines have developed over time 

to adapt to both the changing global situation and the manner in which site significance is 

recognised. The key aim of this study was to explore whether the visitor experience of UK 

Cultural WHS, as represented by the three case studies, reflected both authenticity and spirit 

of place as defined by the Nara Document on Authenticity (ICOMOS 1994), the Québec 

Declaration on the Preservation of Spirit of Place (ICOMOS 2008) and the Paris Declaration 

On Heritage as a Driver of Development (ICOMOS 2011). As referred to above, when the 

sites themselves were studied there was apparently no issue with meeting these 

recommendations. When the visitor experience was examined in more depth and compared 
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directly the requirements of the Paris Declaration (ibid), it revealed not only a problem but 

also a potential solution.  

 

The preliminary section in Chapters Five, Six and Seven above illustrates this issue; this is not 

merely background detail but a demonstration of the size and detail of inventory these sites 

have to draw on. While this varies slightly between the examples, all have sufficient research 

available to build up a nuanced picture of how these sites were used and experienced in the 

past. Exploring the implications of this research combined with the theoretical discussions 

from Chapters Two and Three will be used to postulate a new, more holistic, definition of 

authenticity in WHS management and interpretation; moving closer to achieving “a richer, 

more dynamic, and inclusive vision of cultural heritage” (ICOMOS 2008: 2). 

 

In order to explore the implications of the data for authenticity in World Heritage visitor 

experience first it is necessary to discuss authenticity in the context of these case studies and 

their inventories. Moving on then to explore how differently these sites could be viewed 

taking a broadly phenomenological or experiential approach; using not merely the standing 

remains, but also the buried/destroyed invisible archaeological record, and interpretation of 

the experience of people on the site in the past into consideration and the possibilities this has 

for World Heritage management.  

 

Structural Authenticity 

As discussed in Chapter Two, over the last two decades World Heritage has been moving 

increasingly rapidly from a very tangible, site based, structural authenticity to encompass 

much wider cultural landscapes and intangible heritage to reflect changing perspectives 

within heritage. Prior to 2005 the WHC ‘test of authenticity’ referred to four criteria – design, 

material, workmanship and setting, in short, the tangible material of the site. As a result of the 

expert meetings on authenticity in Bergen and Nara the revised Operational Guidelines (2006) 

incorporated for the first time traditions, techniques, language, spirit and feeling and other 

forms of intangible heritage (Jokilehto 2006: 8).The current Operational Guidelines (2015) 

therefore aspire to not only tangible, physical authenticity but also authenticity in the 

intangible, cultural heritage associated with the site.  

 

As inscribed WHSs all three case studies conform to the current concepts of authenticity as 

defined by the World Heritage Convention and Operational Guidelines. They represent 
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typical western cultural WHS; they are well preserved, monumental and fulfil at least three of 

the criteria for cultural heritage as laid out in the Operational Guidelines (2015):  

 

(i) To represent a masterpiece of human creative genius; 

(ii) to exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time; 

(iii) to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a 

civilisation which is living or has disappeared; 

(iv) to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological 

ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history; 

(v) to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-

use which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with 

the environment especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact of 

irreversible change; 

(vi) to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or 

with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance. 

(The Committee considers that this criterion should preferably be used in 

conjunction with other criteria); 

 

The comparison of the three sites identified common points which ran across all of the case-

studies: 

 

 The few visitors who mentioned a time period were almost exclusively referring to 

the key period for which the site was inscribed. Age and history were seen as an 

important factor in the significance of the site; however few visitors specified when 

the site was constructed and/or inhabited or referred to later occupation or change.  

 

 There was a very tangible lack of humanity in both the interpretation and the visitor 

responses; people and communities were largely either missing or misunderstood in 

visitor responses.  

 

 Movement around the sites was very much guided by the physical infrastructure, the 

movement of other visitors and the most visually dominant remains. Although visitor 

movement is permitted into the landscape around all the sites visitors were unlikely to 

venture beyond the site unless they were sure what was there and it was made very 

clear on site.  
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These aspects of the visitor experience while not critical to the visitor enjoyment of the site, 

or their success in cultural tourism do raise questions about the authenticity of the visitor 

experience as specified by the Paris Declaration (ICOMOS 2011). As exemplars of long term 

heritage tourism destination these relatively affluent UK WHS have come to represent 

powerful, evocative symbols of national and regional identity (Boyd & Timothy 2006: 56); 

UNESCO recognizes this and uses its World Heritage programme as a means of spreading 

best practice (Leask 2006: 6) Therefore it is necessary to examine these issues and explore 

potential solutions.  

 

Visitors experiencing the past  

The case study sites were all selected as representing typical UK cultural WHS (as discussed 

in Chapter Four). All three sites are neatly laid out with either surfaced or mown paths, well 

maintained grass areas and interpretation panels or labels identifying key features. The 

interpretation is clear and simple and access is available out into the wider landscape.  

It is when the researcher begins to interact with the visitor and listen to, or read, their 

narrative, that the picture becomes far more complex. The use of reviews and interviewer 

administered surveys on site allowed for both a quick snapshot to be obtained of the visitors’ 

experience and visitor reflections. The results were remarkably similar from both data sets, 

allowing deductions to be made and conclusions drawn. The themes drawn from these results, 

people and community, temporality, emotional and sensory responses, the managed 

experience, occur across both the interviews and the reviews and allowed a picture to be built 

up of how the visitors are responding to the management and interpretation on site.  

The most obvious result to emerge from the analysis was the lack of people and communities, 

past or present, being described by visitors. They are mentioned occasionally but are 

definitely in the minority, this is perhaps more understandable in TripAdvisor reviews, which 

could be expected to have quite a practical focus. However this is also visible in the 

interviews, despite a question asking directly about life at the site in the past. Where people 

were mentioned there overwhelmingly appeared to be “alike memories” being used to fill in 

the blanks. This is perhaps best illustrated by the persistent myth of the cold and isolated 

soldier, represented by WH Auden’s Roman Wall Blues: 

Over the heather the wet wind blows,  

I’ve lice in my tunic, a cold in my nose.  

The rain comes pattering out of the sky,  

I’m a Wall soldier, I don’t know why.  



207 
 

The mist creeps over the hard grey stone,  

my girl’s in Tungria; I sleep alone.  

Aulus goes hanging around her place,  

I don’t like his manners, I don’t like his face.  

Piso’s a Christian, he worships a fish;  

there’d be no kissing if he had his wish.  

She gave me a ring but I diced it away;  

I want my girl and I want my pay.  

When I’m a veteran with only one eye  

I shall do nothing but look at the sky.   

The image of a foreign soldier, far from home, in a bare, windswept and isolated posting fits 

reasonably well with the current setting of the fort on the exposed ridge of the Whin Sill 

occupied mainly by a scattering of hill farms, the focus of population having moved down 

into the Tyne Valley below. However it is entirely at opposition with the archaeological 

record which points to a heavily occupied fort and an equally busy and tightly packed vicus 

spreading out across the hillside with roads leading to nearby forts, milecastles and down to 

the main supply towns along the Stanegate in the Tyne Valley. In this case the on-site 

interpretation is entirely correct, but does not appear to be powerful enough to challenge these 

compelling and Romantic ‘alike memories’.  

Although the landscape setting of the rural sites was described in superlatives such as remote 

and wild, it featured predominantly as a backdrop to the site as opposed to a deeply connected 

landscape which was vital to the functioning and experience of the site in the past. There was 

almost no mention of the network of sites within which each of the three case study sites were 

enmeshed or the cultural importance that they all held. Visitors rarely moved out into the 

landscape unless there were very distinct marked paths with a clear destination, although the 

visual setting appeared very important both in the sensory responses and atmosphere of the 

site and for the role it played in composing photographs.  

The importance of photography to the visitor experience was visible at all the case study sites 

(c.f. Urry 1990, Crang 1997). When composing photographs there was a clear pattern 

observable at all the sites, key points which were heavily photographed and appeared 

intrinsically linked with the modern meaning of the site – appearing also in tourist marketing 

materials and reflecting the monumental nature of the sites. The monumental elements appear 

to provoke similar awe in the modern visitor to that intended in the past - Durham Castle and 

Cathedral perch on a rocky peninsular above the wooded banks of the River Wear, 
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Housesteads sprawls across the top of the Whin Sill with a steep drop to the North side and 

the HONO stone circles are framed by lochs and hills. What is missing from the picture is the 

knowledge that the past visitor or occupant would have held, the power that these represented, 

the sites with which they connected and other emotions they may have stimulated. While it is 

impossible to recreate the infinite number of different site experiences in the past each site has 

sufficient academic research and a substantial inventory which allows for the site to be 

situated within its networks and some of the ideology behind their construction to be 

hypothesized.   

The time depth of the sites holds powerful appeal to the visitor, age and history were 

significant features in the visitor responses. Age is cited regularly as an important indicator of 

significance in its own right and not always as an objective concept: age also plays an 

important sensory role e.g. “You can feel the history”.  

The key time period for which the site has been inscribed comes clearly out of a number of 

Durham and Housesteads reviews, if a period is mentioned it is almost exclusively Norman 

and Roman respectively. The Neolithic and Bronze Age are almost entirely absent from 

HONO reviews, although some Skara Brae visitors do recognise the site as being 5000 years 

old which, as discussed in Chapter Eight is perhaps indicative of the successful use of a 

timeline running beside the path down to the site. The life of the site before and after the 

period of inscription is entirely absent from HONO and Housesteads reviews and interviews, 

later changes and use is occasionally mentioned with reference to Durham Cathedral. Modern 

use is noted for both sites at Durham, although the ‘alike memories’ are very clearly visible 

here with references to the Harry Potter series which were partially filmed in the Cathedral 

and the resemblance between the Castle great hall and the fictitious dining hall at Hogwarts.  

The multi-period nature of all the case-studies can also make understanding the site more 

complex, especially when this is not clear on the on-site interpretation. This is particularly the 

case with Durham and Housesteads. Durham WHS has been occupied, altered and evolved 

from 995AD until the present day; this naturally creates a complexity around the site as it has 

undergone significant changes with almost every generation, certainly every century. 

Housesteads has been excavated for over a hundred years and has a legacy of multiple phases 

being laid out and presented as a single structure. The site interpretation is correct within its 

scope; however the site is neither displayed as a single phase of Roman occupation nor as a 

product of archaeological technique, either of which would potentially provide a more 

authentic visitor experience.  
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Feeling the past 

Analysis of the case studies in the previous chapter has shown that many visitors are already 

seeking to build their own stories and understanding of the site; they are also actively 

encouraged by site marketing to feel or imagine life at the site in the past. However, they are 

often substituting ‘alike memories’ where the on-site interpretation is either lacking or their 

memories, largely built up from their own education and the media, prove more persuasive.  

 

The visitor is not an archaeologist seeking new understandings of the site in the past; the 

responses suggest that the mindful visitor at least is seeking to understand the site in the past, 

to understand what it is the archaeologists understand. While they do not possess that extra 

layer of knowledge, the ‘archaeologist’s eye’ (Carman & Carman 2009: 293), they are in 

possession of a human body which is capable of absorbing sensations and recognising 

common, universal, experiences. This immediately brings to mind the popularity of the latrine 

block at Housesteads – fascinating for the combination of a universal human experience with 

the intriguing cultural differences it raises. This is an area where we, as human beings, are 

confident to apply our own experiences to the past and use them to make deductions and gain 

some insight into what we know about Roman cultural norms. Provided with a little 

information on the interpretation panel visitors feel confident to enter into animated 

discussions, which are notably absent across the rest of the site.  

 

Taking then the hypotheses that visitors are happy to engage with the site and encounter it in 

an embodied way, given the appropriate information, what other common experiences can we 

draw on? Having observed the movement of visitors around the sites it is immediately clear 

that there is a clear difference between visitor response to standing buildings, or walls 

standing to above knee height, and foundations. As soon as visitors encounter a standing wall 

they immediately seek out a doorway, it is safe to say that the concepts of walls and doorways 

are common to the majority of humanity. However, the usual manner in which very low walls 

and foundations are laid out, seen both at Housesteads and Barnhouse Village, means it can 

be unclear where the entrance to the building lay and visitors tend to walk across the remains 

of the walls. Interestingly, when the Historic Scotland Ranger at Barnhouse pointed out the 

entrance to Structure Eight despite the fact that she walked across the wall almost all the 

visitors chose to walk around and come in through what would have been the doorway. The 

granary at Housesteads also attracts initial attention due to its good preservation, however the 

raised floor of the granary means that the visitors are still looking at the floor and underfloor 

level rather than into the building itself as it would have been seen in the Roman period; once 

they have reached the granary and realised this their interest appears to quickly ebb away.  
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The concept of the doorway also applies to gateways. Like a doorway the primary function of 

a gateway lies in guiding movement and controlling access; the structure itself is usually of 

lesser significance. There are surviving gateways at both Housesteads and Durham. At the 

time of the fieldwork all the gateways at Housesteads had modern padlocked gates across 

them; the main entrance to the fort was over an unexcavated section of outer wall via a ramp 

created during early excavations. This meant that visitors entered facing the unexcavated 

barracks of the western, retentura, area of the fort. The typical route then selected by the 

visitor was either up the slope directly north or around the outer walls. This approach did not 

reflect the fort layout, there was a plan of the fort on the first interpretation panel but this did 

not appear to influence the choice of direction among visitors. However, on returning in 2016 

the new interpretation had been in place for a few years (installed 2010-11) and the biggest 

apparent impact was that the visitors now entered through the South Gate. As a result not only 

does the erosion now point to far higher traffic to the excavated vicus buildings outside the 

fort, but visitors were also observed to follow the fort streets for at least the initial part of their 

visit. The entry through the gate rather than over the wall allowed them to be far more 

effectively orientated with the fort layout and a better understanding of the experience of 

coming in through the gate and being confronted by the central range of buildings. There 

continued to be a “seen one, seen them all” attitude to the gates at Housesteads, apart from the 

South Gate where visitors were observed to now pause to examine the wear on the paving 

slabs and the marks of the gates; a far closer link to the reality of the site than had been 

evident on earlier observations. The gate regained reality as an entrance once visitors were 

able to walk through it.  

 

Thinking through the embodied encounter of these sites in the past, the issue of access is a 

significant one. Not only are there doors and gates that control access and may reflect layers 

of control, there are also the routeways that linked the site with the wider world. Whether 

these are via water (such as the lochs and sea routes at the HONO or the River Wear at 

Durham) or land they represent perhaps the most important factor of all to be embodied 

experience. People in their everyday lives make their way around their familiar terrain and 

create a process whereby landscapes are woven into life and lives are woven into the 

landscape (Tilley 1994: 29-30). Trying to understand those trajectories we can use the 

materiality of the world, it is through our feet that we are most connected, ‘in touch’ with our 

surroundings (Ingold 2011: 45).  
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While there are no surviving prehistoric roads or tracks within the HONO, there is a wealth of 

information collected via standing remains, excavation, geophysics, and even sonar surveys in 

the lochs. This builds up a fairly confident picture of alignments, relationships and past 

environments that would have influenced movement during the lifetime of the monuments. 

Water was a much overlooked factor in the life of the HONO; visitors were tending to see the 

sites as remote and distant when the archaeology suggests they were central to developments 

in the UK and Europe at this period (c.f. Richards 2013). There was movement of people, 

objects and even the massive stone monoliths, over significant distances. Water was a 

conduit, not a barrier in the past life of these monuments. Today in the world of globalisation 

and easy air travel the sea has become more remote, more of a boundary than it was to those 

prehistoric Orcadians in whose life it was a constant presence (Renwick 2017), something to 

be valued and feared, utilised and respected (Cooney 2003: 326). 

 

The roads at Durham and Housesteads are all either still in existence or known through 

landscape archaeology, geophysics and excavation. We can confidently state where the roads 

ran through the landscape and where there may have been control over movement through 

gates or other barriers. Both of these sites still have the same line of approach as they had 

when they were constructed, Durham retains its medieval street pattern and still retains one of 

the medieval gates (Water Gate) onto the peninsular. The modern road up from the visitor 

centre and car park to the Housesteads museum runs on the same line as the Roman road 

towards the Stanegate. The road from the farm to the west runs along the same line as the 

Roman road leading to the next fort at Vindolanda. The Hadrian’s Wall Path runs alongside 

the Wall east-west and the roads leading to it from the East and West Gates are still visible on 

the landscape, as is the road that runs around the exterior of the fort to the south. The Knag 

Burn Gate marks the crossing point through the Wall to the North (the North Gate from the 

fort itself being on a steep escarpment). There is little or no on-site interpretation marking any 

of these routeways.  This is particularly pertinent at Housesteads where there is extensive 

Roman archaeology to each side of the road leading up to the fort and museum, yet it is not 

mentioned on site and visitors complain about the length of walk between the car park and the 

site, unaware that they are actually walking through the known site of the Roman temples, 

cemeteries and the lower part of the vicus. Figure 9.1 below is taken from the remains of the 

Roman quarries, looking up a, probably Roman, track across the location of the Western 

cemetery, where tombstones were still visible to antiquarian visitors (c.f Hutton 1802), to the 

remains of the Mithraeum and the Roman terracing on the hill below the fort.  
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Figure 9.1 A view of the Roman landscape around Housesteads, taken from just to the West 

of the modern path.  

 

The way visitors currently move around the sites is very practical and in some case is actively 

encouraged by the choice of site management and positioning of interpretation. Even the 

keenest ‘Explorer’ will follow a pragmatic route either from panel to panel as they spot them 

or working around the site in a regular manner that does not relate to movement or access in 

the past. These visitors were very obviously taking a ‘mindful’ approach, an active process 

where they engage with the site (Stewart & Kirby 1998). The most common ‘Conformist’ 

visitor route takes in the most popular areas of the site, including the key views, while the 

Taster has a very visual emphasis and usually has a very short visit that aims directly for key 

areas for views either of the site itself or the classic tourist photo point. These ‘Taster’ visitors 

did not appear to engage with the site and followed a more ‘mindless’, passive approach 

(ibid).  
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All the observed and described visits appear to be very much about the heritage site as 

opposed to the wider ‘heritage space’ and focussed very directly on heritage that is labelled 

and designated as such (Garden 2009: 271-276). The existence of a panel made an area of the 

site much more likely to be visited, where there were no panels almost all visitors walked past 

without stopping, unless there was a particularly obvious feature or view which drew their 

attention. Viewed from this ethnographic point of view the site interpretation becomes a 

cultural process in its own right, the interpretation panel imbued with symbolic meaning 

(Karlsson & Gustafsson 2006). When it is considered that these panels are commonly the only 

form of on-site interpretation it makes it clear why visitors respond so obviously to them and 

why their positioning and content is so vital to the visitor experience.  

 

Durham Cathedral presents a slightly different case, having no interpretation panels at the 

time of fieldwork and a limited number of small labels. Here visitors were encouraged to self-

guide with a pamphlet identifying the key features on a plan with a short description of each. 

As a standing building still in regular use for its original purpose the Cathedral offers a very 

sensory experience to the visitor, its features are multi-period and there is architecture readily 

visible from the Norman period to the present day. The Cathedral has very distinctly separate 

spaces and access as a working church. Unlike the other two case-studies Durham still retains 

have different levels of access for clergy, stewards, congregation and visitors (although 

visitors are welcome to join the regular congregation for services) in the Cathedral and for the 

Bishop, University staff, postgraduate students, undergraduate students and visitors in the 

castle.  Despite this the pattern of movement available to the visitor is as practical as that seen 

at the other sites. The guidebooks, leaflets and guided tours at Durham and Housesteads all 

take a consistent and pragmatic route that is based upon the easiest way to move between key 

features. The guided tour at the HONO stone circles moves further out into the landscape and 

offers a more engaged experience, the Historic Scotland Rangers are up to date with ongoing 

research and the hour tour with generally fairly low numbers allows plenty of time for 

discussion within the group and for the Ranger to respond to questions.  

 

Visitors who had been on a guided tour at any of the sites tended to not only be better 

informed and more engaged but also happier with their visit.  The visitor preference for 

dynamic interpretation over static, passive interpretation is well documented and reaches far 

beyond the WHS. The learning experience of visitors is beyond the scope of this study; 

however it is worth mentioning that the visitors who engaged with interviews or took the time 
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to write Trip Advisor reviews may represent the “mindful” as opposed to “mindless” visitor 

(Stewart & Kirby 1998).  

The challenges for a tourist attempting to visualise a site in the past are not dissimilar to those 

experienced by an archaeologist. The difference lies in the framework they are viewing it 

from within. Any specialist will have a sophisticated framework which they use in order to 

view their subject, including a collection of information which is considered authentic to their 

speciality. What Heidegger refers to as ‘fore-structure’ (1962): the lens through which we all 

see the world. A tourist trying to visualise a site in the past also generally has an extensive 

framework of ‘alike memories’, however these will usually be drawn from less authentic 

sources such as films, popular literature, TV documentaries and their own perception of other 

heritage sites (Kamel 2011: 221). The key issue here is imagination, the past is no longer 

here; we are left with fragments from which the mind has to reconstruct a reality. This illusion 

of reality is created from both the sensory impressions, whether from the primary source of 

surviving remains or the secondary source of the interpretation provided on site, and from the 

“alike memories” of the visitor.  

Approaching the physical, tangible landscape with an “archaeologist’s eye” allows an 

understanding not available through maps and plans (Carmen & Carmen 2009: 294) for the 

subject specialist there is an extra level of meaning through their own training and “alike 

memories”. The process of being, observing, in place is vital to envisage the landscape in 

which sites are embedded (Tilley 1994: 75). While this phenomenologically based 

methodology divides opinions within archaeology it raises interesting parallels with what we 

are seeing in the visitor experience at the case study sites. A strong emphasis on imagination 

and experience in the reviews and interviews, placed alongside the observed behavioural 

responses to the site makes it evident that it is not only archaeologists who are having an 

embodied experience; attempting to understand sites by walking around them. The 

observations undertaken during this study indicated that visitors were strongly influenced by 

the presence not only of standing archaeology and on-site interpretation, but also other 

physical features of the site and the behaviour of other visitors 

 

Where visitor were able to bring their own experience to bear on the site and felt they 

understood the function of a building or feature their behaviour was notably different. For 

instance the example of Housesteads latrine block, as referred to earlier, illustrates a scenario 

where visitors understand the function of the structure and they have experience they can 
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confidently draw on in order to begin to make cultural comparisons that are based directly on 

the archaeology.  

 

In order to aid visitors in engaging with the site, despite their potentially limited 

understanding of the period, we can draw on this experiential resource. The data collected by 

this study supports Smith’s assertion that visitors are more active and engaged that they are 

often supposed (Smith 2006). Returning to Heidegger (1962) it is possible to see the 

ontological nature of interpretation coming through in this data – heritage interpreters are 

interpreting the archaeological research to produce on-site interpretation, but the visitors 

rather than passively receiving this are actively engaged in their own interpretation of the site 

based on both the on-site interpretation and their “alike memories”. Visitors were clearly able 

and happy, to relate to many aspects of the site, they were impressed by the monumental 

aspects, size and scale still awed them, and they understand architecture – walls, doorways, 

roads and paths. The observations and analysis of interviews and reviews analysed pointed to 

a majority of visitors already engaged in “mindful” as opposed to “mindless” visits (Stewart 

and Kirby 1998) but limited in their understanding of the site as the materiality of a living 

community. However the quality of the inventory at these sites means that we have access to 

a huge amount of data with which to flesh out visits. Whether still standing or not, the 

routeways, doorways, kitchens and granaries, the cemeteries, temples and gateways all have 

potential as part of the interpretation strategy. Their absence in the visible archaeology should 

not erase them from the on-site visitor experience as they are critical in understanding the 

reality of the site.  

Implications  

This final section will pull together all the different strands of discussion to propose moving 

towards a more holistic view of authenticity in World Heritage Management. The aspiration 

to make WHS interpretation more authentic and based on sound research and inventories 

(ICOMOS 2011) has significant implications when it is viewed against the data analysed in 

the previous chapters. This falls into three main sections, the presentation of the site itself, the 

experience of the visitor and negotiating the balance between authenticity in visitor 

experience and the preservation and promotion of the spirit of place.  

Authentic Archaeology 

All of the case study sites were archaeological in nature, or in the case of Durham were 

standing buildings with a wealth of buried archaeology in close association. They have been 

inscribed, at least partially, for their archaeological significance. The data discussed in the 

previous chapters suggests that there needs to be a closer relationship between the academic 
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conceptualism of the site and the visitor experience, between the inventory and the 

presentation. Therefore archaeology should be key to the interpretation, whether the buried or 

long gone archaeology, or authenticity to archaeological concepts and processes.  

 

Hidden Archaeology  

In order to present a site that the visitor can begin to understand and interact with in a 

meaningful manner they need to know what is missing. This may seem self-evident; however 

there is invisible archaeology, either unexcavated or no longer in existence, at all three case 

study sites that is not mentioned in the on-site interpretation. The key issues here are to 

indicate intangible archaeology that would have controlled movement, such as the long-since 

demolished gates at Durham that controlled movement onto the peninsular or the extent of the 

vicus, cemeteries and temples that still lie buried on the low lying ground in front of 

Housesteads fort. This can also apply to finds, the integration of the remains of feasting for 

instance at the Stones of Stenness, or the stone mauls that dug the ditch at the Ring of 

Brodgar, into the on-site interpretation would both add reality to what seems to be a difficult 

period for visitors to imagine and draw more on the resource that is the WHS’s inventory to 

put the site and objects into context.  In a wider context this would also apply to more 

ephemeral traces such as crop marks.  

 

The starting point for planning an interpretation strategy should not be what is there now, but 

what was there in the past. This also paves the way for acknowledging how the sites have 

changed over time. The level of detailed research and survival at the case study sites enables a 

confident reconstruction of access and movement. Each site also has an extensive associated 

(but not necessarily inscribed) landscape and belonged to a much wider network of sites with 

extensive cultural, socio-political and economic links. This entire inventory, and any ongoing 

research, needs form a key focus of the interpretation strategy. The close relationship between 

the research and interpretation at the HONO is an example of good practice in this dialogue, 

although all of the case study sites are bringing to move in this direction as they develop their 

Research Frameworks. The results of this study would urge the authors of management plans 

and research frameworks to prioritise the past experience of the site within these documents, 

so as to feed through readily into the visitor experience in the most readily engaging manner.  
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Authenticity as transparency 

If the intangible archaeology is to form the basis for an authentic interpretation strategy then 

there also needs to be transparency and openness in interpreting the archaeology. Archaeology 

is not an objective process and all archaeological sites are the product of their excavators, 

excavation, recording, publishing and displaying are all the result of a series of decisions 

made by archaeologists (c.f Pearce 1998: 86, Hodder 2012). In any presented site this means 

that decisions have been made over which areas to excavate, whether to consolidate and 

display a specific phase or to excavate the area down to the natural levels. The practice of 

archaeology has also developed and changed over time; the period in which a site was 

excavated can massively influence the way in which it looks today.  

This process if also visible in the traditional method of presenting limited and didactic 

information via interpretation panels, conveying a clear divide between the ‘expert’ and the 

visitor, although in fact there may be a chain of ‘experts’ and decisions leading to the 

production of a single panel – from decisions made in excavation and publication, on to the 

decisions made by whoever writes and illustrates the individual panel. This series of decisions 

are all invisible to the reader and it has been suggested that these panels stand as a clear 

indicator of power when it comes to the interpretation of the past (c.f. Karlsson & Gustafsson 

2006). Engaging the visitor with the process allows the site to move from being seen as a relic 

confined to the past and accessible only by scientific strategies (Waterton 2005: 320).  

A good example of the confusion lack of information and transparency can cause is visible at 

the praetorium at Housesteads. This was one of the earliest areas of the site to be excavated 

and displayed, unfortunately between subsidence causing walls to buckle and slump and the 

display of multiple phases as one, this has become a very confusing building to both look at 

and interpret. This is where transparency is necessary. In order to increase visitor 

understanding the site it needs to be clear, in the text as well as in plan, that this is a multi-

phase building and what is laid out does not represent the building as it looked at any one 

time. Where past archaeological method has impacted on the visible remains this should be 

communicated, as should uncertainty about archaeological interpretation, there are 

increasingly available forms of media that will allow interpretation to be changed and updated 

if necessary.  

Authenticity in Management 

Movement and encounter 

The data from visitor observations makes it clear that visitors are heavily influenced by not 

only the standing archaeology, but also the physical infrastructure on the site. As visitors 
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engage with the site they are very reactive to what they encounter on the ground. Therefore 

significant consideration needs to be given to where not only panels are placed but also signs, 

fences, paths, even down to whether grass is mown or left long in particular areas. It was 

visible at both Housesteads and the HONO that small details such as this had a significant 

impact on visitor behaviour. When making management decisions there should be a close 

consideration of both the interpretation strategy and inventory of the site. Visitor movement 

should be a major consideration, not merely as a practical and conservation decision but also 

considering how changes to movement and visibility will influence the understanding of the 

site. If it is possible to follow routeways, enter via doorways and gateways then the visitor 

should be made away that they are doing so, if not these should be indicated wherever 

possible and not impeded or hidden by infrastructure.  

There is a great opportunity at Housesteads to create a more authentic visitor experience by 

providing interpretation on the walk from the car park and visitor centre up to the museum 

and the fort itself. Currently this walk is considered to be an issue in a number of the reviews, 

seeing it as a long and steep walk to reach the site. In fact this walk follows the line of the 

Roman road from the Stanegate to the South Gate of the fort, as it drops and climbs again it is 

running past the quarry where the fort stone was almost certainly obtained, through an area of 

known Roman cemeteries and temples before climbing through the remains of the vicus. If 

this was interpreted on-site (it is currently mentioned in the museum) then visitors would not 

only be more aware of the archaeology, the considerable spread of the fort and vicus which 

housed 800 troops plus all the associated civilians in the extensive vicus, but also remove 

some of the complaints about the walk by showing that this was actually part of the site and 

critical to understanding how the fort related to the rest of the extensive Wall network as 

discussed in Chapter Eight.   
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A good example of the use of landscape was seen in both the guided tours and panel 

placement at the HONO. The HES Rangers moved around the stone circles more widely, 

discussing the alignments and relationships between the sites and there setting. The panels 

around this area were not limited to the sites themselves but several can be found out in the 

wider landscape, referring to the implications of the setting of the monuments. At Skara Brae 

the walk down to the site has stones beside the path marked with significant dates through 

world history taking the visitor ‘back in time’ and situating the site chronologically. The 

reviews of Skara Brae contained no complaints about the walk (although it must be said that it 

is considerably shorter and flatter than that at Housesteads) and contained a much higher 

proportion of visitors referring to the specific age of the site.  

Repopulating the sites 

The previous sections raised the implications of authenticity in interpreting archaeology and 

the need to consider physical infrastructure and management of the site in close partnership 

with the interpretation strategy as not merely a practical and/or conservation issue, but also a 

key feature in the visitors’ understanding of the site. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

consider the issues and merits of different interpretation strategies; however we have seen that 

the interpretation strategy, regardless of the chosen interpretative medium, should be based 

not only upon the visible, tangible heritage, but also upon the inventory of the site and focus 

on the way it was experienced in the past. The historical archive, academic research and any 

associated artefact collection all needs to be drawn upon in order to provide an authentic 

interpretation. The core belief behind the World Heritage Convention is to preserve and 

protect sites that are of outstanding universal value to all of humankind. These cultural sites 

are intrinsically linked with the people who constructed and populated the sites and those who 

encountered them in their daily lives after their abandonment in the case of the HONO and 

Housesteads.  

The humanity of the sites was conspicuously absent in the data collected during the course of 

this study and also limited in the on-site interpretation at the time of fieldwork. If these sites 

are to present an authentic experience and transmit World Heritage values then they need to 

be seen as living sites, despite the fact that the communities they represent are long dead.  

Individual experiences of the site in the past are too multitudinous and unknown to replicate. 

The aspect that can be replicated however is the manner in which past populations would 

have moved around the site and experienced its environs. The “bones” of the topography may 

be little changed (Tilley 2008) and the site inventory can often supply known details of where 

roads, tracks, entrances were located, or at least an academically credible interpretation of 
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where they lay. The visitor as a physical being-in-the world (c.f. Barrett and Ko 2009: 280) 

can relate to the concept of buildings, roads, entrances and respond to the topography around 

them.  

 

 “…realising there is a doorway, and walking through it rather than climbing over the ruckle 

of stones next to it, similarly brings the house into the present again. While in the absence of 

their dwellers houses may change and decay, the very act of moving as if one were dwelling 

there makes it over as a house again.” (Vergunst 2012: 36).  

 

The site infrastructure and interpretation needs to be handled in such a way that it works with 

this concept. These sites were, and are, living, dynamic spaces where human beings created 

structures which have been chosen to represent outstanding universal value to humankind, the 

management and interpretation needs to be tailored to reflect this with a holistic approach. 

Avoiding the creation of ‘white noise’ in the form of infrastructure that hinders the visitor in 

encountering the site in an authentic way, the modern visitor encounter needs to be considered 

in direct relation to the past experience of the site (as explored at the case study sites in 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven). It is very easy for practical management and conservation 

decisions to detract from the experience, but equally it can be simple to remedy this by the 

relocation of an interpretation panel, the removal or addition of a path, or even decisions 

regarding grass management on the site. The key consideration is that just as people in the 

past were beings-in-the-world encountering the site as they knew it, the visitors are also 

encountering the modern site in the same manner, but without either the cultural codes of the 

past, or the acquired knowledge of a modern specialist. Therefore it needs to be made as 

straightforward as possible to ‘see’ the site as a place of the living; a space needs human 

meaning to translate it into a place (Stewart & Kirby 1998: 40).  

A clear example of the way movement is dictated by responses to the physical structures and 

an example of an opportunity to create a more authentic visitor experience can be seen in the 

virtual Google Street View tours of Pompeii and Stonehenge. The tour of the well preserved 

Roman town of Pompeii is on first viewing apparently far more authentic and realistic than 

that of Stonehenge. Guided by the streets, pavements, gates and doorways the camera person 

walks in a manner than would presumably be recognised by a Roman inhabitant. Given 

access to the stones at Stonehenge the approach is by the public path and then directly into the 

stones, walking into the centre and obtaining a close up view of the stones. This demonstrates 

similar behaviour as seen at the HONO stone circles, the modern visitor generally follows the 

established path and then is keen to look closely and touch the stones and clearly attaches 
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considerable significance to the centre of the circle. On attempting to follow the routes at 

Pompeii, however, it becomes clear that the movement here, although apparently less random 

than that seen at Stonehenge, is still not reflective of the way in which an inhabitant of 

Pompeii would have moved around. There is no logic in the walking; most people walking 

down streets follow a clear purpose with an apparent aim in mind (c.f. Edensor 2010). While 

these experiences do allow visitors a virtual view of the sites and are designed to allow 

freedom to roam they could simply have added to option to follow a specific route, the avenue 

to Stonehenge or between features such as the forum or temples at Pompeii to lend some 

reality to the idea of these as populated living sites (Renwick 2014). 

Negotiating Spirit and Feeling with the Authentic Visitor Experience  

David Lowenthal described the “felt past” as primarily “a function of atmosphere as well as 

locale” (1985: 240). At each of the case study sites it has become evident that this “felt past” 

or ‘spirit and feeling’, is very much a modern construct, the result of the palimpsest of past 

development and the contemporary tourist gaze (Urry 1990, 2007), but not representative of 

how the site would have been perceived at any single period in the past. This is not in itself 

wrong; it is an authentic aspect of the site and the result of the life of the site over time. 

However the evidence suggests that while spirit and feeling may be a key part aspect of the 

visit and a signifier of value, it can also promote ‘alike memories’ and support 

misconceptions in the visitor. These appeared across the sites, Housesteads and the HONO 

were seen as remote and wild, despite both sites being enmeshed in huge and complex 

networks that spread across massive areas. Durham was seen as serene and peaceful, despite 

being at the heart of Anglo-Scottish warfare and the whole peninsular owing much of its 

appearance to the need for fortification. It is in considering the reason for these mismatches 

between spirit and feeling and the academic conceptualisation of the site that we find the way 

forward.  

For instance, Durham was a very turbulent border town for much of the medieval period, 

ruled by the Prince Bishop, a powerful secular and religious leader representing the crown to 

help keep down the rebellious North. The town flourished thriving on the needs of the Castle 

garrison and the pilgrims who flocked to the Cathedral in their thousands. Following the 

dissolution of the priory during the Reformation Durham underwent further periods of unrest 

and continued to play a key part in Anglo-Scottish politics, including housing thousands of 

prisoners in the Cathedral after the Battle of Dunbar in 1650. During the Romantic movement 

of the 18
th

 century Durham became gentrified, the riverbanks were landscaped into their 

current form and Prebends Bridge moved to create the now iconic view of the Castle and 
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Cathedral from the bridge. The spirit and feeling described by the visitors, defined by the 

WHSMP and promoted by marketing clearly reflects this designed Romantic landscape rather 

than the earlier history of Durham WHS.  

Initially this may appear to be something of a dichotomy, attempting to preserve and promote 

the spirit of place, whilst also creating an authentic visitor experience based on sound research 

and the site inventory. In fact the two can work very well together once considered as a key to 

presenting the life of the site. As mentioned above the modern spirit and feeling is an 

authentic impression of the site, it does reflect the history of the site, and therein lays its 

strength. Once the spirit and feeling of the site is considered within the interpretation strategy 

it immediately calls for some explanation of why the site appears so serene/remote/wild today 

when it was far from that at its height. This provides the opportunity to juxtapose the modern 

site against what it was in the past and how it has developed from its construction to the 

modern day.  

Conclusion  

Engaging the visitor as a being-in-the-world, using their body as a medium for experiencing 

the heritage site offers an extra level of engagement; one that was already there, but not 

exploited as a method of interpretation. Knowing through the feet and thinking through 

walking, visitors can literally move closer to experiencing the heritage space as a real, living 

place of dwelling. Presented with routeways, doorways and walls the modern body must 

continuously adapt to some of the same terrain and interruptions that would have been 

experienced in the past. Whilst we can never authentically recreate the experience of the past 

we can encourage visitors to use their universal human experiences, the sensory engagement 

of the body with the world to create an understanding of the commonality with life in the past 

to allow them to begin to see the difference. Greater transparency in presenting the way in 

which archaeologists (and other specialists) are looking at the site and the way in which its 

past life as a heritage site has affected its presentation today can create more of a dialogue 

between the archaeologist and the visitor as opposed to presenting a didactic view of the past.  

The emphasis on interpreting what the visitors can see (including later features) and key 

features of the site that are now missing should allow space for later developments to be 

presented on site. By removing the dichotomy between presenting and preserving the modern 

spirit and feeling, and creating an authentic visitor experience based on sound research and 

the site inventory it allows for a more holistic interpretation and management strategy that is 

authentic to the research and inventory it represents. Utilising the movement of the visitor as a 

key aspect of this interpretation and management reduces the obvious critique that this would 
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make on-site interpretation too costly and too wordy. The information can be kept to a 

minimum with an emphasis on what happened in particular areas of the site (where this is 

known) and where doorways, gateways and routeways led to, creating a natural link with 

other associated sites in the landscape. The intention of this being to create an appealing 

visitor experience which avoids both hyperreality and creating an “attractive authenticity” 

(Guttormsen & Fageraas 2011) and by bringing the visitor closer to the humanity and reality 

of the site helps to disseminate World Heritage values.  

The following chapter will conclude by drawing together the discussion of these results and 

explore the implications of this study and opportunities for future research   
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Chapter Ten: Conclusions 
 

To put authenticity at the heart of the development of cultural tourism and the growth of 

interpretation and communication strategies; to promote interpretation based on sound 

research and inventories, avoiding manufactured ‘travels in hyperreality’ that are crudely 

derived from heritage values (ICOMOS 2011: 4). 

 

This statement from the Paris Declaration drew together the concepts of authenticity and 

visitor experience for the first time in World Heritage policy. Setting this beside the 

requirement of the Quebec Declaration (ICOMOS 2008) to preserve and promote spirit of 

place provoked the central question of this study. Is it possible to put authenticity at the heart 

of World Heritage visitor experience; to promote interpretation based on sound research and 

inventories, while also preserving and promoting the spirit of place of a World Heritage Site? 

 

Post-modernists would say that the key to interpreting the past lies in a critical self-awareness 

(Johnson 1999: 101-108). This thesis deliberately has not tackled the issues of World Heritage 

Sites which are under massive pressures and threats, in war zones and/or developing countries 

or those with heavily contested narratives and meanings. Instead it has focussed on 

established cultural heritage sites in the U.K, an affluent western country that ratified the 

World Heritage Convention over 30 years ago. These sites are largely uncontroversial and 

have widely acknowledged significance underlying their inscriptions.  Durham Castle and 

Cathedral and Hadrian’s Wall were two of the U.K’s first nominations; although the Heart of 

Neolithic Orkney was inscribed later it is composed of another set of classic archaeological 

sites, all of which have been, and are, very influential in our understanding of the Neolithic 

and Bronze Age. These sites are under the management of the Church of England and the 

University of Durham, English Heritage and Historic Environment Scotland respectively and 

the studied areas of the sites are not considered under serious threat. The sites all have 

management plans, research strategies and on-site interpretation. Therefore these were very 

appropriate case studies to examine how established practices that underlie the management 

and presentation of these U.K. WHS meet the aspirations of ICOMOS and UNESCO.  

 

The development of heritage management in the U.K. during the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century has 

influenced heritage site management across the world (Emerick 2003). Prior to the World 

Heritage Convention, however, there was no globalised system for advising on, and 

monitoring, the management of heritage. Chapter Two examined the development of the 

World Heritage Convention with a specific focus on the concepts of authenticity, integrity and 
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spirit of place. These have been evolving to move with both the changing nature of the World 

Heritage List and developments in heritage management. Chapter Two tracks their 

development from the Venice Charter (ICOMOS 1964), which predated the Convention itself, 

up until the Paris Declaration on Heritage as a Driver of Development (ICOMOS 2011). 

Concepts of authenticity and spirit of place are notoriously hard to define, consisting of a 

complex dynamic between objects, spaces and the individual, an embodied engagement 

between people and place. The combination of the ICOMOS and UNESCO definitions with 

the wider debate led to the conclusion that, for the purposes of this research, authenticity in 

visitor experience would be defined as the meeting point between authenticity (the heritage 

values represented by the site) and integrity (the material authenticity of the site itself). It 

needs to both reflect the materiality of the site in its integrity; the physical value for which it 

was inscribed, while also preserving and disseminating the intangible heritage and spirit of 

place. Therefore, spirit of place and authenticity are intrinsically linked concepts that combine 

to create the modern visitor experience.  

 

These developments in World Heritage management were responding to changes within 

archaeology and heritage. Following the progress of these from the early days of 

antiquarianism up to the present day Chapter Three explores the way in which heritage 

management and archaeology have grappled with the same issues of trying to deal with both 

the materiality of a site and attempt to understand some of the life and motivations of its 

inhabitants. Expanding the theme of embodied engagement introduced in Chapter Two, this 

Chapter turned to the theoretical context to explore the relationship between people and 

environment. The concept of a constantly evolving taskscape (c.f. Ingold 2004) and a site that 

continues to change and bear testimony to the changes in archaeological, interpretative and 

management practice though the years after its decay was halted, is applicable to both the 

experience of authenticity and spirit of place. The concept of using the embodied engagement 

of people with landscape as an archaeological method (c.f. Bender 1993, Thomas 1993, Tilley 

1994) has been heavily critiqued (cf. Fleming 1999, De Boer 2004, Chadwick 2004, Bruck 

2005, Barrett & Ko 2009). However, the basic tenets of a broadly phenomenologically based 

methodology are very applicable to the tourist experience and have indeed been applied 

within tourism studies (c.f Obrador-Pons 2003, Pernecky & Jamal 2010, Kowalczyk 2014). 

The marketing of heritage sites is full of references to feeling, imagining and experiencing the 

past, all of which invite engagement on an emotional and sensory as well as intellectual level.  

The embodied experience of the tourist encountering the heritage site and the embodied 

experience of the archaeologist encountering the same site are separated by a single factor: the 
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possession of specialist knowledge (Carmen & Carmen 2009). Therefore, it was postulated, in 

order to aspire to an ‘authentic’ visitor experience based on ‘sound research and inventories’, 

the on-site visitor experience needs to be connected with the current view of the site from an 

academic perspective, not just intellectually, but physically.   

 

In order to explore the embodied engagement of the visitor a methodology needed to be 

designed to capture multiple facets of the visitor experience. Chapter Four discussed the 

methodology used here, a combination of ethnographic and phenomenographic principles 

were used to explore visitor behaviour and recounting of their experience. There have been a 

number of studies that have used phenomenological and ethnographic principles (c.f. 

McClanahan 2006), however since phenomenology relies on the experience of the individual 

the phenomenographic approach (c.f. Marton 1989, 1997) was chosen to guide and describe 

the methodology as this has been developed to explore the experience of a collative other. 

Beside this the academic conceptualisations of the site in the past and the modern physical 

site management and presentation (everything from interpretation panels to grass 

maintenance) were also examined. The visitor experience was explored at a macro level 

through the use of general observations of visitor movement on the sites and analysis of 

TripAdvisor reviews online and at a micro level through short interviews and a series of 

detailed visitor trackings. These methods used together built up a picture of how visitors 

collectively behaved at the site and how they described the visit in their own words, both in 

the presence of an interviewer and in the anonymity of an online platform. The case studies 

were deliberately chosen to represent three different time periods and three different types of 

sites. The HONO is a dispersed rural, prehistoric site encompassing a number of different site 

types from the ritual to the domestic. Housesteads Roman Fort represented another rural site, 

but with a much more nucleated layout and part of the very famous and visible archaeological 

network of Hadrian’s Wall. Durham Castle and Cathedral is a very densely packed urban site 

with standing buildings and a Statement of Significance that stretches from the Anglo-Saxon 

monastery to the modern day. These represent typical site types that can be recognised all 

over the U.K, the mysterious prehistoric site, the well-known Roman site, beloved of the 

school visit, and the rather gentrified Cathedral and University town. 

Interpretation of results  

Chapters Five, Six and Seven presented the results of the three case studies, which consisted 

of a survey of the current academic research as the resource that could be drawn upon to 

understand the site, an investigation into the management and on-site interpretation in the 

light of that evidence. This was then followed by the results of studying the visitor 
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experience, both as observed and as recounted by visitors themselves. Despite the differing 

nature of the case study sites the results were remarkably similar both between the sites and 

across the different data sources. Site management and presentation at all the sites was typical 

of the traditional management methods of U.K. heritage sites (c.f. Emerick 2003). The 

presentation at the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS however, in keeping with their policy of 

close contact between research and WHS presentation (Historic Environment Scotland 2013), 

was tied in much more immediately with ongoing research and both the content and siting of 

panels reflected this.  

The on-site interpretation at all of the case studies was factually correct and related to 

academic understanding of the sites, there were no ‘manufactured travels into hyperreality’. 

Visitors were generally very happy and satisfied with their visit, even on TripAdvisor, which 

is notorious as a platform on which to air grievances. The same themes were emerging across 

both interviews and online reviews. Certain experiences appeared to be fundamental to the 

authenticity of the visit 

 Feeling the Past - An important factor in the authenticity of the site for visitors was 

the age, which tied in strongly with the spirit of place. Sites were valued for their age 

and age came through clearly as a sensory experience more than a factual knowledge. 

The specific age seemed to matter less than them being able to “feel the history” 

during their visit, although the great age of the HONO sites was particularly valued. 

When a time period was specified the visitors showed an understanding of the main 

period for which the site was inscribed. This overlapped with physically interacting 

with the monuments, something that was observed at all the sites and was also evident 

in the visitor responses across the case studies. Value was placed on having the 

freedom to touch the stones, a physical encounter with the past.  

 Recording the Visit – photography was commonly seen across all the sites, apart 

from Durham Cathedral which has a photography ban. Maeshowe also has a ban but 

was not included in this study (see Chapter Eight for further discussion of Maeshowe 

and photography). The ability to record and authenticate your visit through the use of 

photography (c.f. Urry 1990, Crang 2006) was clearly felt to be an important part of 

the visitor experience, and the ban at Durham led to the most strongly expressed of the 

TripAdvisor reviews. It was felt to be unreasonable since other Cathedrals allow 

photography; the ability to take photographs was not seen as inappropriate behaviour 

in that space.  
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 Indicators of significance – the majority of visitors showed a visible interest in the 

site, reading panels and looking at features. Their behaviour was clearly very 

influenced by the physical infrastructure on site, other visitors and the placement of 

interpretation panels. If there was not a visible indicator of significance in the form of 

a panel, path, or other visitors congregated there then that area of the site would tend 

to be bypassed. 

 

These results emphasise the embodied nature of the visitor experience and the importance of 

authenticity in the visit. It was important that sites were not only old, but also of assured 

significance, both via the medium of on-site presentation and the behaviour of other visitors. 

Jones suggests that this is particularly noticeable in the disconnected and globalised modern 

world, where people use the experience of authenticity and the historic environment to work 

out ‘genuine’ or ‘truthful’ relationships between objects, people and places.  

Most notably invisible in these experiences are the networks, relationships and communities 

of the past. Across all of the case-study sites there was very little reference to physical or 

cultural networks within which these WHS were, and are, situated. Visitors very rarely 

mentioned other heritage sites, either connected by temporality or proximity, yet at both 

Housesteads and the HONO, and to a lesser degree at Durham, the interpretation clearly refers 

to the links between sites. The communities that inhabited the sites were also largely absent 

from visitor responses or reviews. When asked directly whether they felt they understand life 

at the site in the past visitors either responded that they did, however, judging by their other 

responses it was often clear than they felt they understood rather than actually understanding. 

Or they would respond with a stereotype, the classic example of which was the “alike 

memories” (Kamel 2011) of freezing cold Italian soldiers at Housesteads.  Those that said 

they did not understand life in the past tended to add that they needed more on-site 

interpretation in order to understand better. These examples of the “dead” heritage site 

(Emerick 2003) were not generally illustrating visitors who had no interest in the site itself, 

but those who were trying to understand and engage with the past of the site, but with very 

little knowledge to draw on. The limited on-site interpretation is competing against the very 

engaging “alike memories” they had of the period from the media, films and documentaries, 

literature and their own school experience (Kamel 2011: 221). The data gathered suggested 

visitors were engaged with the site but nothing on site was dislodging these strong 

preconceptions and sometimes the modern spirit of place of the site was actively conflicting 

with the narrative of the site in the past.  
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Implications 

As long as World Heritage Sites retain a physical dimension there will always remain a core 

of material authenticity in World Heritage which retains meaning for WHS managers, 

stakeholders and visitors. The implications of this research relate primarily to World Heritage 

management and presentation but also contribute to the wider debate on both visitor 

engagement and authenticity in heritage. The network of global charters and guidance that 

come along with World Heritage inscription require proof of levels of authenticity, integrity 

and commitment to disseminating values that are not seen in any other area of heritage; they 

aspire to provide a benchmark for the management of heritage worldwide (UNESCO 2017).  

The analysis of the visitor experience has revealed both strengths and opportunities within the 

three case studies. The extent to which the embodied experience of the site is central to the 

visitor experience immediately raises possibilities for the enhancement of this experience by 

bringing the management and presentation of the site closer to the current and ongoing 

research, with especial emphasis on aspects of the site which relate to dwelling.  

“…realising there is a doorway, and walking through it rather than climbing over the ruckle 

of stones next to it, similarly brings the house into the present again. While in the absence of 

their dwellers houses may change and decay, the very act of moving as if one were dwelling 

there makes it over as a house again.” (Vergunst 2012: 36). 

Bringing the humanity back to the WHS by relating the “dead” heritage site (Emerick 2003) 

to a place which the visitor can both engage with in a way that they understand from their 

own lives also brings the experience closer to the academic conceptualisation as representing 

the materiality of a community. The human body can be used as a medium for engagement by 

literally walking in the paths of those who went before. Lives are woven into the landscape, 

both mentally and physically (Ingold 2011: 47) and an emphasis on routeways, alignments, 

access and encounter is a very low tech way in which to enhance the visitor experience. An 

example of the difference that small changes can make to the visitor experience was discussed 

in the preceding chapter – the opening up of the South Gate at Housesteads has not only 

encouraged visitors to visit the vicus which lay before it, but also to spend time examining the 

gate itself, looking at the wear on the paving stones that represents hundreds of years in active 

use. This was never observed when the gates were closed off. Once they could walk through 

the gate visitors immediately began to relate to it in a different way, they were literally, and 

visibly, walking in the footsteps of the past inhabitants.  

An emphasis on movement and encounter and change over time allows authenticity to be seen 

as a dynamic concept; Stovel suggests that authenticity should not relate directly to the 
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‘original’ state of a WHS as an absolute but be ever changing and developing (Stovel 2007: 

28). The relationship between authenticity and current research as advocated by this thesis 

allows authenticity in visitor experience to sit comfortably beside the continuously evolving 

and dynamic concept that is spirit of place (ICOMOS 2008). If the site is recognised as a 

living place that has changed over time and is not spatially or temporally bounded then the 

visitor experience can begin to move closer to the academic.  

Returning to the desire voiced in the Introduction, to bring archaeology back into heritage. A 

greater emphasis on not only the standing, but also the invisible, long destroyed, or excavated 

and recorded, archaeology helps to bring back the areas of the archaeological record that have 

been left by the wayside as heritage developed into a separate discipline (Watson 2009: 45). 

This has the potential to enhance visitor understanding and better reflect the ‘sound research 

and inventories’ that are an integral part of the site. Encounters with visitors during the case 

study interviews and observations reinforced the fact that heritage tourists and visitors are 

actually far more active and critical, or 'mindful', than they are often portrayed (Smith 2006). 

Actively trying to understand these sites and engage with them, using their own “alike 

memories” (Kamel 2011) to fill the gaps. Helping them engage with these sites in a 

meaningful way by following a route that has some logic to the living site and locating the 

hidden or destroyed archaeology as well as that which has been excavated and displayed 

allows for a more authentic, mindful and satisfying experience. None of these sites have a 

single narrative but it should be the role of the heritage manager to negotiate conflict of 

meanings in the presentation of the site (Emerick 2003: 12). Greater emphasis on the life of 

the site and on research as a dynamic process gives a platform to introduce multiple narratives 

and to be open about areas of change or uncertainty in the archaeological interpretation. This 

is very well illustrated by the success of the HES Rangers at the stone circles of the HONO 

who were both universally popular in the reviews and interviews but were also disseminating 

current and changing research.  

In practical terms this means that there should be a holistic approach to heritage management, 

an active and ongoing engagement, between both the academics researching the site and 

heritage managers and stakeholders making decisions that will impact on the visitor 

experience. Decisions on heritage interpretation should be made prioritising the understanding 

of what was there in the past and how it would have been experienced, not merely what 

remains today. The process of World Heritage Site Management already potentially enables 

this, a close integration between the World Heritage Site Management Plan and the Research 

Agenda and the addition of academics working in the field to the stakeholders for this process 
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would immediately start a dialogue. Throughout this the most important theme is that the 

encounter between the visitor and the site is an active, mindful engagement and can be 

utilised as an interpretative tool. The mindful and engaged visitor is more likely to learn more, 

be more appreciative of the site, more aware of the consequences of their behaviour and be 

more satisfied by their visit (Moscardo 1996: 382).  

Recommendations for Further Research 

A relatively new data source, the online review, was used in this study and this has enormous 

scope for further utilisation to study other aspects of the visitor experience. This could be 

extended to more sites and a greater range of themes. Obvious examples here would be to 

study the visitor experience at Stonehenge now that the visitor experience is far more 

landscape based or to apply it to totally different types of site – industrial WHS or some of the 

new nominations for World Heritage Site status such as Jodrell Bank. The rise of the ‘selfie’ 

in recent years has interesting implications for the consumption of WHS and the importance 

of them to self-image and personal authenticity.  Following up from a paper presented by the 

author at The European Association of Archaeologists Conference in 2014 (discussed in 

Chapter Nine) there is great scope for work to be done on the virtual experience of heritage 

sites. The virtual experience has no physical impact on the site and therefore is an ideal 

opportunity to explore further the possibilities of bringing the visitor experience more closely 

in line with movement around the site in the past. This thesis has deliberately not gone down 

the route of advocating virtual reality or similar technologies as the answer to these issues. 

The visitor experience of virtual reality is only as good as the thought that has been put into 

producing it.  

 

“The past belongs to us and it is not we who belong to the past.” (Oz 2006: 63) 
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Negotiating Authenticity and Spirit of Place in Visitor Experience:  

Key Recommendations.   

These recommendations are based on research undertaken as part of the PhD thesis: The 

Experience of Space and Place in World Heritage Management. The results from this study 

suggest that visitors are generally engaged and eager to “experience” the site with the 

transmission of spirit of place being universally successful across all case studies. However, 

the Outstanding Universal Value of the sites was far less understood and the visitor experience 

considerably removed from academic narratives. These recommendations are designed to 

assist with the creation of a more “authentic” visitor experience based on “sound research and 

inventories” (ICOMOS 2011). 

 

1. Integration of both long and short-term plans and aspirations for interpretation and 

visitor experience into WHS Research Agenda and Management Plans, ensuring a 

direct link between research and visitor experience. 

2. Comprehensive consideration of the site’s whole inventory (standing archaeology, 

buried archaeology, collections, archives and academic research) which is then fed 

into site management and interpretation to create a more contextualised visitor 

experience.  

3. Particular focus on visitor movement and placement of site infrastructure to 

facilitate greater understanding through the medium of movement and architectural 

encounter. This should include consideration of site features that are no longer 

extant, especially where they would have controlled or guided movement in the past 

or would aid visitor understanding of the site layout.  

4. Emphasis on the site in its context, both physical and cultural. This can also be tied 

to movement and universal experiences of architecture (e.g. doors and gates always 

lead to and from somewhere and commonly control access).  

5. Transparency in interpretation which aids understanding of the life of the site post 

abandonment (or after the main period presented); promoting the modern spirit of 

place while simultaneously demonstrating the manner in which it has developed. 

This should also include clear explanation of relatively modern interventions or 

decisions that have influenced the way the site appears today. E.g. multi-phase 

layouts as a result of past archaeological practise or changes in use leading to the 

removal of features.  
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Appendix One: Heart of Neolithic Orkney  

 

Short Interviews at the Ring of Brodgar 

Although these were in response to specific questions the interviewees rarely stuck closely to 

the questions (see appendix four for examples) and so it is noted down generally more like a 

conversion. The wind at the sites made the use of recording equipment impossible so notes 

were taken at the time.   

 

1. We visited the site because we are here on holiday, with a car. We loved the site, it was 

very peaceful. We really enjoyed it. We have been to Skara Brae once before and liked that 

too. Other sites? Well we have been to Callanish stone circle. Today we are starting here at 

the Ring of Brodgar and then going to do the Stones of Stenness.  

 

2. We are here on holiday, we brought our car so we can get around everywhere easily. We 

have really enjoyed the Ring of Brodgar but would like more information, a broader historical 

context on the boards, I’m a historian and I can’t completely understand what life was like 

here. Would be really interesting to see some informed artists impressions on the boards out 

here at the site. I like to imagine the people and the culture,  I did find the timeline helpful on 

the car park panel. We visited the burial mound but we need more information to imagine the 

way that it was, try and imagine their belief systems. Do we know anything about the belief 

systems of the people who built these things? [referring to Salt Knowe] We’re planning to 

visit the Ness of Brodgar next, then Maeshowe and Skara Brae later in the week.  

 

3. It’s fabulous here, we especially liked inside Maeshowe, although we are intrigued by how 

they transported huge stones like this! We like to speculate - was the Ring of Brodgar a 

marketplace....like Neolithic Tescos? [laughing] A place for people to gather and trade? I love 

the fact it is not organised or gated off, we love the freedom of the sites, not gated like 

Newgrange and full of tour buses; it's great to see it as working farmland, not a museum!  

4. We’re here on holiday, come by car, it’s really good. It raises more questions than answers 

– how did they raise the stones? We’re off to Skara Brae and then Maeshowe now, we’ve 

already been to the Stones of Stenness and we walked down to the old village there. We’ve 

been to the Broch of Gurness too.  

5. We’re here on holiday too, it’s beautiful here, the stones are so impressive! I think I 

understand  a little about life on the site here in the past. We are going to Skara Brae next, 

hopefully we will understand more there.  

 

6. We don’t have time to talk I’m afraid, but we have visited the Ring of Brodgar and Stones 

of Stenness andBarnhouse village, we’re off now to Maeshowe, Skara Brae and Unstan tomb!   
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7. We have come to Orkney on a tour, but we could get a taxi and squeeze in this visit 

ourselves today! It’s very good, our favourite bits were  the inside of Maeshowe, the 

spectacular siting of the stones and the extent of the dig this year at the Ness of Brodgar – we 

saw it on TV and that’s why we came to Orkney for our holidays this year. We are going to 

Skara Brae and the Broch of Gurness later.  

 

8. We are on our summer holiday, we’ve brought the car and are having a very good time. It’s 

very cool and awesome! It does feel very still and empty, quite stark and brutal. We are 

visiting the Ness of Brodgar dig next, then Skara Brae.  

 

9. We are planning to visit Maeshowe next but we are fascinated by these stones, how they 

erected then and the amazing setting. We are been to Skara Brae already.  

 

10. We are here on holiday, it is tremendous, the Ness of Brodgar is stunning, we were 

amazed at how big it all is, we got a good idea of life here from the guides, they really help.  

 

11. We’re been here before but keep coming back, we really enjoy it. We are fascinated by 

life here and by the Ness of Brodgar.We understand that life in the Neolithic would change 

with the time of year, everything was linked to the seasons. We’re off to the Stones of 

Stenness next, then Maeshowe, we’ve been to Skara Brae before. The Broch of Gurness is 

fascinating.  
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Short Interviews at the Stones of Stenness 

Although these were in response to specific questions the interviewees rarely stuck closely to 

the questions (see appendix four for examples) and so it is noted down generally more like a 

conversation. The wind at the sites made the use of recording equipment impossible so notes 

were taken at the time.   

 

OSS1. We have enjoyed this very much. We are here with a cruise but are sightseeing on our 

own today. Nice to get in amongst the stones. They must have had a lot of time and 

manpower available to put up the stones....but I suppose they didn't have much to do beyond a 

bit of hunting [laughing] 

OSS2. Lovely, we had a great guide. It must have been a rough living. We’ve going to the 

Ring of Brodgar next.  

OSS3. They are not as visually stunning as Stonehenge but it's great that you can just walk up 

and    touch the stones. We’ve going to Skara  Brae next.  

OSS4. We used to live in Orkney and always bring friends out here. We got interested when 

we saw the Ness of Brodgar excavations two years ago and decided to come back and see 

how they were doing. We’re planning to visit the Ring of Brodgar, Maeshowe and Skara 

Brae. 

OSS5. This is the most fascinating day. It's all fantastic, we have seen most of the world and 

this is the most fascinating day we have have had for years. We have been Egypt, S 

America…all over the world...but this is better – so different to anything else.    

OSS6.  We’re on holiday but the dog comes too. It’s an amazing survival, a great community 

effort. We enjoyed the guided tour, that helped a lot and the houses at Barnhouse, helped us 

understand what it was like living here.   

OSS7 We’re here on holiday with our boat. It's all wonderful, there is nothing like it in the 

U.S. We have been to Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar dig. We’re going to see the Ring of 

Brodgar later.  

 

OSS8 We’ve really enjoyed it here, the most memorable bit was the huge split stone. We 

understand what life was like here in the past, we have been to a few living history demos. 

 

0SS9 I have been to the Ring of Brodgar, I like these (Stones of Stenness) better -  you can 

get into the middle of the circle. It’s a good location – good hunting, good fishing; a good 

location in the fertile valley bottom. It was obviously an important site to them, but we will 

never know why. I have been to Maeshowe, Skara Brae and Unstan, going to Cuween next.  

 

OSS10 I’m here on holiday, it’s all very impressive! I have enjoyed the whole lot but the Ring 

of Brodgar is especially impressive. I’m just on my first site at the moment, going to visit the 

Stones of Stenness and Maeshowe later.  
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Appendix 1 - Heart of Neolithic Orkney TripAdvisor Reviews 2013 

1. Ring of Brodgar 

(TARB1)“Go when the sun is setting” 

Reviewed 19 December 2013 

ON our way to Orkney, I read some advice that the best time to experience the Ring (and the 

nearby Stenness site) is as the sun is setting. If you are very lucky, as we were, stay around 

until the moon rises as well! Ring is very atmospheric and leaves a lasting impression. 

(TARB2)“Stones which were the inspiration for the circle in Brave” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

The third largest Neolithic stone circle in Britain. There is no charge to get in and it is a 5 

minute walk from the car park. Originally 60 stones of which 26 are still standing. The 4th 

stone on the left if you walk in a clockwise direction has a Viking rune carved into it. Marvel 

at the amount of effort needed to dig the surrounding ditch out of the rock and bring the 

stones from all over Orkney without the use of metal tools. Views to hills and lochs are 

spectacular. Can be a little muddy in wet weather and little in the way of interpretation 

boards. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(TARB3)“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 24 October 2013 

Loved this place, very overcast and cold October day and our dog Dora (2 year old Spinone) 

absolutely freaked out at something we couldn't see so that all added to the atmospherics! 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TARB4)“Older than time!” 

Reviewed 23 October 2013 

The stones that make up the Ring of Brodgar stand in apparent isolation but it now seems that 

they are actually part of a complex ceremonial landscape, the full extent of which is not yet 

understood. They are best viewed at first from a distance where they form a crown rising out 

of the hill top. Look at them from a distance, down by the Ness, before you go up to them. 

The impression is probably what the earlier versions of Stonehenge looked like before the 

final arrangement of stones was made. My response comparing the two and remembering that 

the current Stonehenge is the younger is that Stonehenge keeps secret what went on inside the 

stones while Brodgar exposes them to everyone. By any measure the ring of Brodgar is an 

amazing and evocative place, almost older than time! 

(TARB5) “Peaceful...” 

Reviewed 21 October 2013 

I love the Ring of Brodgar. So peaceful, majestic, beautiful and magical!  

 

My only complaint? The people that stand in the same spot for 20 minutes - they were in my 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r188035661-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#REVIEWS
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r185916228-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r182249716-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r182166821-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r181859333-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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photos!! I suppose I can't complain too much. :) 

 

Tip: Go at sunset - stunningly amazing! 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TARB6) “so very cool” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013 

this was one of the places I really wanted to visit. I walked around the ring and felt each and 

every one of the standing stones. What was really neat was that not one felt the same, 

temperatures were different. Really a cool experience. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TARB7) “Loved this one too” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013 

So in the parking area are a few display boards and I think in the summer they have ranger led 

talks. It is a walk from the parking area to the stones, there is disabled parking closer. It is so 

cool that you can walk right up to the stones, as you walk the perimeter you almost feel like 

you could be starting your own ceremony, okay my imagination is overactive, but I think this 

beats out Stonehenge, older and less public are just some of the better things 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TARB8)“Great experience - amazing !” 

Reviewed 6 October 2013 

Been there in October and no other tourists could be seen. So myself and my wife could 

explore the site and admire this ancient monument undisturbed. We had a clear and sunny day 

and when you just sit there and look at the stones you may even feel something of the 

inspiration. What my remain of us in a few thousand years ? We've been to many stone circles 

in the UK and Ireland and this one appears to be one of the most impressive ones. We passed 

the site the other day when a tourist bus just dropped its load. Guess you won't feel anything 

then... 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TARB9) “Better than any cathedral” 

Reviewed 21 September 2013via mobile 

The enormous circle of standing stones, 50 centuries old, on the gentle shoulder above the 

loch, was breathtaking. We were with a guided tour (Pat Stone of Orkney Aspects) and she 

filled us in on an excavation of the Ness of Brodgar that is underway nearby. We appreciated 

being able to go right up to this monument and absorb the striking atmosphere. What could be 

in the center of the circle under the heather? No one knows. Yet. 

Visited August 2013 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r181318304-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r180825290-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r179914820-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r178046187-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/apps
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(TARB10) “Maybe I'm Jaded?” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

The problem is I've seen Avebury, which is similar, but larger, and less touristed. The Ring is 

a nice walk, and a good photo spot. It has a henge (ditch or moat surrounding the circle), 

which not all stone circles have. If you're into stone circles, I imagine it's a must-see, as well 

as being one if you're already on the Orkneys. Otherwise, probably not worth the trip. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(TARB11) “Great Spot” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

Like the Standing Stones nearby, there is little interpretation provided at the Ring (a few signs 

at the parking lot). So read up before you arrive. The stones are beautiful and most are still 

standing. It's a great walk through ancient history, and if the light is right a great spot to take 

pictures. 

(TARB12)“Captivating!” 

Reviewed 14 September 2013 

My mom and I went here while on Insight Vacation's Britain and Ireland Discovery 26-day 

tour. I am so glad we were able to see the Ring of Brodgar before going to Stonehenge. It was 

so much better and there were hardly any other people there. Great time! 

(TARB13) “Awesome - Ring of Brodgar” 

Reviewed 8 September 2013 

If you like stone circles you will love Ring of Brodgar. When we went in mid August it was 

raining heavily but it didn't spoil our visit, the heather was out and the whole site and 

surrounding scenery was magical. We had just visited Skara Brae and Skaill House that 

morning so were already feeling happy but this was probably the highlight.  

The next stop is the Stones of Stennes and then Maes Howe. 

Orkney is beautiful and Ring of Brodgar doesn't disappoint, fabulous. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB 14) “Interesting and well preserved” 

Reviewed 7 September 2013 

These stones are clearly a ring, most of which is still standing. No huge tourist crowds and 

you can get there on the local bus for about 8 pound round trip. Get a ticket from the driver or 

the bus station.The drivers are friendly and happy to give you a little local history. We made a 

short stop at the Standing stones of Stenness too. There were more people there but I 

preferred the Ring of Brodgar. I hadn't heard of it before going to Kirkwall. You can see all 

the buildings in town in half a day, weather permitting...........always in Scotland...........the 

weather can close in quickly.. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TARB15) “Amazing place” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 
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When we visited, we were alone, alone in the landscape with this massive ancient stone ring. 

What a feeling. To think this place is 1500 years older than Stonehenge and three times the 

diameter and free to see, feel and actually touch. 

Visited April 2013 

 

(TARB16) “timeless” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013 

Having been before we decided to go this time with a Ranger. This is an amazing place just to 

be but to here it explained and to be taken round by an experianced guide takes it to another 

dimension. We got all the best views. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB17) “4,000 years and it's still there” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013 

One single day in Orkney we visited the Ring of Brodgar, excellent guide - an archaeologist 

who explained the differing interpretations of the neolithic landscapes over the past 50 years. 

Weather was very kind warm, sunny with only a gentle breeze. The Stone circle itself was 

complete, some stones fallen but still there, the Chamber tomb next to the Circle was clear 

and unambiguos. 

Excellent place. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB18) “It is awsom” 

Reviewed 21 August 2013 

What is really amazing is that this ring was built before Stonehenge and the piramids of 

Egypt. The ring is only part of what is beeing discovered in Orkney Islands, there are several 

archaeologists working there and say the site is so big that it will take them around 50 years to 

excavate the new findings. 

 

We went there in a tour from Wick, so we visited some other places in the island as well, and 

it was really worth it. One day will be enough to visit everything. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB19) “Incredible standing stone ring” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

I have only seen a few standing stone rings but I understand the Ring of Brodgar is one of the 

largest in existence. There is some believe that there may have been twice as many stones at 

one point in time but there is really no conclusive evidence and the site has not been fully 

excavated. You can see the ring from some distance and it is a very striking sight, perhaps 

enhanced by the tall thin slabs of stone. We tried in vain to find some time of day from early 

morning to last light to be the only visitors and have the experience to ourselves but there is a 

steady stream of visitors (and this was off season). Do come prepared for biting insects. The 

ring is on the Ness o' Brodgar between the Harray and Stenness lochs. Must visit. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r174998481-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r174378082-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r173390597-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r173077799-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT


256 
 

Visited September 2012 

 

(TARB20)“A small part of a 5000 year old society that we are only just beginning to 

understand” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013 

These weathered stones have stood in the Orkney landscape for 5000 years - some have even 

been struck by lightning. To walk around the site, with a fresh water loch on one side and a 

sea water inlet on the other, is to invite speculation about why it is here and what it 

represented for the people who constructed it. Between the Ring of Brodgar and the even 

more ancient stone circle of Stenness is an archaelogical dig at the Ness of Brodgar. During 

the summer months, archaeologists are attempting to literally uncover some answers as they 

excavate a series of buildings - and it seems as if significant new insights into Neolithic life 

are being gained as a result of their discoveries. The archaeologists give free talks about the 

dig, and some of the artefacts are shown to the public. Just south of here is a little Neolithic 

village at Barnhouse, near to the Stones of Stenness. I would recommend a visit to all of these 

(free!) sites together as they seem to be interdependent and need to be seen in relation to each 

other. The Ring of Brodgar itself, however, would be an ideal place for a country walk, 

especially if you came later in the afternoon when most of the vistors had left. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB21) “Top couple of sites in Orkney” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013 

Dating from the 3rd millenium BCE, The Ring Of Brodgar Stone Circle And Henge, which is 

part of The Heart of Neolithic Orkney World Heritage Site, is a spectacular stone circle 

surrounded by a large circular henge (ditch). 

 

For the most intimate and moving experience go at dusk to avoid the crowds and enjoy the 

spirituality of the place - or perhaps even in the moonlight. We've seen several buses parked 

there, but were fortunate enough the be alone once. The sense of history then wafted through 

us. The sight is larger in diameter than I anticipated. There's no entry fee or access control so 

just wander in when you see it nearly empty. Located between Kirkwall and Skara Brae, 

you'll likely pass by it more than once. Dawn and dusk both offer great lighting for 

photography if the clouds are kind. The Standing stones of Stenness are just over a stone's 

throw away (sorry, I couldn't help myself). They are much less organized than the Ring. 

(Brodgar stones were every 6 degrees of a circle - originally 36 stones.) 

 

Unlike Stonehenge, it is not walled in by a fence and you're not limited to walking on a 

wooden path or chastised for touching a stone. Highly recommended. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB22) “Unmissable” 

Reviewed 15 August 2013 

Orkney's amazing neolithic heritage is bound to have been pretty high on most people's 

agenda when considering a trip to the islands, so not too much needs to be said by me. This 

huge circle comprises a considerable number of irregularly shaped, slender stones. It not only 

sits within a stunning natural landscape, but also within a wider ancient landscape that 
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includes the Ness of Brodgar (next door), the Stones of Stenness (about half a mile distant) 

and Maes Howe (another half mile beyond), as well as various outlying stones that 

undoubtedly formed part of the complex as a whole. If you get a chance, approach on foot 

from the Ness of Brodgar excavations, on the mown footpath along the shoreline and in from 

the west away from those making their way from the main car park, that way you'll have a 

chance to contemplate this monument without too many folks around you. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB23) “5000 years of glory” 

Reviewed 10 August 2013 

What can I say. Excellent. Certainly gives Stonehenge a run for its money. (Did I mention its 

FREE) To avoid crowds go at sunset (Weather permitted) you wont be disappointed. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TARB24) “Forget Stonehenge - come here instead!” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013 

There is not much to describe, as if you have seen the picture - you know that it is basically a 

circle of standing stones. However, you still need to see this for yourself. There is something 

mystical and enveloping in being in the middle of said circle, with the wind howling around 

you and the rain pecking at your cheeks. It is big, it is monumental, it is worth your time. 

Bring a camera - you will want a picture of this! 

Visited October 2012 

 

(TARB25) “Ring of Brodgar” 

Reviewed 2 August 2013 

A ring of vertical stone slabs several thousand years old. Many have fallen over. About 100m 

diameter. Not much to see but just being there is very cool. 

 

(TARB26) “Great Neolithic Site” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

We visited the Ring of Brodgar and were amazed to see the vast scale of the site. Very 

interesting, there is a lot of graffiti on the stones some of which is from the 1800's. We would 

recommend taking midge repellent they are everywhere. 

(TARB27) “Better than Stonehenge.” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

You just can't put a price on being able to walk up and touch one of these stones, to connect in 

some small way with our ancestors. Yet at the Ring of Brodgar you are free to walk about the 

site and fully immerse yourself in the wonderful atmosphere it has. It is steeped in history, 

you can feel that the place is sacred ground, old ground. Sounds really ridiculous but you will 

understand if you visit. 
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It makes you yearn to go back and see what it was like, and makes you wonder if our 

ancestors could see where we are now, what would they think? 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB28) “Stunning stone circle” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

It's imposing, and it sits at the north end of one of the most glorious archaeological corridors 

in the world. Try to go there at different times of day, or seasons of the year. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB29) “The Ring of Brodgar, Orkney” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Try to approach the site from the loch, instead of from the road - Also, spend some time down 

near the water. 

Visited August 2012 

 

(TARB30) “WOW!!!” 

Reviewed 27 July 2013 

This is one amazing stone circle. The stones are beautiful as are there surroundings with the 

heather in the centre. Its hilltop location means that it can be seen from some distance away 

and the atmosphere and energies on this site are incredible. We visited twice once quite early 

in the morning when it was slightly misty and once in the afternoon when the sun was on the 

stones and there were benefits to both. On the first visit there were only about 6 other people 

at the stones, allowing the opportunity to soak up the energies of the site. The second time the 

sun was on the stones really enhancing their beauty but it was quite busy with a couple of 

coaches in. It was also very annoying to see 3 very inconsiderate people right in the centre of 

the conservation area in the centre of the stones, trampling down the heather and totally 

ignoring the instructions to stay on the path. Brodgar is a place that deserves respect. Having 

visited most of the English stone circles, I would say that Brodgar is far better than either 

Stonehenge or Avebury. In terms of energy and atmosphere the only other one that comes 

close is the Rollrights in Oxfordshire. Unlike the more popular Stonehenge there are no 

queues, entry is open and free and you can get right up to the stones rather than having to 

view them from behind a wooden fence some feet away. I would have liked to go back for a 

third visit in the Orkney midnight twilight, but unfortunately time didn't allow. There is only 

one thing that would enhance this place - a time machine to go back in time and see what the 

stones were used for. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB31) “This is quite a henge!” 

Reviewed 25 July 2013 

Most of us know about Stonehenge in England, but you must travel to the Orkney Islands to 

see this beauty. Although the wind never stops blowing here, the ring still gives you a sense 

of quiet and magic. You don't need to take a tour to see this, as it is a World Heritage Site and 
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there are park ranger guides if you want one. 27 of the 60 stones are still standing, and there 

are explanations of the various quirks of this henge on plaques throughout. It is the third 

largest stone henge in northern Europe - and there are Neolithic sites all around the islands. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB32) “A wonderful stone ring” 

Reviewed 25 July 2013via mobile 

You get a genuine feeling for what the ring must originally been like. Unlike Stonehenge you 

can still walk among the stones. My leg was hurting that day and for a moment I wished the 

coach stop was closer to the ring, but it was definitely right to keep the view of the ring totally 

uncluttered. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB33) “Amazing Landscape” 

Reviewed 24 July 2013 

Managed to come here via the T11 open top bus which calls at Scara Brae as well. They give 

you adequate time to walk around the rings and they are just amazing.  

 

There are a few barrows near by to view the rings form a higher vantage point as well as see 

trhe jaw dropping back drop of the scenery including the surrounding loch and views to the 

Isle of Hoy. No facilities at the site so keep legs crossed 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TARB34) “The Ring of Brodgar” 

Reviewed 18 July 2013 

I visited Ring of Brodgar at sunrise which is a very good time to be there. If the sun isn't 

obscured by clouds you can get some very dramatic lighting on the stones and at that time the 

area certainly won't be crowded. This place is also a great spot for bird watching. I've never 

seen so many oystercatchers and curlews in one place. I even managed to photograph a short 

eared owl flying past. It can be quite cold and windy here, even in summer, so bring along 

something warm to wear. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB35)“AWESOME” 

Reviewed 18 July 2013 

The Ring of Brodgar is really cool and definitely worth a visit. The heather surrounded by 

stones all set in the Orkney landscape is really quite beautiful. There's graffiti there from the 

1800's carved into the stones, which is sad a bit but kind of cool in itself. Walking around the 

stones was a great way to spend an hour, I'd definitely suggest it! 

Visited May 2013 
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(TARB36) “Amazing” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013 

The Ring of Brodgar is a must see while in Orkney. There is some information at the start of 

the pathway leading to the stones. the day we were there the rangers from Historical Scotland 

were there with a lot of information and very friendly. A 5-10 minute walk from the car park 

with wild flowers all around you. Just lovely. 

Once at the stones you realise just how big some of them are. Some have fallen due to 

lighting apparently. Special place, we sat at one of them just to take in the ring and how 

spiritual this place felt. Quite earie but calming. Wonderful to walk around, even my children 

were entranced by it. Also had a walk over to one of the burial mounds.....2,500 years old 

amazing. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB37) “Wonderful, unspoiled Neolithic site” 

Reviewed 9 July 2013 

I expected the Ring of Brodgar to be good and it was outstanding! We had the good fortune to 

go there on a gorgeous sunny summer day, but imagine how eerie it would be on a misty day. 

It is so ancient, harking from a time so different to our own, yet the landscape is apparently 

much the same so you can imagine life when it was simpler and more elemental. And it was 

all the better for not having fallen into the hands of tourism developers who'd only build 

'interpretive centres' with little information but lots of speculation, and charge entrance fees to 

pay for it. 

 

Go there, and visit one of the world's great Neolithic sites. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB38) “Nice visit!”  

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

We had so many places to see in our week, really glad this was one of them. So many stones, 

such a big 'display' brilliant photo opportunities. 

Really strong feeling around this special place. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TARB39) “Just like the postcards!” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

This place really took my breath way. I'd looked at it on the web and seen a postcard but 

being there was even more amazing than I imagined. Even going with dozens of other people 

on a bus tour didn't detract from the remarkable feel of being on the hillside surrounded by 

these magnificent remnants of a time we have such little understanding of. Worth taking time 

and absolutely positively a camera to capture a little bit of the magic. Even my jaded 

teenagers were really impressed! 

Visited June 2013 
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(TARB40) “Outstanding site full of history, past and present!” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

Ring of Brodgar is a great neolithic site. Its one of those million dollar questions, how and 

why was it used. Well I visited the Ring as part of my tour with Orkney Uncovered. My guide 

gave me an amazing overview of the site and theories behind its use including the idea that it 

may have been a defensive position. Which certainly stands to reason as it is much more 

elevated than the Standing Stones of Stenness site and the 4 earth mounds that surround it. 

That is the beauty about the Ring of Brodgar no one really knows what it was used for it is 

purely a guess. 

 

One thing that is spot one is that the area was used by the Army in WW2 for Universal 

Carrier training and my guide showed me an amazing picture from the Imperial War 

Museum. 

 

A fascinating take on the Ring of Brodgar and an amazing position overlokking the Orkney 

lochs. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TARB41) “Amazing stones” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013 

Walk among the stones. Amazing photos. Best of the best of Orkney islands. Everyone loved 

walking among the stones. Photos are incredible. 

 

(TARB42) “A Must see for Orkney” 

Reviewed 20 June 2013 

These standing stones are amazing. The ring is almost complete. It is amazing how large each 

stone was - but also the size of the ring. When it is put into perpective with nearby places such 

as Maeshowe it gives a perspective of the activity all that time ago 

 

(TARB43) “Felt the need to dance naked around this.” 

Reviewed 16 June 2013 

Must be something very primordial but felt the need to dance naked around the stones. :-)) 

But didn't. There are some information plates around to give some background and plenty of 

car park spaces, although a short walk is required. Not recommended for those with any 

walking disability. 

 

(TARB44) “Interesting” 

Reviewed 31 May 2013 

This huge stone circle was amazing to visit- but mainly because we had a great guide. I did 

not see any information to help independent visitors so they might have missed the 

significance of its position etc. Well worth a visit though. 
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(TARB45)“Go at dusk for the most moving experience” 

Reviewed 20 May 2013 

For the most intimate and moving experience go at dusk (eg after 10pm in June) to avoid the 

crowds and enjoy the spirituality of the place - or even in the moonlight. There's no entry fee 

or access control so just wander in when you fancy - as a local resident I just call in 

sometimes when passing in the late evening or early morning. Enjoy. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(TARB46) “A must see!” 

Reviewed 8 May 2013 

If you're going to visit Skara Brae or the Standing Stones of Stenness, make sure you find 

some time to fit in this sight as well. It is free and the only way to get there is by car. Make 

sure you right down directions beforehand because it can be tricky to find. 

Visited July 2012 

 

(TARB47) “Tick a box off your "Brave" tour of Scotland” 

Reviewed 29 April 2013 

When I told my 8 year old daughter we were heading to Scotland for Easter Break, she 

flipped. Amongst many of the locations used in the movie "Brave," my daughter was adamant 

about visiting the stone circle featured in the film. After some research and deliberation, I had 

to cross the Callanish Stones off our itinerary due to time constraints. I then nearly flipped 

when I learned that there was a decent and complete stone circle on Orkney, a location still on 

our itinerary. 

 

The Ring of Brodgar is located just off the B9055. Parking is located across the road and 

access via a walking path that takes you to the stone circle. There is no charge for visiting this 

site. This is an impressive stone circle with some magnificently aged and weathered stones. 

Although you do not have the same "all access" to walk through the entire site as at the 

Standing Stones of Stenness, you have complete access to the ring and the stones themselves. 

You can tour the ring in probably 30 minutes, but its worth sticking around, taking your time, 

and seeing how the light and weather change its presentation. When I arrived at the Ring, the 

wind had picked up and a significant snow shower was approaching from the east. Scattered 

clouds in the west varied the amount of sunlight significantly. Then, snow. Snowflakes the 

size of golf balls. The site is amazing in and of itself, but watching how the weather works 

further magic is worth your time. 

Visited April 2013 

 

(TARB48) “Worth a visit” 

Reviewed 6 April 2013 

Well worth your time to see especially considering its a free site. It is much bigger and in my 

personal opinion better than stone henge which charges an lot of money to visit. There is a 

small write up near the car park which will give you some information on the site before you 

walk up to it 
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Visited April 2013 

 

(TARB49) “Stunning Place” 

Reviewed 21 March 2013 

A beautiful stone circle in a beautiful setting. Forget Stonehenge, this is so much more 

interesting with the bonus of walking round and being able to touch the stones. We visited on 

a gorgeous, windy but sunny day in March and had the privilege of being the only people 

there. A truly magical place. I wouldn't want to be there when the large and modern car park 

is full but choose your time and enjoy the beauty. 

Visited March 2013 

 

(TARB50) “Amazing stone age henge!” 

Reviewed 6 March 2013 

I visited the Ring of Brodgar as part of a private tour I booked with Orkney Uncovered. I was 

guided around the henge monument. It really is incredible to imagine how long these stones 

have been here for. My guide showed me the different stones, explained construction design 

and I even saw some viking grafitti. The big difference between here and stone henge is that 

you can actually get close to the stones instead of being crushed in crowds trying to see them. 

 

We walked down to see the Comet stone as well and around the perimeter of the ring of 

brodgar. Very impressive and more so if you go with someone who is an expert, you see so 

much more. 

Visited March 2013 

 

(TARB51) “Older than Stonehenge-The Ring of Brodgar” 

Reviewed 2 February 2013 

It is stunning to see stones in a circle, and although they are not are as intricately designed as 

Stonehenge, they are thousands of years of old and no one has any idea how the stones were 

moved from miles away, much less how they were put in place as the wheel hadn't been 

invented yet. There is the the traditional henge around the circle and if you walk further down 

the hill, you can see the remains of a burial bound. Across the road are the Standing Stones of 

Stenness and they are just as magnificent. One of the glories of the Orkneys is that you can 

explore many sites on your own, as long as you are willing to crawl through tunnels, get dirty, 

and be adventuresome! 

Visited August 2012 

 

(TARB 52) “Experienced almost every Weather in Orkney” 

Reviewed 23 January 2013 

Me and my wife visited the Ring of Brodgar on New Year Day so there were not much people 

around. Therefore you may imagine a quite place. 

 

Well, not at all!! 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r155255160-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r153835768-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r151242754-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198874-r150314164-Ring_of_Brodgar-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Very strong winds blowing and in next minutes, strong rain falling, and in another next 

minutes, a beutiful rays of sunshine.  

 

The weather just keeps on changing therefore you can hear the sounds of natures.  

 

Just seeing the Stone standing, it may not be have been so special but seeing the unchanging 

stones with the changing weather and feeling the atmosphere as a whole was a wonderful 

experience! 

 

I assume that if I come here in different season, the stones will be standing almost unchanged 

but the scenery must be slightly different. 

 

This place is place where we must come back again! 

Visited January 2013 

2. Stones of Stenness 

(TASS1) “Lovely site, with excellent information boards” 

Reviewed 19 December 2013 

Again, we went as the sun was setting and the moon was rising. It is easy to do this site, the 

Watchstone, the Ring of Brodgar and the Barnhouse all at once. Pick a clear evening, 

although small clouds can also make the sky even more beautiful as the sun goes down. 

Amazing feel to these stones, which are just standing on the side of the road in a sheep 

paddock. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(TASS2) “Beautiful!” 

Reviewed 21 October 2013 

I love these stones! So majestic and awe inspiring. Fantastic information boards. I love the 

magical feeling when around them. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TASS3) “Sheep and Stones” 

Reviewed 25 September 2013 

I love fiber related things especially sheep, so I was happy to see sheep among the stones 

when we went. I don't see many in the other photos so I'm not sure how often they are there. 

But they were quietly grazing and itching themselves on the stones when we visited them. I 

accidentally called the place the "Standing Stones of Sheepness." 

 

There's not much info provided on the stones at the site. So either learn before you go or just 

appreciate them as they are. We visited after Skara Brae and the Ring of Brodgar. I was glad 

that the ring was smaller as I was a little tired and could just sit among the stones. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(TASS4) “Beautiful spot” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r188035819-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r181859767-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r178646085-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r177559088-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Ancient stones standing alongside a loch. Beautiful and interesting! Not much interpretation, 

though, so read up before you arrive. Unless you are fortunate enough to catch a beautiful 

sunset or sunrise, this stop will likely not last more than 30 minutes. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(TASS5) “Very cool” 

Reviewed 14 September 2013 

My mom and I went here while on Insight Vacation's Britain and Ireland Discovery 26-day 

tour. Part of our tour and very interesting history. Lots of stones still standing, but not all of 

them. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TASS6) “Atmospheric” 

Reviewed 8 September 2013 

A smaller collection of standing stones but larger stones and just as beautiful a sight as Ring 

of Brodgar. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TASS7) “Excellent free tour” 

Reviewed 26 August 2013 

Well what a brilliant,free guided tour of Barnhouse and the stones by an engaging guide from 

historic Scotland . Well worth a visit, really brings the environment to life! 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TASS8) “Where it all began?” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013 

The Stones of Stenness are the oldest of the Neolithic sites clustered around the Ness of 

Brodgar, and they really should not be seen in isolation. I would recommend visiting the Ring 

of Brodgar, the archaeological dig at the Ness of Brodgar, Barnhouse Neolithic village, and 

Maes Howe burial chamber in the same visit. They are all close together, and the evidence is 

building that they were intended as some kind of integrated whole, the purpose of which 

archaeologists are only beginning to understand. There are few of the Stones of Stenness left 

now, but some of them are massive; the stone circle must have been a truly impressive sight 

when it was first constructed. Now it is a beautiful photo opportunity, with the waters of the 

loch behind them and the hills of Hoy in the distance. Just one thing to note - if you are 

intending to visit several attractions in the area, bear in mind that the only public toilet is at 

the mill opposite Maes Howe. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TASS9) “Worth visiting while going to the Ring of Bradgar” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r177160453-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r176338682-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r174056669-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r172867098-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r172857178-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#REVIEWS
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A small yet impressive stone circle. Certainly dwarfed by the larger nearby Ring of Brodgar, 

they are well worth a few minutes of your time. See my extensive review of the Ring of 

Brodgar for more. Free. 

 

(TASS10) “A beautiful atmospheric place” 

Reviewed 14 August 2013 

In some ways its difficult to review the 'stones' in isolation, as they are in an integral part of a 

much larger neolithic landscape, including Maes Howe, the Ness of Brodgar and the Ring of 

Brodgar. The setting is simply stunning, and after walking around these tall, slender stones, 

we decided to walk up the road towards the Ring of Brodgar, taking the freshly mown, 

waymarked path (just after the Ness excavations), that allows you to approach the ring in 

perfect tranquility from the west, the opposite side to those using motorised transport. 

Unmissable. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS11) “Wow” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

Ive been here before and enjoyed this attraction but this year I took the free guided walk (lead 

by historic scotland's own Mrs Clarke) and this place came alive for me. It is the oldest 

structure in the UK but I had no notion how significant they were, or the village behind it 

until I took the walk. By all means take a walk here but to truely appreciate them, take the 

walk (which is free) 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS12) “In touch with our ancestors” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

In theory they are just stones standing up-right. 

 

But they are so much more than that. They are visible standing remains of early civilisation, 

of our ancestors who lived and celebrated where you stand thousands of years before. You 

can feel the history oozing from the place, you wish you could speak to the stones and see 

what they saw! 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS13) “Stunning site between to Lochs” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

What a wonderful stone circle! It lies between two lochs, at the southern end of a wonderful 

strip of land which bears the Ness of Brogdar and the Circle of Brogdar. A place of power, 

and a must- see. 

Visited July 2013 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r172178081-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r171469022-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r170034974-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r169754948-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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(TASS14) “Very atmospheric” 

Reviewed 27 July 2013 

There are not many stones at Stenness but they are very atmospheric and mysterious, 

particularly when taken in context with their location and their alignment to Maes Howe and 

the Ness of Brodgar. It would be wonderful to be able to travel back in time to discover who 

put them there and why, but that is something we can never know only wonder at. Its so sad 

that the fabled Odin stone no longer survives and so lucky that the 19th century farmer who 

destroyed that amongst others was prevented from destroying all of these wonderful 

megaliths. The day we visited it was quite misty and blustery and this really added to the 

atmosphere of the place. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS15) “Small but still awe inspiring” 

Reviewed 25 July 2013 

This is a great start on your way to see the larger Ring of Brodgar. There are only a few 

stones left standing, but it doesn't take away the magic of these giant stones that have been 

standing there for centuries. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS16) “Another wonderful, unspoiled Neolithic site” 

Reviewed 9 July 2013 

The Orkney Islands are simply stiff with standing stones and tumuli, and the Stenness stones, 

just down the road from the Ring of Brodgar, are simpler and fewer than other stone circles, 

but still mysterious, representing so much human effort to put into place.  

 

While you are there, walk just a little further (200m) to view Barnhouse which is the remnants 

of a Neolithic village. It isn't as well-preserved as Skara Brae and some reconstruction has 

gone on, but it around the same size and time as Skara Brae. It also has a couple of unusual 

houses, one much larger than the others and another building that looks almost like a semi-

detached pair of houses. You can walk among the houses, and wonder at the cramped but 

cosy lifestyle. 

 

Like the Ring of Brodgar just up the road, this is a wonderful unspoiled site which has not 

falled into the hands of rapacious tourism developers (unlike the otherwise wonderful Skara 

Brae), so go and see it while it still sits there in all its natural dignity. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASS17) “Super site, a must visit!” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

Walk amongst the stones, touch, feel, and soak up the atmosphere. One of many must visit 

places we came across and this is not one to miss. 

I haven't been to Stonehenge but I can't imagine it being any better than thsi. 

Visited June 2013 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r169338837-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r169003809-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r166871628-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r166428169-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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(TASS18) “Best of Orkney Island” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013 

These stones are amazing. Stonehenge was pretty cool. These are way better. Few people, 

ring is larger and you can walk among them. My photos are professional quality, we were 

lucky enough to have beautiful blue sky and whispy clouds. This was an amazing day. We 

hired Gail at Orkney taxis to take us around and she was fabulous with lots of facts and a 

fantastic sense of humor. My husband said this was his favorite stop on the cruise ship. Love 

to go back to the lovely Orkney islands someday.... 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TASS17) “Amazing” 

Reviewed 31 May 2013 

We visited with a guide who brought these alive but, if not, there is still a lot of info on 

plaques and it is amazing to be able to go right up to them as they are huge! 

 

(TASS18) “"This place is AWESOME"” 

Reviewed 29 April 2013 

These were the words first yelled by my son when he entered the gate and ran across the field 

to the stones. 

 

I visited the Standing Stones with my wife, my children (8, 7, and 1 years), and two adult 

friends. This site is located off the B9055 and is accessed by parking at a layby. Once parked, 

enter through the gate provided and you're free to explore. Near the gate are a few placards 

explaining the site. If you're less than 12 years old, you'll likely forgo the historical lesson and 

run free amongst the stones. We even allowed our 1 year old to wander a bit. 

 

Opposite the gate on the other side of the stones is a wooden ladder that allows you to climb 

the fence and access another site on the property closer to the water: The Barnhouse Neolithic 

Settlement. The village isn't much compared to other sites on the island, however, it is worth 

taking the extra 20 minutes or so to visit. 

 

Don't miss this site. Its free of charge. This site gives you a unique opportunity to walk 

amongst the stones of a stone circle and touch them without repercussion. When there is no 

road noise present, it becomes quite a serene location in which to contemplate these ancient 

sentinels against the big sky and beautiful landscape. 

Visited April 2013 

 

(TASS19) “Tour of the Stones” 

Reviewed 23 April 2013 

We went along to the Stones for the free talk by a Historic Scotland ranger, and found that it 

really enhanced our experience. The tour included the remains of the nearby village, and 

interesting explanations of the context of the Stones. The location and the monument are all 

pretty impressive of their own, but we would recommend the talk, which is weekly at the 

moment but gets more frequent into the season. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r165550376-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r162499571-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#REVIEWS
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r159178097-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r158584901-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Visited April 2013 

 

(TASS20) “Free” 

Reviewed 6 April 2013 

Neat to see how huge the stones are and get close enough to touch them. Not much at the site 

other than the stones and one information plaque. Free site and very close to the ring of 

Brodgar so its worth making a quick stop for. 

Visited April 2013 

 

(TASS21) “Wonderful” 

Reviewed 21 March 2013 

An atmospheric place in a beautiful location. Touching stones that were placed there so many 

years ago is so special. The stones stand up to 19 feet high and are visible from quite a 

distance. Go and visit on the way to the Ring of Brodgar, you can't really miss them. 

Visited March 2013 

 

(TASS22) “Wrap up warm!” 

Reviewed 18 March 2013 

I visted the standing stones of stenness while I was visiting Orkney. They are in amazing 

condition considering how old they are. I like the way you can go and see them up close 

unlike other henge monuments. There is a great RSPB bird reserve close by to the stones that 

you can get shelter in. 

 

Please be aware that this is a very exposed position and you really do need to have a few 

layers on. 

Visited March 2013 

 

(TASS23) “Take a ranger tour” 

Reviewed 28 February 2013 

Visited these stones on a guided walk with a ranger, Sandra, that included Barnhouse 

neolithic village. You can park on the road, the stones are about 50m away and the village 

maybe another 200m. It was a bit chilly (a two fleece day apparently!) but Sandra bought the 

whole area to life, explaining various theories for the integration of all the sites, social 

structures, trade between communities and ideas about their religious beliefs. 

Visited February 2013 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r156795476-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r155254017-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r154959689-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g186563-d198875-r153345605-Standing_Stones_of_Stenness-Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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3. Skara Brae 

 

(TASB1) “Amazing History” 

Reviewed 14 April 2014  

both myself and my friend took a road trip across scotland on our road trip we stopped to see 

Skara Brae and were so glad we did it really is spectacular with so much history and it is all 

very informative and the staff couldnt be helpful enough. I would highly recommend here to 

anyone visisting the area  

Visited May 2013 

 

(TASB2)  “Skara Brae” 

Reviewed 31 March 2014  

The Orkney Islands are truly a beautiful place to visit. Skara Brae ,an ancient site is 

beautifully preserved,I found it amazing. If you find yourself in this area please visit. There is 

a lovely gift shop also. Visit Skaill house which is overlooking Skara Brae. You may find it a 

bit windy so dress accordingly. Skaill House has Captian Cook memorabilia well worth the 

visit. I loved the Orkney Islands. They offer so much neolithic history. They have most 

facilities .I visited in Sept,2012.  

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB3) “An Amazing Site to visit” 

 9 February 2014  

Skara Brae is just surreal in so many ways. A remote prehistoric village battered by the winds 

that plays tricks with your mind as it's so different to anything else than you've experienced. A 

great visitor Centre (great staff and nice coffee shop) is close by, with an interesting little 

museum explaining a lot about the site and showing artefacts. Also, a reconstruction of one of 

the houses shows you exactly how things must have been at the time. 

Don't forget to visit Skaill House nearby (it is included in the ticket), the house belonging to 

the family who discovered the site.  

Visited May 2013

 

(TASB4) “incredible” 

Reviewed 28 January 2014  

This is an incredible site. With an excellent museum and visitor center. Oh and a good little 

restaurant / cafe. It seems normal in Orkney to have very good visitor centers, and Skara Brae 

is no exception. Easily spent 2 hours in there before we actually went out to see the site! Love 

how the museum has to be passed through to get to the site, people are more ready to see and 

understand what's there. The mock up house was very very well done and so interesting. The 

site itself was fascinating and extremely well kept and maintained. There was a at least one 

guide on hand to answer any questions. So very interesting! I could have returned again and 

again. An incredible piece of history.  
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Visited September 2013 

 

(TASB5) “Very Good Cafe” 

Reviewed 27 January 2014  

The cafe was fantastic! good soup and cakes! however the view out the window was 

displeasing, old dusty stones with nothing exciting going on. I suppose its alright if you're into 

geology or are Neil Oliver, but not Reginald. Disappointing and extortionate prices.  

Visited November 2013 

 

(TASB6) “Experience neolithic life” 

Reviewed 19 December 2013  

Really enjoyed our visit to Skara Brae despite the bitterly cold wind that was blowing that 

day. It is a truly humbling and amazing experience to look back 5000 years into our past, 

seeing how our ancestors lived. If you are at all a fan of pre-history, this is highly 

recommended.  

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB7) “Archeology at its best, preserved” 

Reviewed 18 December 2013  

We spent the majority of our visit on the main island of Orkney, investigating the 

archeological sites. Skara Brae is brilliant. The staff who work in the Visitor's Center, the cafe, 

and on site were all so very helpful. The site itself is well preserved by Historic Scotland and 

is such a treasure that I'm pleased it is viewed as such. Skara Brae is a must when visiting 

Orkney.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB8) “Fantastic” 

Reviewed 15 December 2013  

This is somewhere I have always wanted to visit and was able to in early December 2013 as I 

was working in Kirkwall. What can I say except absolutely brilliant!! Julie the guide was 

fantastic a great couple of hours looking at a settlement built over 5000 years ago 

AMAZING!! if you get a chance it is a must  

Visited December 2013

TASB9

“Ancient site” Reviewed 15 December 2013  

Fascinating to see the ancient site, particularly when one appreciate how old it is. On entering 

the venue, you'll pass down a footpath and along that path are stones displaying certain dates 

in history all the way back to the establishment of Skara Brae. The stones are spaced out 

proportionately from each other enabling you to see how ridiculously old Skara Brae is even 

in relation to other ancient sites such as Stone Henge. 

 

Once you have walked all around the site, I would recommend continuing your tour along the 

footpath to the left through a little gate which will take you out onto the cliff side above the 

sea. On the day we were there a storm was not far away and the waves were dramatic. You 

can walk right out onto the cliffs where there is an overhanging part and you can look back 
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towards Skara Brae, very picturesque. 

 

We enjoyed a cup of tea in the cafe before setting off home. The tea was obviously speciality 

tea served in unusual tea bags, tasted very clean and fresh.  

Visited April 2013 

 

(TASB10) “Wonderful experience” 

Reviewed 12 December 2013  

We came here as part of a tour but I wanted to recommend it all. It is a well run and managed 

archeological site that anyone who visits Orkney should see. It allowed you to see how such 

an ancient civilization lived and to appreciate how advanced a society it was. Thank you to 

the guides who do such a great job even in bitterly cold weather, their enthusiasm for tell 

people about the site was to be congratulated.  

Visited December 2013

 

(TASB11) “Spine tingling & a must visit place”

Reviewed 9 November 2013  

Thoroughly enjoyed seeing this place - 5000 years old and with geometric patterns carved int 

he lintel above the doorway of one of the 'houses'. They were far more advanced than we 

credit and there is certainly a sense of history about the place - what a lovely setting too. Do 

make sure you visit here and the Tomb of eagles on South Ronaldsay.  

Visited October 2013

 

(TASB12) “Loved it!”  

Reviewed 8 November 2013  

Went to see this 'must see' tousist attraction on a visit to Orkney and it definately was worth it. 

Very interesting and fascinating. Would be a shame to visit Orkney without going. The palace 

that you get to visit within the reasonable ticket price was great to see also! 

(TASB13) “Worth a visit!”  

Reviewed 6 November 2013  

We dediced to do the Skara Bare experience, which in all honesty was pretty good. Once you 

get past the shop and concentrate on the Neolithic village it is very interesting. The 

information and centre and video room was a nice add on and we would recommend spending 

at least an hour here to look around.  

 

(TASB14) “Very interesting visit” 

Reviewed 24 October 2013  

The visitor centre is welcoming and provides detailed information about the site. The site 

itself is wonderful and atmospheric. Dog friendly, they can't go in to the visitor centre but can 

go to the site on a lead and then there's a lovely beach walk afterwards. Great food ( 

especially cakes ) at the cafe and there are outdoor tables if you have a dog.  

Visited October 2013

 

(TASB15) “Fascinating.”
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Reviewed 21 October 2013  

I took my 8 year old son here. We absolutely loved it! A great wee film to watch with a great 

hands on museum. Lots of things for kids (and big kids) to do in here. 

 

The reconstruction house was fabulous - gives a brilliant insight to what the houses were like. 

Packed full of information. 

 

The site itself was great too. Well maintained and very helpful and knowledgeable wardens on 

sight. The staff are a credit to this attraction.  

Visited October 2013 

 

(TASB16) “a unique experience” 

Reviewed 21 October 2013  

superb visit. well run visitor centre with friendly staff. The recreation brings history alive and 

the walk around the village is stunning. A magical place. Cafe is very good too, with a nice 

local cheeseboard for lunch!  

Visited October 2013 

 

(TASB17) “Rugged coastline!” 

Reviewed 17 October 2013  

We enjoyed our visit to Skara Brae it was recommended by our tour guide as a must see in 

Orkney. The staff were very efficient and pleasant to deal with. There is a short walk down to 

the site no more than about 5 minutes. The village itself sits on a small cliff top location 

which has outstanding views over Skaill bay. Amazing history and well worth spending a 

good hour there!  

Visited October 2013

(TASB18) “Great Site” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013  

How clever were these guys were 5000 years ago,beach frontage,white sand beach,fish on the 

doorstep,oysters and probably venison on the hoof. Seriously, this is a must if you're going to 

Orkney and it takes an effort to get your head around how advanced their dwellings were. 

Good visitors' centre with exhibits and a cafe.  

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB19) “SIMPLY AMAZING”

Reviewed 16 October 2013  

 

I travelled to Orkney on my recent visit to Scotland, with the intention of visiting Skara Brae 

and other sites. We did get a little lost on the Island (believe it or not) but on the tuesday we 

did indeed find Skara Brae. And I am so very thankful we did. I can't fully explain the feeling 

I felt standing on the same soil as an immaculately preserved stone age village from some 

5000 years ago. I was silenced by the perfection of the village, and was totally intregued by 

the thoughtfulness that went into building it. This village dates back to 3500 BC. SIMPLY 

UNFORGETABLE.  

Visited October 2013
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(TASB20) “Next time I'm spending a day and night, by gosh!” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013  

We docked in Kikrwall for a day during a northern European voyage. Nice coach trip out to 

the Skara Brae Village from Kirkwall. We drove around Scapa Flow which I knew about but 

forgot we would be by there. That is a large bay used by the British during both big wars. 

When World War l was over the Allies had the Germans put their entire fleet, of 72 warships, 

inside this protected area, awaiting a decision by the allies of what to do with them. The 

Germans managed to scuttle most of the fleet after about a year.  

 

During War ll a German U boat managed to sneak into the basin and sink the British 

battleship "Royal Oak" taking with it over 800 seamen. Churchill really got with security of 

the area immediately after that and installed what they call Churchill gates across all the 

entrances. 

 

Skara Brae Village, is a very interesting archeological find. Two villages, one on top of the 

other, but the first beginning 5100 years ago and the second only about a 100 years later. 

Much earlier than the pyramids of Giza, the Chinese Great Wall, etc. Furthermore, and I can't 

remember when the second village was dated, but it was long before the Roman Empire 

began and it had toilets with a sewage system. So much for the Roman claim. Next to the 

ruins is the Skaill House, which is a manor house for the estate on which the village ruins 

were discovered after a storm 150 years ago. But before that even, the Skaill House was an 

old restored mission, which was built in 1620 on top of a graveyard. I post a picture of the set 

dining room table in the Skaill House where the Queen ate when she visited in 1980, the same 

tableware and setting as back then they say. 

 

The Ring of Brodgar and the Standing Stones of Stenness. On the way out and back we 

visited a couple of other greats for this area, which are their stone circles, these precede 

Stonehenge by a couple thousand years but the stones aren't near as massive and don't appear 

to have the same connections that Stonehenge does. One picture I'm posting shows a stone cut 

in half by lighting in 1980, they believe many other of these stones may have suffered the 

same over the centuries.  

 

They say, except for things like health care, medicine and stuff, the Orkney's are self 

sufficient, they are mostly a farming area with great dependence on sheep and cattle, but also 

have a robust fishing industry, sport and otherwise. Albeit, sad to say, the commercial part is 

farmed penned Atlantic salmon, (nasty talk for us wild stock salmon types in Alaska). In other 

words they are not dependent upon much for everyday life in the way of imports. Their cattle 

and sheep have the benefit of a real "free range" environment, so to speak, their cattle and 

sheep have much more outdoor time, than cattle in the U.S., as they are rarely confined 

indoors, even in winter, but are kept out in the open in large fenced fields.  

 

Finally, and most interesting from a contemporary standpoint is that Scotland energy, other 

than vehicle fuel, is 50% renewable. Better yet, the Orkney's are 100% renewable since 2009. 

All this in an oil rich part of Britain. What I found intriguing was Orkney, they have lots of 

wind, almost all the time, but only about 10 to 15 percent of their energy comes from wind 

turbines as they are worried about birds so they don't really like the windmills. Rather, about 

80 percent plus comes from tidal action, they say. Big underwater turbines. I picture one of 

these pretty good sized generators on the dock beside us. Some had been in use for years as 

they were in the process of overhaul. Pretty impressive. Alaska, pay attention.  

 

Visited September 2013 
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(TASB21) “loved it” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013  

To start with I am just blown away by how old the site is, and how the people of the time had 

such a complex of living quarters. There is an excellent display in the visitor center and lots of 

learning tools for kids there too. The visitor center also houses a café, a gift shop and 

facilities, outside there is a life size replica of one of the houses as it would have been at the 

time, I loved that they did this, it brought me right into the living situation. An easy walk 

takes you to the ruins, most don't have a roof and you are able to look down in them. The site 

has someone here to answer questions if you have any. Combining this site with others of the 

same time on the island really gives you a look at the community of this time.  

Visited October 2013 

 

(TASB22) “A trip back in time”  

Reviewed 10 October 2013  

On the Orkney Island, this stop, looking at a village of the past, was the highlight of visiting 

Scotland and the Orkneys. We were too rushed. Worth allowing enough time to absorb and 

wander about. 

 

(TASB23) “Neolithic sites and sights” 

Reviewed 10 October 2013  

The most outstanding feature of Orkney has to be the many Neolithic (and later) 

archaeological sites. Skara Brae is a lovely, grassy place with the remainder of a village, that 

has been well-known for quite a long time, as have Maeshowe, the Ring of Brodgar, and the 

Stones of Stenness. Particularly worthwhile was a visit to the more recently discovered Ness 

of Brodgar, currently under excavation, which may prove to be the most important Neolithic 

site ever found. We were there during the all-too-brief 6 week summer excavation season and 

were privileged to see a large incised rock that had been discovered just the day before and 

was about to be removed for safekeeping. It was awesome to realize that those of us who 

visited that morning were able to see something that no one had seen for 5000 years or so.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB24) “Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 8 October 2013   

A must to visit while visiting Orkney. Staff were very helpful, plenty of exhibits, short film 

explaining the discovery of this site. Cafe was dear....4 cakes/scones with tea and coffee was 

£17.  

Visited October 2013 

 

(TASB25) “So old and yet so interesting” 

Reviewed 8 October 2013  

We spent a fascinating day at Skara Brae. What I hadn't realised before was how close it was 

tio the sea and the influence this had on this ancient hamlet.  

Visited June 2013 
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(TASB26) “Must visit at least once” 

Reviewed 7 October 2013  

Visited here about 10yrs ago (when there was still a glass roof)...so much improved now with 

a fab visitor centre that blends so well into the scenery. Very good interpretation displays & 

audio visual experience. Very chatty & helpful staff. Not bad cafe experience....had to share 

the rocky road as it was so huge!  

As for the actual "Skara Brae" site and the walk on above the houses....just wonderful. 

Amazing to think how old it all is...loved the timeline stones. 

Skaill House was open so we visited that too..again very interesting.  

Visited October 2013

 

(TASB27) “skara brae” 

Reviewed 3 October 2013  

Excellent. 5000 years of history. Helpful, friendly staff in the visitors' centre. Nice tea room 

and shop.  

Visited September 2013

(TASB28) “An Orkney Must See” 

Reviewed 25 September 2013  

We drove up to the site and was happy to see a large tour bus just leaving. There was only 1 

other couple ahead of us and a few after, so we got to see the site nearly by ourselves. The day 

was picture perfect and the walk from the center to the site was lovely. I liked how they had 

you walk back in time, even though we wondered why there weren't many British events 

listed. 

 

I'm probably not the typical visitor to Skara Brae because I knew a lot about it before going. 

After all, I had wanted to come here for many years and read what I could ahead of time. 

Seeing the actual place was nice, it's just like it is in pictures. The gentle curves of the 

landscape cut with rock and covered with lush green, it was all postcard perfect that day.  

 

The center, the site and Skaill House are all nicely laid out and has nice interpretive signs and 

such. It's all connected by easy walks and if you get the right day, lovely scenic views. I can 

see why a community would've wanted to settle there. This is one of the main attractions on 

the islands and I can see why it remains so.  

 

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB29) “Great site” 

Reviewed 25 September 2013  

The visit begins with a short film presentation then into an exhibition area. A short walk to the 

site itself and you enter a manicured grassy area. A guide is on hand to answer any questions. 

Information boards are around to inform visitors.  

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB30) “In touch with the ancestors” 

Reviewed 21 September 2013  
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What a unique place to visit....a neolithic village extremely well preserved by sands for 

centuries until a great storm revealed it's presence. This is a real window into daily life in pre-

history. The visitor center is a little kitschy but if you take the time to really explore it you'll 

learn a great deal. The site itself is awe inspiring. Seeing how people managed to live on the 

edge of Orkney, not only surviving but apparently thriving, for hundreds of years is quite 

amazing. Both the signage and the staff are helpful and informative. We were there on a really 

nasty day of driving wind and horizontal rains and though we were soaked to the skin we still 

spent 45 minutes outdoors viewing and reading about it---and this was our second visit.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB31) “Very well done little site” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 via mobile  

I really enjoyed Skara Brae. For what is essentially a tiny site, the execution is very good. I 

loved the reconstruction of house 7 and the stones marking key events in history as you walk 

out to the site itself. The wee hands on visitor experience is good too, although the exhibit I 

wanted to explore was pretty noisy ( interactive materials guessing game) and as I didn't have 

my wee boy in tow, I didn't play long so as not to annoy my fellow visitors too much!  

 

I didn't realise you could visit the manor house there too, which was an added bonus. Great 

entrance price for both.  

 

Cafe has the most amazingly generous and gorgeous cake. Just a pre-warning!  

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB32) “Wonderfully preserved” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013  

The ruins of Skara Brae were uncovered about 150 years ago when a storm blew away the 

dunes covering them. Since they were stone and protected from the elements, they appear to 

be only a couple of hundred years old, rather than 5000. In fact, the replica house is almost 

indistinguishable, except for the roof and furnishings (see photos). The Picts were a very 

advanced culture. One theory for the abandonment of this site, which was occupied for 600 

years, was that as the land was eroded the soil became too salty and sandy for crops. Global 

warming, anyone?  

 

Visited September 2013

 

(TASB33) “Wonderful 5000 year old Village!”

 

Reviewed 18 September 2013  

We loved the Neolithic Village of Skara Brae. So much history and overlooking the amazing 

wild beach of Skaill. The video room and exhibition was the usual tourist trap but that rest of 

the site including replica house was great. The staff were very attentive and helped answer our 

questions. We highly recommend getting a coffee and café from the Café as they make their 

own home bakes, very good indeed. Overall a very good experience.  

Visited September 2013

(TASB34) “Step back 5,000 years” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013  

file:///C:/apps%23_blank
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Y2K minus 5K = Skara Brae. FABULOUS site. Though you can't walk among the ruins, you 

can walk above them and look down into the rooms and hallways. You can almost see 

neolithic daily life in these ruins. After visiting the Highlands Folk Museum and seeing life in 

the 17th century, we were struck by how life was so much better for the inhabitants of Skara 

Brae! Time does not always bring progress, I suppose. If you have time, also pop into Skaill 

House. It's not worth a visit on its own, but it combines well with Skara Brae... two VERY 

different times in Orkney history.  

   

Visited September 2013 

 

(TASB35) “Excellent” 

Reviewed 14 September 2013  

My mom and I went here while on Insight Vacation's Britain and Ireland Discovery 26-day 

tour. What an amazing experience on a beautiful day in Scotland. We had a wonderful 

experience. The site was well maintained and the museum explained so much about the 

history! Definitely a must see!  

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB36) “Fascinating” 

Reviewed 11 September 2013  

Such an interesting historical site and very well informed staff. Although the weather was a 

bit changeable we thoroughly enjoyed our visit, the information signs on the path to the 

village gave you a good understanding of just how long ago the village was built. The 

exhibition was very good and we managed to avoid the crowds. Great day.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB37) “Captivating” 

Reviewed 9 September 2013  

I'm not normally someone who takes a lot of time and effort to visit and roam around ancient 

ruins, but this site was an exception. 

 

It is very well preserved and they were doing some maintenance on the grassed areas the day 

we were there. The film and displays in the information center were quite good, explaining a 

lot of the detail you couldn't get from just walking the site and the reconstructed living 

quarters gave you a good idea of what is must have been like 4,500 years ago in this 

godforsaken land.  

   

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB38) “Skara Brae - amazing” 

Reviewed 8 September 2013  

Amazing site and visitor centre plus a replica house to look in. Give yourself plenty of time to 

do this visit and soak it in.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB39) “Together with Skaill House and the view makes a very worthwhile visit” 
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Reviewed 7 September 2013  

Skara Brae is beside Skaill House, and the added view makes a visit to this area very 

worthwhile. There is a bus from town which makes the rounds of the small communities a 

few times a day. If you meet any locals they love to share their history. The house is well kept 

and the little shop is good value.There was a small fee to see the house. It stops for 90 mins 

here and if you have seen enough you can leave on that bus, otherwise leave Lerwick on the 

earliest bus and make extra time to stay. There are also plenty of tours. The local bus is about 

8 pounds and also stops at the Ring of Brodgar .  

 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TASB40) “MUST SEE” 

Reviewed 5 September 2013  

I say must see - as with a lot of sites - not a lot to see but being one of the oldest sites in 

Europe and older than the pyramids if in Orkney you cannot visit without seeing this 

archaelogical site. 

 

Also the way it has been preserved and the excavations done is fascinating. 

 

The beaches on a sunny day that surround the site are amazing and something you wont forget 

in a hurry either  

Visited August 2013

(TASB41) “Fascinating trip back in time”  

Reviewed 4 September 2013  

Really well presented archaeological site with excellent exhibits and audiovisuals. The model 

of the ancient home is interesting and gives you a real "feel" for life in this ancient world. The 

excavations themselves are very accessible and on a clear sunny day, which it was when we 

visited, it was a lovely walk along the beach as well. 

 

(TASB42) “Always wanted to go and now I can say that I have.”

Reviewed 3 September 2013  

I have wanted to go to Skara Brae since I heard about it as a wee lad, now I have been. It was 

interesting to see the way these people lived but did not live up to my 30 year expectation. 

The display was well done and some of the insight into the day to day lives of these people 

(TASB43) “Outstanding Neolithic Site” 

Reviewed 1 September 2013  

Skara Brae, an ancient neolithic village on the "Mainland," the largest of the Orkney Islands, 

is well worth visiting. There's an excellent visitors' center and a well-done model of what one 

of the ancient houses might have looked like at the time the village was in use. The ruins 

themselves are a short but lovely walk from the visitor center and are located on a beautiful 

headland overlooking the ocean and beach. It would help to familiarize yourself with the 

history of Skara Brae before going there, but it's not necessary. It is, however, really necessary 

that you spend time in the visitors' center before heading to the actual site so that you have a 

reasonable understanding of what you will be seeing.  
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Visited July 2013

(TASB44) “This is a really important place in understanding early man” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013  

I had studied Skara Bae in Architecture School, and had always wanted to visit. The building 

cut into the earth and built as a community are among the oldest structures we have and 

certainly this is one of, if not the best preserved villages. The site itself is beautifully 

maintained and you get a bit of a sense of the plan of the villages and what it might have been 

like. 

 

The visitor center has lots of information bith factual and hypothetical. They make a good 

distiction between the two. There are games for kids and there is a great reconstruction of one 

of the houses and what it might have been like. (Thought the plastic crabs and lobster are a bit 

over the top. 

 

There is a walk back in time as you leave the center which places the site in historical context, 

but the events are mostly recent and western focused--Machu Picchu could be on the list, so 

too Borobudur, Timbuktu, Anasazi Cliff Dwellings, Cliff of Bandiagara, etc  

 

They have a nice restaurant and next door is Skail House for which you can buy a combined 

ticket, or get an "Island Hopper" ticket for Orkney's main sites. 

 

I did have to say the Flinstone's theme song popped into my head and wouldn't leave for a day  

Visited August 2013

(TASB45) “Reinterpreted many times.” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013  

The stone dwellings at Skara Brae, have been visible again for something over a hundred 

years, but may disappear again in the next few generations, as the sea encroaches onto the 

site. They are fascinating reminder of how people lived 3,000+ years ago, even though we 

don't really know how they orgainised themselves.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB46) “Real insight into Neolithic life” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013  

Really well preserved and a reconstructed house to explore inside. Joint ticket with manor 

house next door where discoverer of site lived. Beautiful beach with seal swimming off 

shore(seal might not be there every day but beach will!).  

Really good Cullen skink (Smoked haddock broth) in cafe. I travelled on the open top bus and 

stayed 4 hours til next bus. Good idea on a sunny day, could do hop off and hop on same bus 

on a rainy day.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB47) “I real glimpse of life in the neolithic - unique” 

Reviewed 22 August 2013  

Probably in the top ten or even top five of 'must see' neolithic sites in Britain. Whilst most 

neolithic sites are either for housing the dead (barrows and burial mounds) or were probably 
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connected to death in a ritualistic way (stone circles), Skara Brae is very much a glimpse into 

the world of the stone age living. This is primarily because the settlement/village was covered 

by sand for thousands of years, which means that it has survived to a remarkable height, in 

most cases roof level. Many of the interior features are intact, so you can see for example how 

they slept. There's also a full size reconstruction of several houses, giving you a real flavour 

of the hobbit-like existence of these long-forgotten people. Highly recommended.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB48) “How Neolithic humans lived” 

Reviewed 21 August 2013  

It is a very interesting place to go. You can see how early humans lived in a place that is very 

well preserved. At the visitor's center there is a reconstruction of one of the ruins which helps 

you see how they disposed their belongings. The site is not big and there is a trail to walk 

from the visitor's center to the ruins.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB49) “An amazing insight into Neolithic life” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013  

Nearly everyone who visits Orkney makes a beeline for Skara Brae; quite understandable as it 

is a unique site which offers a perspective on what domestic life was like 5000 years ago, 

before Stonehenge was built. The little houses seem very vulnerable, huddled as they are at 

the very edge of the bay; indeed, there is a very real danger that they could be swept away by 

coastal erosion, and who knows what artefacts have already been sacrificed to the sea over the 

millennia as the sea has gradually encroached over what used to be marshland? Indeed, the 

most complete house remaining is in a fragile condition meaning that unfortunately it cannot 

be visited (unlike the other houses it has been roofed over to preserve the interior, so it is 

impossible to see inside) but there is a detailed full scale reconstruction near to the historic 

site which all visitors can enter in order to gain a flavour of what everyday life must have 

been like inside such a structure. The exhibition inside the visitor centre provides an 

interesting perspective on the site and usefully makes a clear distinction between what is 

factually known and what is speculation based on evidence from here and from other sites in 

Scotland from a similar period. The visitor centre is very pleasant and comfortable, and we 

really enjoyed the excellent food that was served at lunchtime. As we were visiting mid-

morning, the site was quite busy (it is worth checking in advance if any cruise ships are going 

to be docking in Orkney on the day you intend to visit and try to work around the times the 

coaches carrying the passengers are likely to arrive); we returned to the site later in the 

afternoon to catch a bus, and it was nearly deserted by then so I would suggest that around 4 

pm would be an ideal time to visit in the summer. We also watched a seal swimming in the 

bay whilst we were there, so it's a good spot for wildlife too.  

Visited August 2013

(TASB50) “Why would you miss this?” 

Reviewed 18 August 2013  

We really enjoyed Skara Brae, where we could see how people lived here nearly 5000 years 

ago. Predating Stonehenge & the Pyramids, the village had a drainage system in their heated, 

connected, stone & earthen homes. You can look directly into the homes to get a feel of their 

lives. The scenery is green, stark yet lovely,& right on the water. It is a superbly preserved 

Neolithic settlement a short drive from Kirkwall.  

file:///C:/ShowUserReviews-g190779-d210242-r173391691-Skara_Brae-Mainland_Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html%23CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Visited August 2013 

 

(TASB51) “Historically fascinating” 

Reviewed 17 August 2013  

This really is a 'must' when visiting Orkney. Very well preserved and documented. Adults and 

children will find something of interest here. There is a short walk from the visitor centre to 

the viewing site which has a beautiful sea view. The displays, gift shop and restaurant are 

housed in a new building. Very highly recommended.  

Visited August 2013 

 

(TASB52) “Most interesting”

Reviewed 16 August 2013  

Very well preserved pre historic village just at the beach, informative for adults and children. 

Nice shop and good coffee at restaurat.  

Visited June 2013 

 

(TASB53) “Amazing” 

Reviewed 15 August 2013  

Skara Brae is a must see if visiting Orkney,it's hard to believe this neolithic settlement is 5000 

yrs old,i was amazed at how well preserved it is and gives a great insight on how this ancient 

civilization lived and coped with life,there is information telling you about each house and 

structure which is very informative  

Visited August 2013

(TASB54) “Awesome!” 

Reviewed 14 August 2013  

This was a wonderful glimpse into a bygone age. This neolithic settlement shows us how 

people lived 3,500 years ago. Not to be missed in any visit to Orkney. The reconstructed 

house gave a great sense of how the houses would have looked and the visitor centre had 

some amazing finds from the dig. I was particularly blown away by the stone carved ring and 

other jewellery such as the whalebone necklace! I would recommend going at a less busy 

time, if there is such a thing, as the crowds made it difficult to linger too long in the visitor 

centre and reconstructed house.  

 

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB55) “Stone Age Perfection!” 

Reviewed 14 August 2013  

We visited Skara Brae as part of a private tour with Orkney Uncovered. Great site once you 

are past the visitor centre and usual tourist tat in the associated shop. 

 

The stone age timeline was a great idea, its hard to get your head around that the site is 5000 

years old. House number 5 is a great structure to see. Our Orkney Uncovered guide showed us 

the original sewerage system not normally open to the public. Really fascinating. 

 

Highly recommend a visit plus the soup and coffee is very good too.  

file:///C:/ShowUserReviews-g190779-d210242-r172490713-Skara_Brae-Mainland_Orkney_Islands_Scotland.html%23CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Visited July 2013

(TASB56) “5,000 years of human life revealed!” 

Reviewed 12 August 2013  

This is a must see....... It should be on anyone's bucket list. In 1850 a storm blew the top off a 

hillside revealing a perfectly preserved Neolithic settlement. It showed a window into a world 

we knew little about. Visiting Skara brae in it's stunning location shows you how people lived 

and coped all those years ago. The site is pristine, well looked after and easily accessible. 

Attractions are well explained and there are excellent facilities available. It is incredible to 

stand and look at a 5,000 year old hearth and imagine families keeping warm together at the 

end of a day. Simply amazing!  

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB57) “An exceptional visit” 

Reviewed 6 August 2013  

An unmissable site to visit when in the Orkneys. We found the visitor centre provided a useful 

introduction to the site and the reconstructed house an excellent 'hands-on' way to understand 

the buildings themselves. Although the site was busy at the time of our visit it did not feel too 

crowded and we were not rushed around the site. As ever, the Historic Scotland staff were 

extremely helpful.  

Visited August 2013

 

(TASB58) “Informative and well set out” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013  

This is a very popular site and sadly this means you are kept above the exposed remains of the 

village to avoid environmental degradation of the site. This is necessary but means 

atmosphere is lost. The museum is very good as is the recreation of a house  

Visited July 2013

 

 

(TASB59) “Beautiful in any weather” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013  

We visited here while on our honeymoon in the end of October. Despite the chilling to the 

bone wind and rain, we had a great time. The scenery is stunning - the beach is so 

picturesque! The tour was very informative and interactive - we enjoyed reading up on the 

history and browsing the site on our time. Highly recommend during an Orkney visit.  

Visited October 2012 

 

(TASB60) “Amazing”  

Reviewed 4 August 2013  

The info center is a great prelude to the real thing. The real thing is set out so that you can see 

lots of the actual site but not worry about injuring any of the special site. Well laid out and 

worth a couple hours of your time. 

(TASB61) “Essential Orkney visit”
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Reviewed 4 August 2013  

Every visitor to Orkney should go to Skara Brae. Fascinating exhibition, interpretation and re-

creation, very well-realised. The cafe is also pretty good and Historic Scotland members get 

20% off, so it's worth going for lunch before or after. Also good is a walk along the Skaill 

beach. 

(TASB62) “History”  

Reviewed 2 August 2013  

Very busy with coaches but well worth the visit, why did they build a village here? A bleak 

place to set up up all those years ago.  

 

(TASB63) “Great place”  

Reviewed 1 August 2013  

We were very lucky and visited at a quiet time so we could take our time to look at this 

amazing site. It is set in a beautiful location 

 

(TASB64) “Oldest Village in Europe”  

Reviewed 31 July 2013  

Apparently this village is the oldest in Northwest Europe. Quite amazing that it has stood here 

for so long and looks immaculate. The video was interesting and the shops full of cool things 

to buy. Only down side was the café, the service was so slow we gave up waiting. 

(TASB65) “Just as wonderful as it's meant to be”  

Reviewed 29 July 2013  

Tiny, crowded, but so perfect, so evocative, who could not find its exciting? Lovely beach 

below it too, for a walk afterwards. 

(TASB66) “Small but powerful.” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013  

Informative museum display, if not a tad on the small side for a site as important as this. 

Replica house is great for immersion and adequately satisfies your desires to "walk inside a 

Neo-lithic house" as for obvious reasons the public are strictly kept away from the actual 

buildings at the site.  

 

The visualisation video located at the site in the small building was fantastic and certainly 

worth a watch. Best to visit on a dry day if possible. Skaill house included in ticket price and 

has wonderful little artefacts of it's own dotted about the place which makes for nice viewing. 

 

Food and drink at the Cafe was nice with friendly staff all round. 

 

All in all well worth the visit.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB67) “brill” 
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Reviewed 27 July 2013  

visited with friends, really pleased we went, really interesting and a nice coffee and cake to 

finish !!  

Visited July 2013

(TASB68) “Stone Age comes to life” 

Reviewed 26 July 2013  

Went to Skara Brae on a wet, windy day (in July) and so the children were reluctant to linger 

outside. The exhibits inside are excellent and very informative as is the recreation of one of 

the houses. We also visited the Skaill House (included in ticket price) which was fascinating. 

Tea shop of good quality but cake sizes far too big!  

 

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB69) “A Neolithic Gem” 

Reviewed 25 July 2013  

What is not to love about seeing a 5,000 year old set of homes on an island off the northern tip 

of Scotland?  

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASB70) “My Orkney highlight”  

Reviewed 25 July 2013 via mobile  

We had wanted to see Skara Brae for years and it did not disappoint. I still don't understand 

why anyone would live in windswept Orkney when th rest of Britain was virtually empty but 

you have to admire their solution to the problem of the climate. Not to be missed.  

 

(TASB71) “Smaller Than I'd imagined” 

Reviewed 24 July 2013  

I'd just come from Shetland where I'd visited Jalshof pre-historic site and so was expecting 

more but got far less. Actual site that is exposed is small and when I visited there was a pack 

of school kids being escorted around so even less room to stand and wonder. Consequently no 

audio guide provided but there is a good introductory film and a replica house to let you know 

what it they may have looked like. Setting is very pretty 

 

Good cafe with excellent range of cakes  

Visited June 2013 

 

(TASB72) “History on a vast scale” 

Reviewed 24 July 2013  

Orkney is the ideal place to see archaeology up close and with plenty of information available 

to be able to interpret the site.  

Visited July 2013

 

file:///C:/apps%23_blank
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(TASB73) “Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 21 July 2013  

If its archaeological sites you are interested in on Orkney, then this is the one for you. It is no 

more expensive than Tomb of the eagles but beats it by a mile. The surroundings are also 

breathtaking if you just want to walk along the beach, and the visitor centre was one of the 

best. Even better value when we were there as Skaill House next door was included.  

Visited July 2013 

 

(TASB74) “Great trip for whole family”

Reviewed 18 July 2013  

Such a great attraction for the whole family. Lots of history and so well preserved. So nice to 

be able to walk amongst it and really experience it, rather than just wondering around a visitor 

centre looking at photo's that you'd get in most other places. The only downside is that it can 

be extremely busy during peak seasons.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB75) “Step back 5,000 years....” 

Reviewed 18 July 2013  

If you don't go to Skara Brae when you're in Orkney you're crazy. It's an amazing place. You 

get to walk around (but not in) all these really old ruins. To get to the ruins you literally walk 

down a path that has stones on the sides showing when different things around the world 

happened and how Skara Brae is older than all of them. It's this great mysterious place 

because so little is known about it. Definitely a highlight of wonderful Orkney! Not to 

mention you get to see the house of the guy who discovered it for the same admission fee, 

which is quite nice too.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB76) “Great Stone Age Site” 

Reviewed 16 July 2013  

We visited Skara Brae as part of our private tour with Orkney Uncovered. We saw so much 

more than the interpretation boards show you. Including the old sewerage system carved out 

of the bedrock. Great views over the Atlantic Ocean especially on the day we visited as it was 

very warm.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB77) “Great Stone Age Site” 

Reviewed 16 July 2013  

We visited Skara Brae as part of our private tour with Orkney Uncovered. We saw so much 

more than the interpretation boards show you. Including the old sewerage system carved out 

of the bedrock. Great views over the Atlantic Ocean especially on the day we visited as it was 

very warm.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB78) “Wow!” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013  
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Skara Brae was as good as I had hoped. Neolithic site dating back 5,000 years. Amazing how 

the people built into the hillside and the layout of their houses. Stone furniture- a large stone 

dresser, beds in a range of sizes around the perimeter of the room using midden (old 

shells,bone fragments and sand on the floor with large stones for privacy and animal skins to 

keep them warm. A fire pit in the middle. Just simply amazing for the time and resources they 

had. They could teach the spoiled western world a thing for two. 

Well worth the visit. Also amazing beach (bay of ska ill ) there too. Just stunning and in 

Scotland. Natural beauty.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB79) “Neolithic Village”  

Reviewed 13 July 2013  

Travelling back into time, the first time a few 1000 years for this very well preserved neolithic 

village, and then a few 100 for the house of the laird who discovered it. I like both very much. 

Great reproduction of neolithic house, history really speaking ! 

 

(TASB80) "Skara Brae,”  

Reviewed 11 July 2013  

ancient britain dwellings.well sinposted and a video explaining what happened there (in the 

rangers hut),you can view it yourself but a guide is a bonus if with a tour.Also museum of 

finder is in large house behind called Skail house,just follow path.

 

(TASB81) “Not to be missed”  

Reviewed 7 July 2013  

Fantastic afternoon in the sunshine wandering around this attraction. Location is glorious. 

Fascinating remains and very helpful replica which gives an impression of what the buildings 

were actually like. 

(TASB82) “Wonderful site, shame about the tourist trappings” 

Reviewed 7 July 2013  

This is an excellent neolithic site whose impact has been compromised by the completely 

unnecessary visitor centre that has little information (let's face it, there isn't a lot known about 

the site or the times). The high entrance charges (£7.10 for adult, £4.30 for child) seem to 

contribute mainly to running the visitor centre, cafe and shop. It might not seem that much, 

but when you think about all the other sites that cost the same to get into (such as Urquhart 

Castle), it doesn't take long for it all to add up - not good for travellers on a budget. Also as 

another reviewer wrote, linking it with Skaille House really does make it look like a tourist 

trap. I don't think we saw a single person go to Skaille House, probably because people come 

here to see a Neolithic site, not a 1950s house! Advice to the site managers - stop pretending 

that including entrance to Skaille House gives the punter value for money - it doesn't! 

 

If you can ignore the avarice of the site owners and managers, there are two very good things 

here, other than the wonderful Skara Brae itself. Firstly the replica house gave a sense of what 

it would have been like, and the little swallows nesting in the rocks just inside were very 

sweet. Secondly, the slabs on the path leading to Skara Brae itself were cleverly contrived so 

as to make clear the genuine antiquity of the site, so as you walk toward the site, you 'travel 

back in time'. I agree with the other reviewer that some more information about the 
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excavation of the site would be very interesting - you only have to look at the popularity of 

Time Team and similar programmes to see how popular archaeology can be! 

 

Skara Brae is wonderful, the tourist trappings growing up around it are repellent, but if you 

are not on a tight budget and can spare the £20+ to get the family in, it is a great place. But be 

sure to also view some of the other places in Orkney that *don't* cost you anything, like the 

Ring of Brodgar and Stones of Stenness (both a short drive from Skara Brae), and there is 

even another little neolithic village site near the Stones of Stenness.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB83) “Skara Brae” 

Reviewed 6 July 2013  

This was our second visit to Skara Brae. There has been a lot of work to secure this cultural 

gem since our last visit almost thirty years ago and we were impressed by the helpful member 

of the team who was willing to talk about the site when we got to the real prehistoric houses. 

The exact replica of house number 7 and the short film at the visitor centre are a fine way to 

start the visit and the tour of Skaill House a good way to end it. Again, we found the member 

of staff very amusing and helpful.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB84) “fascinating site to visit” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013  

Completely fascinating site and helpful staff to answer questions. Beach alongside lovely for 

a wander. 

The café here is excellent  

Visited June 2013

 

(TASB85) “Amazing ... but the Visitors' Center could use some help” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013  

I'm giving this only three stars not because the site itself isn't fascinating (it is!) but because 

the Visitors' Center lacked any real information and linking it with the ridiculous Skaill House 

made it seem like a tourist trap. Don't get me wrong: visiting this spot where people lived five 

thousand (yes, thousand!) ago is well worth the effort. But I wanted to know so much more. 

Where's the film at the Visitors' Center? The display about the excavation of the site? The 

guides who are doing anything but taking tickets? I went during a bus tour of Orkney so 

maybe I would have found more if I contacted Historic Scotland or the World Heritage Site 

Rangers directly but I definitely was disappointed in everything but the site itself.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB86) “Interesting Stone Age Village” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013  

I visted Skara Brae as part of my private tour with Orkney Uncovered. Was a very interesting 

site and it is quite amazing to see that the village is still there and 5000+ years old. 

 

I saw a number of great things, not only the village but Skaill Beach and even more amazing 

WW2 Submarine netting used as coastal erosion defences. My guide Kinlay from Orkney 

Uncovered pointed this out. Cool things like that, that make the site interesting. 
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The two Chris's provided us with excellent service, I reckon due to the fact they knew my 

guide very well. Very polite, a rarity these days! 

 

Only downside was that it was very busy and it made quite difficult to move about. Apart 

from this a good site, worth a visit.  

Visited July 2013

 

(TASB87) “6000 years old and counting” 

Reviewed 4 July 2013  

The whole site here is well run. The visitor centre well organised and the restaurant food 

excellent. When were were there, sitting on the next table was Eddy George from the Bank of 

England. 

What gets me is that 6000 years ago Orkney must have been packed with people. Wherever 

you look there are ancient sites.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB88) “Neolithic History brought to life” 

Reviewed 3 July 2013  

Skara Brae covered by sand for 1000's of years and then being uncovered by a storm in 1850 

is amazing in itself. The visitor centre is a great introduction to Neolithic History with a vivid 

picture being painted of the lives of people 5000 years ago.To see the actual houses with there 

inter connecting corridors transports you back in time. The setting of the houses on the Bay of 

Skaill with the lovely white beach adds to the fascination of the place. Over the years I have 

visited many times and have taken many friends who have enjoyed it as much as me. There is 

also an excellent coffee shop. There is also an opportunity to visit a 19th Century house near 

the site during the summer months.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB89) “Neolithic Wonder” 

Reviewed 3 July 2013  

You can come here by car or on the No. 7 or 8 bus from Stromness or Kirkwall. Admission is 

£7.10 but they have concessions and you ticket covers admission to the exhibition with film, a 

replica house, the site itself and also Skaill House. There is a small car park, on-site cafe and 

gift shop. The main building is wheelchair accessible. The site is on the edge of a really pretty 

beach - good for running around with a ball or a kite.  

Visited July 2013

(TASB90) “'One of the very best attraction on the Island'” 

Reviewed 2 July 2013  

I wasn't sure I would enjoy our visit here as Neolithic site & relics are not something I 

normally find interesting but I was very wrong!  

 

Skara Brae is totally fascinating & if you are on Orkney, you would be mad to pass it by!  

 

Historic Scotland have done a brilliant job in making this one of the best attractions in 

Orkney. The layout of the walk, the interactive room at the start with artefacts & the site itself 
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are cleverly planned & the staff are helpful, witty & incredibly informative.  

 

It was amazing to see how this little village & it community lived, what they ate & wore. 

They even had a dresser for ornaments!  

 

Great little shop & ok café on site & just next door is Skail House, which once belonged to a 

local laird, William Watt, who discovered the site in 1850. This is also well worth a visit & 

even better, it is included in the price. 

 

Good value for money & not to be missed!  

Visited June 2013

(TASB91) “A vital glimpse at 5000 years ago” 

Reviewed 1 July 2013  

Skara Brae and Skaill House are a must see on Orkney. Uncovered by storms not that long 

ago is an ancient settlement which Scottish Heritage have made a truly fascinating and well 

organised attraction. They're still finding ancient artifacts almost daily. The visitor centre 

covers off most of the background and even reconstructed lifesize models of how the houses 

were used. There is "5000 year" path to the main exhibit marking key moments going back 

5000 years. Part of the ticket price is Skaill House which is well worth the visit. 

We arrived at 4.30pm and felt that in summer as there is little or no darkness, they could have 

kept it open longer....  

Visited June 2013 

 

(TASB92) “Very interesting Neolithic village.” 

Reviewed 29 June 2013  

We visited Skara Brae as part of a private tour and we thoroughly enjoyed our visit. Quite 

amazing to see a village that is 5000 years old. Quite a commercialsied site, apart from that 

very interesting all the same.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB93) “Beautiful with unexpected grace” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013  

These people lived so long ago and in such a lovely way. Amazing abilities of human beings. 

Awesome sights. Beautiful moments on such a beautiful day.  

Visited June 2013

 

(TASB94) “A place to make you think (deeply)”

Reviewed 25 June 2013  

If you would like to know how you might have lived 5000 years ago, visit Skara Brae. You 

will find that you might well have lived in a solid stone structure, covered by hide, clay and 

turf, with an open fire to cook your fresh caught fish, a larder to store for the winter and a bed 

built of stone but softened by dried grasses and heather. No need to brave the wild winds to 

visit the neighbors or go to work in the workshop as everything is connected by stone tunnels. 

The original dwellings are still there for you to walk around, some more, some less complete. 

A replica has been constructed alongside. Step inside and let your imagination take you back 

5000 years. 
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A first class museum, with artifacts from the site, information on diet, remedies and even 

pastimes, a shop and a cafeteria complete the center. The staff are helpful and cheerful. 

Afterwards, visit the other neolithic sites - the Standing Stones of Stenness and Maes Howe. 

This place and its people came and went before the pyramids and in contrast to the pyramids, 

it allows us to experience the lives of ordinary (or indeed, extraordinary people) from our 

past.  

Visited April 2013

(TASB95) “If you think you have seen Neolithic think again.....”

Reviewed 25 June 2013  

I have visited Avebury and its surrounding sites as well as Stonehenge but SkarA Brad is an 

gives the visitor more insight to the people of those times making it unique in my opinion and 

bringing them back to life. 

Great centre for information, beautiful surroundings. 

I visited on the T11 bus passing Scapa Flow and Hoy then onto the Ring of Brodgar passing 

the stones of Stenness and Mae's Howe. 

One of the best days out ever if you like your history and landscape on the ancient side. I defy 

you not to start to fall in love with Orkney during or afterwards. Oh and Skaill House which is 

included is a hidden gem. I don't normally like old houses but this one is beautiful inside.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB96) “Neolithic Village : Skara Brae, West Mainland, Orkney Islands” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013  

My wife and I visited this wonderful World Heritage prehistoric site in Britain whilst on a 

cruise. The cruise ship docked at Kirkwall and we took an excursion (visiting Ring of Brodgar 

on the way) to Skara Brae. The photographs speaks for themselves. 

 

Skara Brae is a stone-built Neolithic settlement, located on the Bay of Skaill on the west coast 

of Mainland, the largest island in the Orkney archipelago of Scotland. It consists of eight 

clustered houses, and was occupied from roughly 3180 BCE–2500 BCE. Europe's most 

complete Neolithic village, Skara Brae gained UNESCO World Heritage Site status as one of 

four sites making up "The Heart of Neolithic Orkney." Older than Stonehenge and the Great 

Pyramids, it has been called the "Scottish Pompeii" because of its excellent preservation.  

 

Visited June 2013

(TASB97) “Must do visit... but”

Reviewed 23 June 2013  

I agree with all the other comments, but it's very hands off... wander around the edges and 

look & take pictures, and it is worth a visit, but my 5 star place is Brough of Gurness - bigger, 

walk through it and feel part of it. 

Easy answer - visit both :)  

 

Visited June 2013

(TASB98) “A hidden gem”  

Reviewed 19 June 2013  
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Though quite remote on the Orkney Islands, Skara Brae is worth seeing especially if you are 

interested in the not so touristy sites of Scotland. 

(TASB99) “Breathtaking”  

Reviewed 19 June 2013  

This is one of the most important sties in Europe and is presented extremely well, with 

interactive informative devices, a reconstruction of one of the houses you actually go inside, 

and a well laid out pathway round the actual site. Don't miss Skall House next door too.

(TASB100) “An Extraordinary Site!”  

Reviewed 18 June 2013  

Definitely worth visiting if you go to Orkney! It is probably worth an early start as later in the 

day it can be uncomfortably busy with coach parties off the cruise liners! The reconstructed 

house is good. Shop very expensive! 

(TASB101) “A must do visit of the island.”  

Reviewed 16 June 2013  

Everything about this place is interesting. The layout, how it was discovered, and the centre 

itself. Helpful staff. 

(TASB102) “Worth the journey.”

Reviewed 15 June 2013  

750 miles plus a ferry ride to visit this, the best preserved Stone Age Settlement in Europe, 

and it did not disappoint. A sensitively presented visitor centre,with knowledgable staff and a 

spectacular beachside setting all contributed to an interesting experience. The reconstructed 

room and tunnel passageway help to bring the past to life. It's a shame that the artefacts found 

at the site have been scattered around other museums, but it was good to see one of the bead 

necklaces in Skaill House. Well done, Historic Scotland! Now go and show your English 

Colleagues how to make a good job of presenting Stone Henge.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB103) “Well laid out, lovely location”

Reviewed 14 June 2013  

Really enjoyed the visit here - a lovely location and the visitor centre, short film, explanation 

boards and rangers all helped to make it a memorable experience. Really fascinating to see 

how stone age families lived. A better selection of gifts for visitors which are not so expensive 

would be helpful.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB104) “Excellent day out” 

Reviewed 11 June 2013  

We went here while on our day tour of the Orkney isles. It was very interesting and well 

worth the visit. It was so interesting to see how people lived all those years ago.  
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Visited June 2013

(TASB105) “Wonderful site” 

Reviewed 11 June 2013  

Visited for the 3rd time, over the course of the last 30 years, at the weekend.Still as 

impressive and thought provoking as ever.Want to be transported back to neolithic 

domesticity?Then here is your chance.Over the years the site has been progressively 

developed whilst retaining enough of a hands -on experience without unduly damaging the 

habitations.DON'T MISS IT !  

Visited June 2013

(TASB106) “Wonderful site” 

Reviewed 11 June 2013  

Visited for the 3rd time, over the course of the last 30 years, at the weekend.Still as 

impressive and thought provoking as ever.Want to be transported back to neolithic 

domesticity?Then here is your chance.Over the years the site has been progressively 

developed whilst retaining enough of a hands -on experience without unduly damaging the 

habitations.DON'T MISS IT !  

Visited June 2013

(TASB107) “Amazing prehistoric site” 

Reviewed 7 June 2013  

Orkney is a very interesting place if you enjoy visiting archeological sites. I was walking 

around Skara Brae, and impressed by the prehistoric stone furniture and houses 5,000 years 

ago, did not mind the cold rain at all. The architecture of Skara Brae illustrated human 

intelligence, civilization, and life styles in Neolithic period. I became fascinated to this 

historical time. On the way to visit Skara Brae, I also saw Ring of Brodgar and Standing 

Stones of Stenness, which completed my Neolithic Orkney tour.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB108) “Amazing history” 

Reviewed 4 June 2013  

so much history in one spot...makes you wonder what life was like back then...such a remote 

part of the world.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB109) “Amazing Neolithic village” 

Reviewed 1 June 2013  

Because there are few trees on the island, Skara Brae was made using almost only stone and 

as a result, it's very well preserved. Although you can't walk amongst the village you can look 

down on it and there is an excellent reconstruction next to the visitors centre. The cost was 

just under £8 what I thought was very reasonable. The cafe in the visitors centre also did 

excellent homemade food.  

Visited June 2013

(TASB110) “Fascinating” 
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Reviewed 1 June 2013  

Highly interesting. Good displays that explained the pre history of Orkney and man. We were 

lucky with the weather which made the views over coast spectacular. The real Neolithic Site 

was amazing. Worth a visit especially if the weather is good. The Lairds House was included 

in the ticket price and that is worth a good look around. (Available only part of the year, off 

season?)  

Visited June 2013

 

(TASB111) “Must see when on Orkney” 

Reviewed 31 May 2013  

Loved the reconstruction of a house as it would have been at the time of occupation. A 

spectacular site- if you come all this way you can't miss it!  

Visited May 2013

(TASB112) “Skara Brae - Unesco world heritage site” 

Reviewed 30 May 2013  

We visited this site on a tour of mainland Orkney. It is Europe's most complete neolithic site 

and amazing to find how people lived so many years ago. 

 

To visit the site tickets are available in the visitor centre (with excellent cafe attached) then it 

is a walk to the site which overlooks a beautiful bay. Although you cannot enter the houses 

you are able to view from above and realise how advanced the neolithic people were. 

 

On returning to the visitor centre do not miss the most beautiful Skail House which has 

fantastic views in all directions.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB113)“Brilliant, Excellent, Fantastic” 

Reviewed 25 May 2013  

This was our second visit to Skara Brae (the first was 1998) we loved it then and even more 

this time with the new visitor area and museum plus Skail House - superb visit and a must see 

site not only if you are in Orkney but this attraction is up there with the World's Top Sites - 

yes it is really that good and that important and that enjoyable and that informative ! 

 

Must give a mention to "phil" he was on the front desk at our arrival and was very very 

helpful. Really interested in our visit to Orkney and all the sites. When we said we planned to 

visit another site - MaesHowe - he asked if we had booked the tour. We hadn't, he phoned and 

made a booking for us at a time and on the best day that suited us.  

It is great to see real customer care in operation - not only asking or talking but actually doing 

and delivering.  

Visited May 2013

 

(TASB114) “Brings the neolithic to life” 

Reviewed 18 May 2013  

Skara Brae is the must see attraction on orkney and as a result it can be busy. The site itself is 

quite small. Location stunning beside long beach. It is worth checking whether there is a 
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cruise ship docked in Orkney before going, as then it is overwhelmed with people. Excellent 

interpretation centre and replica house which you can go into to get the full neolithic 

experience. Staff helpful and ready to answer questions. Excellent cafe for coffe and light 

lunches.  

Visited April 2013

(TASB115) “Amazing Visit” 

Reviewed 14 May 2013  

We loved visiting Skara Brae. We were on a private tour so were guided around the site. Very 

interesting and hard to believe that this site has been here for so long 5000 years! Great views 

over the bay of Skaill and the Atlantic. 

 

The café on the way back did a very good and well needed cup of coffee. A great Historic 

Scotland site.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB116) “Well worth the trip” 

Reviewed 10 May 2013  

We got there early on the Sunday morning, too early, but we waited the half hour and well 

worth the wait. The historical aspect to this neolithical village is magnificent. I have seen 

Skara Brae on TV shoes etc, but nothing beats being there in person. The caretakers of this 

wonderful attraction are very helpful and friendly. Would come again. The views round about 

are great too, as is the tour around the Mansion house.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB117) “Fascinating” 

Reviewed 6 May 2013  

Everytime we viist we learn something new. The Guides are friendly, knowledgeable and 

helpful. I find it much more interesting than Jarslhof on Shetland. 

The cafe is lovely - food, setting and staff.  

Visited May 2013

 

(TASB118) “Worth seeing” 

  Reviewed 6 May 2013  

After knowing I was going to spend a few weeks on Orkney I decided that Skara Brae was a 

must. Pretty good value given entrance fee and although there isn't that much to see it is worth 

a look as what there is is extremely impressive. Also of note is the fact they have the Birsay 

low tide times available at reception so we actually decided to delay our Skara Brae visit so 

we could go over to the Brough of Birsay first during low tide. 

 

The only minus point, and it really is a tiny tiny TINY minus point is that the cafeteria at 

Skara Brae itself is quite pricey so I would advise to bring a packed lunch...but clearly anyone 

going to Skara Brae isn't going just to sample the delights of the cafe (which although pricey 

does do amazingly good cakes!). 

 

A must see when visiting Orkney!  

Visited May 2013
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(TASB119) “Amazing” 

Reviewed 5 May 2013  

I wanted to visit Skara Brae when I recognised the name of the town from a favourite video 

game I played when I was younger. Many years passed, and I've since been fascinated by all 

things ancient - stone circles, settlements, etc. Seeing Skara Brae was amazing as the homes 

are so preserved. It's right near the coast, so it's really romantic. However, I'm only going to 

give it 4 stars. It was quite busy, despite getting there at 9:30 and being the first there...others 

soon turned up and it's difficult to really take in the place when you have a large group in a 

small area. And, it's unfortunate that you cannot see much -- you cannot go inside the houses 

or the covered walkways. You have to look at them from above. Still, it's an amazing place 

but I felt the busy-ness of the place (popularity) and the lack of being able to enter the site 

took away some of its charms.  

Visited May 2013

(TASB120) “A dream come true”

 

 Reviewed 29 April 2013  

I'm a selfish nerd. The actual reason I dragged my family all the way to Orkney was so that I 

could visit Skara Brae, the inspiration for a town in the Ultima series of video games created 

by Richard Garriot (Lord British). 

 

After weathering a snow shower at the Ring of Brodgar, the sun again broke and gave my 

wife, my children (8, 7, and 1 year), and two adult friends a fabulous lunch time visit. We first 

took in lunch at the visitor's center prior to our visit. The food wasn't spectacular, nor was it 

awful. About what you'd expect from a small, tourist attraction cafeteria. Next, we moved on 

to the film screening room and small museum that provides history, archaeology, and 

questions to ponder upon your visit to Skara Brae. Before making our way to the actual Skara 

Brae site, there is a reproduction of what one of the homes may have looked like. The replica 

is fun to explore with children. Finally, we took the walk along the gravel path to Skara Brae. 

Except, we were again distracted by the stone and sand beach and spectacular view of the Bay 

of Skaill. Once we arrived at the gate of Skara Brae, a park ranger greeted us and opened the 

gate for us to enter. The park ranger was more than happy to supplement any information 

provided on the placards. The Skara Brae archaeological site itself is to behold. As I explored 

this site and juxtaposed it against other Stone Age sites I had seen during the day, I became 

amazed at the form and function of our ancestors' architecture and design. Will we build 

anything that stands for this amount of time? 

 

Adults love Skara Brae. Kids love Skara Brae. We had little trouble accessing any part of the 

site with our stroller. I imagine wheelchairs wouldn't have much more trouble. I believe for 

the price of entry, you get our money's worth of entertainment and education.  

Visited April 2013

(TASB121) “What a place” 

Reviewed 23 April 2013  

Really enjoyed our early morning visit to Skara Brae, we were the only people there when 

they opened up at 9.30 and had it to ourselves. The exhibition was informative, but the main 

act, the remains of the village, was outstanding, beautifully preserved and maintained, in a 

stunning location. We walked back to Stromness along the coast from the village, and enjoyed 

that too, although it is a bit of a hike and the path is unclear in parts.  
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Visited April 2013

(TASB122) “Imaginative site” 

Reviewed 14 April 2013  

Great welcome and service, very helpful and friendly staff. There is an entry fee so be 

prepared. You can walk further than the site which is quite a spectacular seaside location. A 

must for the intrepid explorer.  

Visited April 2013

 

(TASB123) “Worth it for the homebaking alone! - seriously, though, a must see” 

Reviewed 8 April 2013  

Excellent facility and very well done. Historic Scotland need to be complimented on their 

work here. Attentive, informative staff add to the experience and having a bit special look 

close up at some of the dwellings made everything that bit more 'alive'. Older than the 

Pyramids and many of the big world attractions this is a site which is very accessible and 

needs to be viewed by more folk. Its really amazing. Get there soon, you'll love it.  

Visited March 2013

(TASB124) “Very interesting” 

Reviewed 6 April 2013  

Great ruin that is worth visiting. Excellent write up regarding the site and little plaques around 

the site to give you information on the different areas  

Visited April 2013

(TASB125) “Breathtaking” 

Reviewed 21 March 2013  

A truly wonderful place. It sends a shiver down the spine. We visited on a very cold, windy 

but sunny March day and there was only one other person visiting so almost to ourselves. 

What an honour. Special thanks go to the young lady from Scottish Heritage who was bravely 

stood in the cold answering any questions with obvious pride and a great depth of knowledge.  

Visited March 2013

(TASB126) “Excellent Neolithic Site” 

Reviewed 6 March 2013  

Had a great time at Skara Brae. Visited as part of my private tour with Orkney Uncovered. 

Great way to spend a couple of hours. The site itself is very well looked after and the views 

over the atlantic great. Good place for hot cup of coffee as well!  

Visited March 2013

(TASB127) “5000 years old and still going strong” 

Reviewed 26 February 2013  

The site is well signposted and has a good car park. there is a quick film explaining what is 

known about the site and a small exhibition and there is a replica house (with a larger entrance 

to allow the more rotund modern visitor access!) just outside the entrance. The replica house 

is impressive - quiet but damned cold without the fire that would normally be there. The beds 



299 
 

and dresser were well designed and practical though. 

The site itself is a few minutes walk and has a clear path to be followed to prevent erosion of 

the fragile buildings. We were lucky as the site was empty but I can imagine it being 

frustrating on a crowded summers day. The on site guide (Diane?) was brilliant - very 

knowledgable, friendly and chatty and the chap on the ticket desk was a good laugh too. 

Having staff that are obviously interested in their customers having a good time and making 

the most of their visit makes a huge difference to the experience!  

 

Visited February 2013

(TASB128) “open in midwinter” 

Reviewed 15 February 2013  

including the shop and tearoom . Our personal guide cheery and knowledgable in a windchill 

well sub-zero. Unmissable!  

Visited February 2013

(TASB129) “Well worth a visit!” 

Reviewed 23 January 2013  

I went here as part of my tour with Orkney Uncovered. What an a amazing place. Historic 

Scotland have done well making Skara Brae into an interactive Neolithic site. I was shown 

around the old Neolithic village, really amazing how it is still here and yet 5000 years old. 

 

The staff were very friendly and it was great to see that the staff knew my tour guide by name. 

It made it all that more special. The coffee and cakes are very good as well.  

Visited January 2013

(TASB130) “Well worth a visit!” 

  Reviewed 23 January 2013  

I went here as part of my tour with Orkney Uncovered. What an a amazing place. Historic 

Scotland have done well making Skara Brae into an interactive Neolithic site. I was shown 

around the old Neolithic village, really amazing how it is still here and yet 5000 years old. 

 

The staff were very friendly and it was great to see that the staff knew my tour guide by name. 

It made it all that more special. The coffee and cakes are very good as well.  

Visited January 2013
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Appendix Two – Housesteads Roman Fort 

Short Interviews 

HST1 – We’re here on holiday from Devon and I’m their grandma from Aberdeen. Our 

daughter just studied Romans at school and is very interested. We visited the Roman Army 

Museum at Christmas. We haven’t visited anywhere outside of the fort today. You feel like 

you can understand it when you’re on site, the reconstructions in the museum help. We loved 

all of the visit. [Asked about the 18
th

 century well] 

HST2- We’re here on holiday, our daughter is studying classics and Latin and our son likes 

anywhere with soldiers! We are National Trust and English Heritage members but haven’t 

visited anywhere else this time, just doing the fort. It’s better than some of the sites because of 

the higher walls but still hard to imagine it alive. We loved the granaries and the beautiful 

location. There are access problems with central area so could not visit inside of any of the 

buildings but appreciate it is not easy to organise access to a site like this. Would appreciate a 

ramp over the step between commandant’s house and south gate as had to get out and walk 

over step while the wheelchair was lifted over.   

HST3- We’re here for the long weekend, we’ve visited before and enjoyed the site, my wife is 

a historian. We aren’t going to any other sites this time but we walked along from Steel Rigg. 

The most memorable parts of the visit were the watercourses and technology..and the way the 

site dominates the landscape! It’s a very confusing site with different phases and time periods 

and sparse panels.  

HST4 – On holiday from Surrey, this was recommended by friends as a good place to ‘do’ 

Hadrian’s Wall in one site with a good museum. We haven’t visited anywhere else. Yes, you 

can feel the site, how bleak it must have been in the winter, what a shock for the Italian 

soldiers posted here! The children liked the sheep, the museum and the latrines, of course! I 

liked the views and position, a very good tactical position. It’s better preserved and bigger 

than we expected – how was the site used after the Roman period? 

HST5 – We take turns visiting each other [laughs] we’re here today because we have visited 

before and it’s a good place to see the Wall. We were at Vindolanda this morning but haven’t 

been out along the Wall. Yes, we can feel what the site was like, it’s a very dramatic setting, 

that’s our favourite bit! We prefer Housesteads to Vindolanda as we prefer sites au naturale 

and less commercialised, less done to them 

HST6 – I’m travelling up to stay with a friend in Falkirk. I’m here by accident – I found 

mobile phone in service station on A1, the phone rang and the owners were at Housesteads, I 

was driving in that direction so offered to drop it off. They said I really ought to visit the site 

as it was fantastic and the best fort to see, so I did! It’s the first site I have seen in the UK, 

I’ve been on coach trips to Roman sites in Tunisia and seen things like latrines and heated 

floors on TV but they’re far more impressive in real life. Far better than I expected, I didn’t 

expect ruins to stand so high on a Roman site in the UK. 
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HST7 – On our holidays, we’ve been many times and like the site. We have also visited 

Birdoswald this time. In the past we have walked part of the Wall but not this time. We like 

getting in amongst it, get a better feel for the site! It’s a spectacular site, amazing scale and 

survival. We like the fact that it is not roped off and not too busy, don’t want to see it too busy 

and the site getting worn out. 

HST8 – We’re on our holidays, this is our first visit to Hadrian’s Wall, we’re planning to visit 

Chesters next. We’ve walked around the outside of the walls, we feel like we can really 

understand the site, loved the latrines and the technology in the whole site, it lived up to 

expectations.  

HST9 – We are visiting the grandparents who live locally, we used be live locally too so we 

have been before and like the site. We haven’t been to any other sites this time but have been 

all along the Wall and walked the full length in the past….Feel like we understand the site, we 

like the freedom to roam around…especially with small children!...and stand on the walls, we 

wouldn’t keep coming if they roped off parts of the site.  

HST10 – We are here on holiday and the children have just done the Romans at school so we 

thought we’d pop in. We haven’t been anywhere else. The children in particular found it easy 

to imagine they were soldiers! We liked the underfloor heating and the walls, we have 

generally zigzagged around the site reading panels.  

HST11 – We live nearby and our son wanted to visit the site as it was a nice day (we were 

disappointed by the weather when we got here!). No we haven’t visited anywhere else 

recently, just the fort today. Our son was interested and felt he understood the site and what it 

was like to be a Roman, but we didn’t really understand the site or what it was like in the past. 

His favourite bit was the outside walls and pretending to be a Roman soldier! It must have 

been awful for Italian soldiers posted to the Wall, also very cut-off from help if the fort was 

attacked [Very surprised when I mentioned network of signal towers etc]. 

HST12 – We are just interested, we are planning to go on later and visit a section of the Wall. 

We think we understood the site, although we couldn’t find the hospital. We were interested 

in the underfloor heating, latrines, roads; all the engineering. The site lived up to expectations 

[asked about remains of quarrying]. 

HST13 – Holidays, we are members of the National Trust and this is a well published section 

of the Wall, everything here on one site. We would have liked to walk a section of the Wall 

but no time. We understood the site, there is a good level of preservation, it’s not vague, so 

much here. We looked at all of the internal layout and the panels.  

HST 14 – We’re interested in Roman sites, my husband visited years ago and liked it. We’ve 

visited Vindolanda and other sites worldwide, like Pompeii. We had no idea there was 

anything outside the fort to see so we just did the inside. We’ve seen the Wall in the past and 

wanted to walk it when they were younger. We enjoyed it, but didn’t really understand it. 

[Asked for explanation of the North Gate going over a drop and the position of the Military 

Way and Stanegate] 
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Housesteads Roman Fort TripAdvisor Reviews 2010/11 & 2013 

 

Housesteads 2010/11 

(HTA2010/11-1) “great site right along Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 28 July 2010 

I visited Housesteads as part of a hike along Hadrian's Wall. It's located in a very dramatic 

section, with lots of the Wall to walk along, and is substantial enough to spend quite a bit of 

time wandering around. The different sections are well labelled so that you know what you 

are looking at. If you arrive in the parking lot (either by car or the AD122 bus) it's about a 5-7 

minute walk up the hill to the ticket office, while if you're arriving via the Wall you actually 

have to walk around the fort a bit to get in. There's also a small museum which is more to 

explain the history and context of the site than show off any artifacts. It's not the most 

dramatic or complete of the ruins you can see along the Wall, but it's the best located and 

probably the easiest one to do as part of a hike. 

 

(HTA2010/11-2) “There are other forts along Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 3 June 2011 

While we didn't enter the actual site, we walked from the visitors center back up to Hadrian's 

Wall, because we had just been at Vindolanda anyway. We did walk up, for free, to the Wall, 

because on the west side of Housesteads Fort is the only section of Hadrian's Wall Path where 

you actually walk *on* the wall itself. 

Most of the artefacts from Housesteads are in museums elsewhere, and there are other sites 

nearby that might give more bang for your buck, especially if you're doing the Path and short 

on time. 

Visited May 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11- 3) “A good starting point to discover Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 10 July 2011 

There is a small museum and the remains of a Roman fort. The best point is the location and 

the view. Make sure you have comfortable shoes to view all the remains and to take a walk 

after. Depending on the walking you do this can be a short vist for a hour or two or a full day. 

Visited June 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 4) “Long steep walk to a bunch of foundation remains & a tiny insignificant 

museum” 

Reviewed 22 July 2011 

This is the worst site along Hadrian's Wall. The walk is long and the last stretch is really 

steep. After enduring this exerting walk, the reward was terrible. The museum is really tiny 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r72749760-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_Eng.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r111315995-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r115207419-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r115661838-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r115661838-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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and mostly unimpressive, although it is good to meander around it's small confines to catch 

your breath after the lengthy and hard walk. 

 

After the museum, there is another steep walk up to the remains. These remains are in the 

same state as Vindolanda (and others). There are no standing structures, just foundations of 

what once was and more of the boring Hadrian's Wall. The scenic view, however, from the 

site over the countryside is nice, but can be ascertained for free - again I remind you of the 

steep walk to get this view. I would recommend Cawfields (take the road opposite Milecastle 

Pub - nice food!) for a nice view of Hadrian's Wall, plus it's free (except for parking - which 

is applied throughout the UK). 

 

Overall, don't bother unless you're a historian interested in the ancient Roman occupation of 

Britain. 

Visited July 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 5) (“If you are interested in the romans you will enjoy this - if not there are 

better viewpoints in the area.” 

Reviewed 31 July 2011 

The car park is well signposted - there is a charge of £3 which allows you to use other car 

parks throughout the day in the national park. There are toilets, a shop and a small cafe at the 

car park. 

 

The walk to the roman fort is about 3/4 of a mile , easy to follow but rough under foot - 

suggest good shoes - I would think twice about a wheelchair or even a pushchair. The road is 

'up and down' and I would imagine wet most of the year. 

 

On arrival the site becomes part of English Heritage - again a shop , a small museum with 

some stones - the good stuff is in Carlisle. It cost £5-50 to get on site - adds up if there are a 

few of you -you need some imagination to see a roman fort out of the stone foundations - 

however it is easy to imagine the bleak winters that the roman soldiers must have endured at 

the northern limits of the empire. 

 

There are latrines to see , graneries and barracks - again mainly the foundation stones. 

Good views of the wall in both directions. 

 

The sun shone when we visited at the end of July and we took a picnic - it was a good couple 

of hours - if the weather was iffy I suggest it would have been a bit of a trial. I noticed that 

English Heritage put on some displays with actors in costume - if you like this sort of thing. 

 

All in all for me , worth a visit on a sunny day for a picnic - remember there are lots of other 

sites in the area where it will not cost you to get in. 

Visited July 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 6) “Incredible Roman Ruins on Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 19 August 2011 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r116063418-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r116063418-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r116944234-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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This area of northern England was gorgeous. The bus ride from Newcastle on the AD122 

coach was pleasant; the scenery was beautiful. The interpretation was very educational. The 

tour guide was knowledgeable and provided great insight (though he was a bit long-winded). 

The interpretive signage around the site were well done, brief, but illuminating. While the 

ruins are well-preserved, one is allowed to walk though and climb on most of the remains and 

get a hand-ons experience. This is on the Hadrian’s Wall hiking trail and would make a great 

stop for hikers along the way. 

My only complaint was that the museum was small and crowded, making it difficult to fully 

enjoy the history and the artifacts from Housesteads Fort. 

Visited August 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 7) “Excellent Site in an Outstanding Location” 

Reviewed 27 August 2011 

Excellent excavation of a Roman Fort. Impressive remains, a comprehensive large site in an 

outstanding location on Hadrian's Wall. Very good access to the different areas of the site, but 

might be difficult for anyone with limited mobility due to the sloping nature of the site. 

Informative enough plaques at each point of the site and has also a good Museum and Site 

Visitor Centre. Good car parking, picnic tables, toilet, gift shop and cafe facilities for visitors. 

Good idea to hold a free guided walk (available when we visited), looked real fun for children 

and adults alike. The guide sounded most enthusiastic and entertaining. Handbooks available 

for purchase, but not essential. Can incorporate this site visit along with walking a section of 

Hadrian's Wall. Very good to only need to pay once for car parking which is valid for that day 

at the other National Trust car parks along Hadrian's Wall. Great they allow dogs on a lead at 

Housteads, otherwise could not have visited. 

Visited August 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 8) “No longer the #1 priority on the Wall” 

Reviewed 4 September 2011 

This was my second visit to the site, this time with members of my family including toddlers. 

The first time, swept away with Roman enthusiasm, I liked the site; the second time, trying to 

incorporate young children into the experience, it palled somewhat. The site is very difficult 

to access, a 0.5 mile walk up steep ground which the older and younger members of our party 

had trouble with. There is very little interpretation at the site, possibly aimed at selling more 

guidebooks, and the museum is not particularly impressive. The only benefit to Housesteads 

above other forts is the experience of the wall you can get there- but, as other reviewers have 

noted, the Wall is accessible for free from the area around Housesteads as well from within 

the fort itself. There is no real provision for young children here. The entrance fee is steep for 

what the site offers, though fortunately we got in with National Trust cards. I would not 

particularly recommend the site to anyone just casually visiting, though it is an excellently 

preserved Roman fort and well worth a visit to anyone interested in the specifics of the 

Roman military presence in the north. But do beware if you have children, there is not much 

provision for them and the site is not at all pushchair-friendly. 

 

In addition, the food facilities at the site shop/kiosk are not very good- there are a few scruffy 

tables and chairs inside the shop to sit at, but the prices are extortionate- £2.75 for a cheese 

pastie, £1.80 for a weak cup of tea; if you are planning to eat on a visit the café at Vindolanda 

is nice and more reasonably priced than the small wooden kiosk at this site. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r117321659-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r117657668-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Visited August 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 9) “Scenic but not the best” 

Reviewed 3 October 2011 

The fort is large and there are informative signs around the site but it is a long walk from the 

parking lot. The path is rough gravel and up and down some steep hills. Not at all stroller 

friendly and tiring for small children. The walk took us almost 15 min. The site has a small 

museum but not much in it. Once at the site they only have portable toilets and the toilets 

back at the main parking lot are in desperate need for an update (signs in the toilets excuse the 

smell due to old plumbing not uncleanliness). 

 

If you have small children and want to see Roman ruins near Haltwhistle and Hadrian's Wall I 

would highly recommend Vindolanda. It is much more accessible, the museum is more 

extensive, the ruins are very interesting, and my children (age 2 & 4) enjoyed it much more 

than Housesteads. 

Visited October 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 10) “Atmospheric ruins in a fabulous location” 

Reviewed 11 October 2011 

Located on the Hadrian's Wall path the information centre and the warm drinks was a 

welcome respite on a wet day. The wall near here is the most well restored and Halsteads 

looks like a fort. The views from the fort and path are some of the best of the whole long 

distance path. Also the wall near Halsteads is the only area where walking on the wall is 

allowed, so it makes for a good photo opportunity. 

The toilet is away from the site near the road so is not convenient for walkers. 

The staff were very friendly and knowledgeable. 

Visited September 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 11) “Great walk in the country!” 

Reviewed 16 November 2011 

Be prepared to walk down and then up a steep path to get to this English Heritage Site. The 

parking lot is not the site. Once on top, the views are amazing. Scotland is right across the 

valley. 

 

Please wear good walking shoes, you have to walk through a sheep field with some loose 

rocks. We saw some women walking in heels and looking like they were in pain. 

Visited April 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 12) “Lots to see and do” 

Reviewed 25 November 2011 

Very interesting site. Staff are helpful and cheerful and great with kids. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r118892493-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r119201515-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r120665773-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r121029671-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Visited June 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 13) “Windy But Wonderful - Every Brit Must Do This” 

Reviewed 26 November 2011 

My first visit to Hadrian's Wall. As a fan of history, from a young age, I had always dreamt of 

setting foot on 'The Wall'. I was not disappointed. The fort is caringly but not obviously 

restored, has frequent and simple interpretation boards, and a generous shop. When we went 

the museum was closed (hence not a five star) for a refit but looked good and will be 

worthwhile as a place to bring history back to life. This place is special - the wall snakes away 

in the distance; the views are long and wide; the fort comes to life; you can only imagine how 

cold and remote the Roman guards at the Northern edge of the world must have felt. Al least 

there is a warm welcome and a warm car at the foot of the walk back at the visitor centre. 

Wrap up well and wear sturdy shoes as it is a fair walk to the top. 

Visited November 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 14) “Really make you appreciate what life must have been like on the wall” 

Reviewed 27 November 2011 

Set high above the surrounding area and hard up against the Wall, Housesteads is highly 

recommended for a visit. The views are stunning and the number of remaining buildings is 

amazing. A big hit with my kids was the fact that they could go into the remains of a Roman 

toilet area where someone had even set up the area used to wash bottoms! 

Visited October 2011 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 15) “A Great Piece of History is Ours” 

Reviewed 16 December 2011 

We studied the shape of the fort and the age of the stones. 

We walked the west wall which is about a half mile - great view of the valley ahead and very 

easy to detect the approaching enemy. 

Visited April 2011 

 

 

(HTA2010/11 – 16) “The highlight on Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 26 December 2011 

Housesteads is unquestionably the most remarkable location. If you do no other site on the 

wall, do yourself a favour and do this one. 

 

There are two main reasons I recommend it. The first is the location. Atop a significant 

escarpment, you get a tremedous view to the north and south. The view of the wall stretching 

away from the site (see photo) is tremendous. You can clearly see the gates that would have 

been used, as well as the buildings. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r121060647-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r121091070-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r121784916-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r122095248-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT


307 
 

 

The second reason is the fort itself. It is large, with many different buildings. It is remarkable 

to see some of the things like wagon ruts, the street layouts etc. 

 

Tips: 

* It is a long walk from the car park to the site, including up a significant hill. 

* The site is quite exposed at the top of a hill - beware of this when leaving the car park. 

Visited September 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Housesteads 2013 

 

(HTA2013-1) “A great place to get the feeling of the wall” 

Reviewed 26 January 2014 

My first visit 6 years earlier was in misty rain. This time it was a lovely day. I enjoyed it on 

both visits. Yes, it's a bit of a slog to get up to the wall but worth it. Of the sites I've visited, 

this is the one that gives the best impression of the size and height of the wall and the layout 

of the forts. I feel like I can imagine the soldiers and the daily life going on around me. The 

museum and video presentation are also excellent and worth spending the time to do them 

justice. 

Visited August 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r192064127-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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(HTA2013-2) “Excellent” 

Reviewed 6 January 2014 

This is an excellent site, almost as good as the nearby Vindolanda site but you should visit 

both if you're in the area. 

 

It's a fair walk from the carpark but well worth it, and there are some stunning views of the 

Wall and Northumberland from there too. 

Visited December 2013 

 

(HTA2013-3) “Windy!” 

Reviewed 2 January 2014 

In Cumbria for three days and one of party had never seen the wall, so we decided to drop in.  

First impressions not good as Northumberland council charge £4 per car on a bit of uneven 

poor parking area with not all machines working. Some people say this is good value if you 

visit all the sites within the scheme, but if like us you only use one then it is a rip off and 

Northumberland council should be ashamed.  

In the small visitor centre we were met by a very friendly and welcoming pair of staff . 

Excellent customer service.  

The walk to the site is not good for less mobile people and on the day we visited 28 Dec it 

was very very windy.  

The short film in the museum type building was informative and to get the best from a visit to 

the site you need to see this .  

Overall the views are brilliant and the site reasonably well maintained but some of the modern 

piping needs repair, the roman stuff works! 

 

Well worth a visit , the entrance fee is not bad and the artefacts in the museum are worth 

seeing. 

Visited December 2013 

 

(HTA2013-4) “Great National Trust property” 

Reviewed 16 December 2013 

Well laid out, comprehensive site with large car park, (that is a fair price when you use more 

than one of the 6 in the scheme). The site has good signage and excellent, modern toilet 

facilities, with a little shop at the bottom and top of the hill with a place to get coffee’s etc.  

 

The walk up the hill to the site may be strenuous as it is a bit steep and a about half a mile 

way. Expect little ones to struggle... 

Visited December 2013 

 

(HTA2013-5)“Great Views” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 
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Housesteads Fort is a very interesting place to visit. There is a nice Visitor Centre adjacent to 

the Car Park (£4 charge). It is worth the uphill walk to the Fort & Museum but be careful as 

the ground is slippery at this time of year (November). The panoramic views are beautiful. 

Visited November 2013 

 

(HTA2013-6) “Bit of a walk but worth it” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

Just climb that hill and visit the new museum up there. There's a film too which recreates the 

fort in all its glory. I have to say that ancient Rome has come into the 21st century throughout 

the museums we visited along Hadrian's Wall. Walk slightly west of the fort and walk on the 

actual Wall (only place you legally can) and carry on walking alongside it for a while. 

Fabulous views - makes you wonder what the poor Romans thought when they were posted 

here! Great outdoor history - amazingly well cared for site, as is everywhere along the Wall, 

good exercise too. Wrap up well though, its very breezy on that hill. 

Visited November 2013 

 

(HTA2013-7)  “Amazing how much Roman ruins still remain” 

Reviewed 23 November 2013 

A really excellent visit, but a lot of walking up hill to get to the main ruins. There is a separate 

road for disabled people to drive up. You have to pay in the carpark I think it was about £4.50 

so take change with you. This is a joint English National Heritage and National Trust site. 

Visited November 2013 

(HTA2013-8) “Best place to visit a Roman Fort and Hadrian's Wall” 

Reviewed 22 November 2013 

You can see Scottland from here! This is said to be the most complete Roman fort in Britain 

with parts of it being 1,900 years old. Amazing that some even still exists! I wanted to see 

Hadrian's Wall 

(after 3 years of Latin) and a good section of it can be seen and followed here. A small but 

informative museum is worthwhile, with handicapped parking nearby, but you must ask 

where the little road is as signage is unclear. The landscape is breathtaking if you chose to do 

the walk uphill past pastures of grazing sheep. Sycamore Gap presents an unforgettable 

presence on the road to Housesteads, but it is easy to miss if you aren't looking. (You may 

remember it from the movie RobinHood with Kevin Costner.) 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-9) “Fascinating latrine!” 

Reviewed 17 November 2013 

Beyond the headline, this is an amazing "ruin" of a complete (not just the latrine) Roman fort 

mid-way across Hadrian's wall. Lots of foundational evidence of the layout and function of 

the fort. Generally well marked and curated. Nice gift shop displaying items unearthed at the 

site. Moreover, it has a stunning view of the surrounding area. Extra-nice staff. While we 
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were visiting, the ticket-seller did research to figure out (based on our plans) whether it would 

be a good deal for us to buy an English Heritage pass. (Answer: it would have been, at the 

beginning of our trip!). Note that, during the winter months (Nov-Mar, I think), the visitor 

center is open, but the site itself is only open on the weekend! 

Visited November 2013 

 

(HTA2013-10) “Stepping Back into History!” 

Reviewed 8 November 2013 

This place is well work a visit. If you belong to a historical society in Scotland, ask about 

discounts for the museum. I had joined Historic Scotland and was able to get a reduced 

entrance fee. Stop at the museum (about a few minutes walk from the parking lot) before you 

walk through the old fort. It has some very interesting displays. Reserve at least 1 hour to 

walk through this place. It is that interesting...and bring a camera! Great docents 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-11)“Impressive wall” 

Reviewed 7 November 2013 

We called in by chance at Housesteads and unfortunately the fort itself was closed but we 

were still able to walk around it and see the section of the wall. It commanded incredible 

views and must have bee a sight in its day. Be warned though,the walk from the visitors 

entrance up to the fort is a bit heavy going if you have any form of heart problem but if you 

can mange it is well worth the effort. There isn't a coffee shop but tea and coffee is available 

in the gift shop from a machine. Good range of gifts available.As the fort was closed there 

was no fee to be paid to walk up to it. 

Visited November 2013 

 

(HTA2013-12) “"Amazing views of wall"” 

Reviewed 3 November 2013 

We came here on a recommendation by my doctor and He was right. It is the best site for 

great views along Hadrian's Wall . We can't comment on the fort much as we stayed only 

briefly after seeing Chesters Fort already, but it looked almost as good. The hike up to the fort 

was quite a walk but the end view and pictures were worth it. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-13) “Day trip to Housesteads” 

Reviewed 28 October 2013 

Well worth the walk up to the wild site on the hilltop, if you've got a good imagination you 

can visualise what a windswept place this posting must have been for a roman soldier 

(especially from the warm areas of Italy)! 

The video is well worth a visit and the small museum is informative. 
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We're not much more sophisticated than the Roman were hundreds of years ago.....a venue for 

all ages. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-14)“Paying twice for the same slog up the hill.” 

Reviewed 27 October 2013 

It was only recently that we decided to visit again for a short visit after a gap of a year or two. 

We don't live too far away from Housesteads. 

What a wonderful windswept place this is! 

So as paid up members of the National Trust we pulled up into the car park to find that they 

required a further 4 pounds to park for the full day... no reductions for anything less than that 

and talking to a couple who had just returned from the climb they said it was a bit much to 

pay on top of the entry fee and the half mile walk up the hill with two young children. 

We didn't venture any further. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-15) “Great Place & Views” 

Reviewed 27 October 2013 

Stopped here while walking Hadrians Wall. Great Site with stunning views. Very Touristy 

part of the Wall. Staff very friendly and let us leave our back packs while we explored and 

took photo's of the site. Only one criticism is I felt they could do with a small tea room which 

I think they would do very well considering the amount of visitors. 

They do have a tea/coffee machine and sandwiches, but no toilets? Unless they were at the 

Car Park. Overall though another great stop. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-16) “Walk the Wall” 

Reviewed 22 October 2013 

A great place to see what a garrison on Hadrian's Wall was all about - the stark and desolate 

outcrop of the Roman Army.  

 

There is a good walk from the entrance (free to National Trust and English Heritage 

members) up to the small museum - make sure you watch the short informative film - lasts 

6mins, gives a good representation of what the fort would have looked like. 

 

You then get to wander round the ruins / make sure you have good footwear as after a few 

wet days the grass and paths were very boggy and slippy.  

 

(HTA2013-17) “Stunning setting” 

Reviewed 21 October 2013 
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Housesteads is well worth a visit if you are interested in Roman Britain or just enjoy the 

unspoilt scenery. The information boards at the site explain that Housesteads is the most 

complete Roman fort in Britain. Construction was started over 1,900 years ago on what was 

to become the northern most frontier of the Roman Empire, Hadrian's Wall. 

 

Today the site is jointly administered by both the National Trust and English Heritage so 

membership of either organisation gives you free access to the site. (Adults £6.20 and 

Children £3.70 if you are not). Even if you are a member there is still a car park fee to pay 

which was £4.00 per day at the time of our visit in July 2013. 

 

As mentioned by other reviewers there is a shop/visitor centre by the car park, however there 

is a strenuous ten-minute walk on a steep gradient to the fort itself. (Blue Badge holders are 

able to drive closer to the fort where there is Disabled parking, although access to this is about 

half a mile from the main car park along the B6318. You should ask a member of staff at the 

visitors centre for directions.)  

 

Closer to the fort there is a small museum with artifacts of Roman life, religion and a model 

of what the fort looked like in Roman times and instructive film about life on Hadrian's Wall 

and the fort. There is also a small shop in this museum building. 

 

The remains of the fort are well maintained and there is plenty to see as you wander around 

the remains of the barrack blocks and commanding officers house. The views from the top of 

the fort site over the Wall and the Tyne Valley and Scottish Borders are impressive. 

 

Whilst we did not go on a guided tour they are available and I believe take about an hour. I 

would recommend a visit to Housesteads if you have a few hours to spare; it will be worth 

your time. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-18) “must” 

Reviewed 20 October 2013 

a must see place for all age's, enjoy roman history and view hadrians wall in all its glory.. 

Quite a walk to the site but worth the effort. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-19)“Worth a visit.” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013 

We stumbled upon this part of Hadrians Wall by accident, we did find that the public footpath 

around the outskirts shows you just as much than if you choose to pay the £5.40 entrance 

fee.(Thats after the parking fee of £4.00) 

 

Although we did miss out on the museum, we did google it, an found plenty of information 

about Hadrians Wall, and its reasons for being there. 

 

There are lovely walks following the wall, and following one path that leads to the river, there 

are otters in residence. Unfortunately, the weather at that time was turning a bit wet and the 
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footpath looked a little rough with rather steep dips, so that day we passed over that walk. 

 

At Homesteads there is what remains of one of the forts that are placed on the length of the 

wall.  

 

Its a place to go, to say you have been. 

Visited October 2013 

 

(HTA2013-20)“Brilliant” 

Reviewed 3 October 2013 

A wonderful insight into life from a very long time ago. The gent at the museum was very 

enthusiastic about the palace and very informative. He also guided us to other places of 

interest in the area. Well done! 

Visited September 2013 

(HTA2013-21) “Very interesting place to visit” 

Reviewed 30 September 2013 

Loved it here. We were lucky and timed it just right as there was a free guided tour around the 

remains of the fort which lasted 1 1/4 (11.00 am and 14.00 pm hours) and was informative 

and really interesting. Refreshments available by the car park (£4.00 per day) and also at the 

top of the hill in the museum. 

 

Well worth the hike up the hill to see the fort and Hadrians wall.  

Think the entrance fee to the fort was aprox £6.00 but free if you are a member of the 

National Trust 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-22)“Well worth the climb!” 

Reviewed 30 September 2013 

Situated on Hadrians Wall a very impressive Roman Hill fort. Be aware the once through the 

visitor centre you climb up to the fort. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-23)“Fascinating Location!” 

Reviewed 29 September 2013 

Hadrian's Wall was the most important edifice built by the Romans in Britain and for over 

250 years, it was the northwest frontier of the empire. Emperor Hadrian visited Britain in 

AD122 and ordered that 73 mile wall be built. Its construction took over 10 years. 

Housesteads Fort sets high on a ridge where one can walk through the remains of the 

headquarters building, hospital, commanding officers house and barracks. This was a location 

which was on the "Bucket List" for two of my older family members who did manage the 

rather long and steep walk to the fort. Unfortunately, another one of my younger family 
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members slipped and fell at the top of Housesteads. It was several hours before an ambulance 

arrived to this remote area and its driver able to ascend the hill. The staff on the ambulance 

had to request additional help to bring the injured individual down to the visitor's center and 

then subsequently to a nearby hospital. This trek is not for those with health issues and 

appropriate shoes are an absolute necessity. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-24)“long walk” 

Reviewed 28 September 2013 

There is a fair walk from the front entrance to the fort. The NT people should be advising 

people before taking their money. OR providing transport up there for the less able. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-25)“Great Day out” 

Reviewed 28 September 2013 

Great place to enjoy a walk steeped in history. lots of ruins to see and plenty of information 

boards. There is a small museum staffed by very helpful people. entrance is free foe NT and 

English Heritage - I think its about £6 for non-members 

Visited September 2013 

(HTA2013- 26) “The busiest fort of them all” 

Reviewed 25 September 2013 

At least it does have a large parking lot to deal with the larger crowds. I can only imagine 

what it is like during high season. You do have to watch as you hike up to the fort for cow and 

sheep poo (as you do hiking along the wall). What makes this fort different from the other 

ones is this one is places on a like and the rest are flat. While it may be a bit more difficult to 

grasp the whole fort (because it is massive) because you are climbing all over the hill, it is 

really cool to see the countryside from here and there some of the ruins are in better shape 

here than in other places for certain rooms. There is even a hospital. There is a small cafe and 

shop at the top near the fort and a larger shop at the bottom near the car park. You have to pay 

for the fort near the car park.  

The parking lots are pay and display. If you pay at one, it is valid at all of the rest of the forts 

along the wall for the rest of the day. 

Note: This is included as part of the English Heritage package. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-27) “amazing” 

Reviewed 20 September 2013 

We have now visited three of the sites on the Roman wall , corbridge , vindelande and now 

here.This has the best preserved status and is the most intact .the best thing is that it feels like 

you are on the top of the world when you are stood on the wall.It is the place where the iconic 
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pictures of the wall are taken from ,How those foreign legionnaries must have felt when they 

were stationed here 

there is quite along uphill walk to get there but boy is it worth it 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-28) “Remote, wild, yet good loos!” 

Reviewed 18 September 2013 

We visited with a Just Go holiday linked with the National Trust, of which we are members. 

A Blue Badge Guide had been arranged for our coach party and this, to me, made the visit 

really special. I have been twice before, once years ago accompanying a school visit, and once 

just with my spouse but this was the best visit. To have such a well-informed guide bringing 

to life what we were seeing knocks into a cocked hat even the very best signage and 

interpretation boards. It is bleak up there: don't expect a cosy, armchair TV style visit. You 

experience it in its remote wilderness, and the mod cons are kept to near the car park which is 

an up and down tramp away from the fort. 

Visited August 2013 

(HTA2013- 29) “We needed more time” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

Hadrian's wall is a shadow of its former glory. At Housestead, we were able to see a fairly 

intact portion, as well as ruins of a Roman fort. Both were interesting, if not overwhelming. 

But what we really enjoyed were the interpreters. One was dressed as a Roman and told the 

story from that perspective, and one was dressed as an Englishman from the era. They were 

both entertaining and informative. Definitely worth taking the time to stop, listen and ask 

questions! I also wandered along the wall beyond the fort so I could get pictures of it winding 

its way over hills. If you have the time, I definitely recommend that. In the end, we ran out of 

time and did not visit the museum. Our biggest regret from the entire trip is that we did not 

spend more time at Housestead! One note... there is a bit of walking uphill to get to the fort. 

No problem for us or for most others... but if you have mobility challenges, you may need 

assistance getting there (the path is paved). 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-30) “Fantastic spot for walking” 

Reviewed 9 September 2013 

This is a great location as the fort is perfectly placed for a walk along the wall - we made it as 

far as Steel Rig, which after a very steep scramble has the most breathtaking views! The fort 

itself is really worth spending some time in - the information boards dotted around the site 

help to explain the history, and walking in amongst the ruins helps to imagine what life would 

have been like for it's inhabitants. We got there early and I would recommend doing the same 

as the site got very busy (we visited on a Sunday). 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-31)“Better than I fort it would be” 
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Reviewed 8 September 2013 

A long walk from the car park but worth it. Not sure how easy the pathway would be for the 

elderly or disabled visitor as is quite steep in places. Excellent place to visit, steeped in 

history.Useful plaques dotted around the fort giving information of layout etc. Very 

informative visitor centre. Probably best to take a picnic as there did not appear to be much in 

the way of food and refreshments, there is a tea and coffee machine and some confectionery 

and a few sandwiches but no real cafe. Entrance is free to National Trust members. 

Visited September 2013 

 

(HTA2013-32) “More than we had expected” 

Reviewed 8 September 2013 

It is a bit of a steep walk up from the entrance to get to the ruins but it is worth it.Information 

plaques placed around the site explain what you are looking at and what life may have been 

like for the people that lived here. The view from on top of the hill is incredible - I'm sure we 

were looking for miles as it was quite a clear day when we were here. A small museum by the 

ruins has some artifacts and shows a short film about the site. As it was not busy when we 

were here a worker on the site was able to explain to us about the area and made it much more 

interesting for us. Also a farmer had his sheep out on the hill and we got to watch them 

grazing all around the site. It was very interesting ! 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-33) “Fantastic views, history & walking trails” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

If you want to see the best remaining ruins of a Roman Fort & Hadrian's wall together you 

would be hard pressed to find a better place. They had a small museum right outside the fort 

ruins after you pass the entry building which was actually pretty neat and informative and 

very kid friendly, a nice bonus (they even have a small kids play area with picnic tables). 

They were also pet friendly and when they saw we had dogs in the car encouraged us to take 

them with us to stroll the area. The ruins themselves had very well written signs & pictures to 

describe what you were looking at and how it all fit together. You can also choose to walk the 

wall and see much more in the nearby area. This site is a part of both the National Trust and 

English Heritage so if you are going to be roaming around the UK a lot, you should get at 

least one of them to reduce your costs. 

Visited September 2013 

(HTA2013-34) “Edge of empire” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013 

Housesteads is the place to go to get a feel for the life that a roman auxiliary would have led 

on the frontier - with it's exposed position on the whin sill and the complexities of the vicus, it 

presents a dramatic view of life on the wall. It is also beautiful, inspiring and pretty remote, 

even without the fort itself. A must see location for anyone in the area and well worth paying 

the entry fee and parking ticket (the latter can be used in the other car parks along the wall). 

Go to Vindolanda as well to round off a great day. 
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Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-35) “New visitor centre is excellent” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013 

Having been here a couple of times I was quite keen to visit their new visitor centre and it 

certainly looks good even if it is little more than a shop. The little museum near the wall has 

also been updated and looks good with an interesting video. Alas, it was rather cold and wet 

on our visit so did not remain too long, but my kids enjoyed dressing up and had a mock 

sword fight. Make sure you dress properly and take good shoes. Rather an uneven path 

through fields to reach the fort. Play area is OK if rather small. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-36) “Very expensive but worth a visit... take a picnic!” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013 

We visited Housesteads Fort as it was on our 'wish list' whilst visiting Northumberland. We 

were quite shocked that you had to pay separately (£4!) for the car park, then pay another high 

fee to gain access to the exhibition & fort. Fascinating Roman artefacts & great exhibition, 

however (after coming a long way) we were desperate for a coffee & sandwich & were 

astounded at the price of a sandwich (£4) & you could only get a coffee from a machine & 

take it to the seating area upstairs... I think a proper cafe with reasonable prices wouldn't be 

too much to ask! I'd suggest people take a picnic with them & be prepared to be fleeced for 

car parking! 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-37) “Roman Mile Castle” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013 

It is a long way up to the mile castle from the carpark!! But, the views are nice and there are 

lots of people to talk to. The museum at the top has some nice artifacts and information to 

look and read while you find where you left your breath! The areas of the settlement are well 

marked and there's an opportunity to walk along the wall in both directions. Great photo 

opportunities in every direction. 

There is even food and ice cream to buy when you get back down to your car. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-38) “Free fresh air” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013 

Spent the whole day just walking along Hadrian's wall, finishing up @ Housesteads, this is 

just a photographers dream, the views are splendid, the wild life is abundant. & its just so 

exhilarating to be able to take in all of that clean fresh air. A great place to take the family, so 

steeped in history, it is an education. 

I was exhausted at the end but I enjoyed every mile. 
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The museum at Housesteads is very informative, with a special section for the kids, & the talk 

about a soldiers life was very entertaining. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-39) “A great few hours as a stop off close to the A69.” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013via mobile 

While not really cheap, I don't think just over £12 for 2 adults is too bad these days.  

The fort is a 5-10 min walk from the car park & had numerous information boards across the 

fort area explaining how it would have looked /used. I'm generally not a historical places 

person & I don't take in a lot of facts from just reading boards, however there's something 

about just being able to clamber around and over a place that makes it more real, rather than 

looking at something from behind a screen or cord. I really enjoyed the visit & can still (2 

weeks later!) remember some of the information (no mean feat for me!).  

We also walked out of the fort into the wall heading west to the Robin Hood tree which was a 

good 45/50 min walk sticking beside the wall and doing all the up & down bits. It was great to 

get out onto the hills & when walking back we chose the flatter marked pathway which was 

probably 10 ish mins quicker. The small shop stocks a basic range of sandwiches & drinks 

which was handy for when we returned & the toilets were actually pretty clean. A good 

couple of hour stop-off on our way across the A69. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-40) “Interesting but pricy” 

Reviewed 24 August 2013 

A interesting attraction of a Roman fort next to a well retained section of the wall. However I 

thought £6.20 per person was expensive to walk round ground level walls of the fort plus the 

£4 parking. We saw the same sort of walls for free at the fort in South Shields. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-41) “Fascinating if windy!” 

Reviewed 21 August 2013 

This is a great experience as the fort is so remarkably well preserved given its age and 

location. You can quite easily picture what it must have been like, particularly as there are 

useful notices throughout the site. It is quite surprising that you are allowed to go anywhere 

you like on the fort so can really have a good clamber round (this is great for the kids to let 

off steam and use their imaginations) but it does help to bring everything to life. There is a 

small but well thought out museum next to the fort, whilst the shop next to the car park sells 

decent pre-packed sandwiches and cake and has indoor and outdoor seating.  

Some location/atmosphere points to note!  

- make sure you wear warm wind-proof clothing; we went in mid-August and still very much 

had hoodies and waterproof/windproof coats on, on a dry and fairly sunny day! 

- older people and very small children may find the walk up to the fort and possibly walking 

round the fort itself quite a challenge 

Overall, a history lesson which is genuinely suitable for all and well worth visiting. 
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Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-42) “Interesting and worth the walk” 

Reviewed 21 August 2013 

First good news was that your daily car park ticket covers you for a lot of the car parks along 

the wall! 

It's a long steep walk to the actual fort from the ticket office which has a shop and toilets but it 

is possible to drive up if needed. Once there, good signs explain each ruin and there are great 

views. Kids will love the Roman toilets!  

There's a little shop with a few baguettes,cakes etc which were delicious and you can borrow 

a picnic blanket! You can also work up and along the wall from here too. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-43) “A cold and windy Roman experience” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

The walk up to the fort is well worth it, but dress warmly. We were there on a sunny August 

day and it was freezing cold! There is a small museum and the remains of the fort itself. There 

is something quite amazing wandering around Roman ruins in the 21st century - the landscape 

makes it easy to imagine what it might have been like. The surrounding countryside is bleak 

but spectacular. We would have liked more information at the fort. There is minimal signage 

and for those people like us who are totally unfamiliar with the Romans, we would would 

have got a lot more out of it if there had been more information. You are allowed to wander 

all over the site, so if you had more knowledge about it going in than we had, you probably 

would have a better experience. However it is still well worth a trip. If you are disabled, note 

there is a fairly long uphill hike to get there. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-44) “A little on the pricey side (for a family), but interesting enough...” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

This is the second time we visited Housesteads, the last visit being in deep winter a few years 

ago, and personally, I remain deeply unimpressed by the pricing policy that forces visitors to 

pay for the Car Park, and visit to the Roman Fort separately. 

 

The problem appears to arise by the fact that the Car Park is owned by the National Park, and 

Houseteads itself by either English Heritage or the National Trust (they seem to accept 

members from both!) 

 

Although the parking ticket was supposed to be valid for all car parks along the Wall, be 

warned, as it doesn't apply to any car parks operated by the National Trust or English 

Heritage, even if the car park is situated on the wall! 

 

The entry price is steep for what amounts to a small "museum" and short (6 minute) film 

showing CGI representations of what the Roman Fort might have looked like.  
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In fact, the tickets were only checked at the Museum, where more tickets were on sale, and 

we heard mutterings to the effect that there were people who hadn't paid, but were still able to 

visit the ruins, which, to be fair, is what everyone goes to see. 

 

Getting to the ruins is a challenge for anyone who is mobility impaired in any way. The steep 

path down, and then up again, means that it's recommended only for the reasonably mobile. 

At least we were warned about that up front (the grand-parents obviously look more feeble 

than they actually are!) and were even encouraged to go and have a look to see if we were up 

to the challenge... 

 

Which we were, and 15 minutes later we were standing at the foot of the Fort proper. 

 

It's fair to say that, even on a relatively nice day, it's bleak up there. It's also absolutely 

fascinating, and English Heritage have done a good job with signage and explanatory boards. 

You can begin to imagine what it might have been like to have been stationed there, or living 

in the shadow of what was once, a great Roman outpost. 

 

There are remains of pillars, remains of under-floor heating, and remains of buildings, guard-

posts and plenty of exposed foundations. Walking around is like taking a step back in time, 

although you'll need a good imagination to be properly impressed. 

 

It may be the most intact site on Hadrian's Wall. It may also be fascinating to historians, and 

is certainly interesting, but the fact that there's no discount for a family ticket, and that the car 

park is an expensive addition, along with the relative paucity of the museum just makes it feel 

like we didn't get value for money this time. 

 

But, as they say, your mileage may vary... 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-45) “And what have the Romans done for us?” 

Reviewed 15 August 2013 

The excellent rating is for Hadrian's wall. We parked at Vindolanda and walked up to Once 

brewed and then up to the wall - along to Housesteads and then back to Vindolanda. About 8 

miles and a lovely walk. We loved the feeling of history about the whole place. The fort is ok 

but I would have liked more information other than the boards littered around and the guide 

book was overpriced. If I was you I would just look from a distance and save your money if 

you are walking but if you are driving to the wall a good place to visit. Apparently once you 

have paid to park at one place on the wall the tickets are transferable to other parking on the 

wall on the same day. It's free to park at Vindolanda. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-46) “A glimse into Roman Britain” 

Reviewed 14 August 2013 

Housesteads Roman Fort is the best preserved Roman site in Britain. 

The Fort site is approx 1/2 a mile from the car park and visitor centre which is the entrance to 

the site. 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r172363971-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r172181028-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT


321 
 

From the visitor centre it is a strenuous walk uphill to the Fort site, which has a gritted path 

leading to it, though i would not say is wheelchair friendly. 

The site itself is well preserved and offers an excellent insight into the lives of those who 

lived there in ancient times. 

At each of the different area's and buildings are information plaques with details of the uses 

and people that were housed there. 

The site is open and you are free to explore at your leisure, all the remnants of the buildings. 

At the top of the site is the section of Hadrian's wall that the Fort guarded from the Barbarians 

of the north. 

Adjacent to the Fort site is a small museum, containing some relics found in the site and 

carved stonework from the region. 

The Housesteads site is well worth a visit for all ages, and worthy of 2 to 3 hours time to fully 

appreciate its rich history. 

Visited August 2013 

(HTA2013-47) “Roman outpost” 

Reviewed 11 August 2013 

The Housesteads site has the most intact remaining part of Hadrian's Wall along with the 

ruins of a related fort, the component buildings of the which are labelled according to their 

past use. Although we were there on a sunny August day the site seemed to funnel wind and 

felt rather bleak, which added to the atmosphere of isolated outpost. The fort and wall area is 

a good distance from the visitor centre, via often-steep shingled paths; covered shoes, 

preferably supportive ones, would be wise - as would a jacket. There is a small museum 

adjacent to the fort. The parking fee is a flat-fee four pounds which seemed excessive for a 

rural area with a captive audience. We were on-site for just over an hour. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-48) “Very interesting visit” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

Loved seeing the wall and fort, Walk there steep and difficult for pensioners, but we managed 

it. Didn't see much of the museum as we visited one just down the road 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-49) “Superb insight into "just what did the Romans do for us?!"” 

Reviewed 8 August 2013 

This is one of the best sites along the 76 miles of Hadrian's Wall as it combines some of the 

best views of the wall with a fort and associated village . The fact that it is jointly owned by 

NT and EH is a bonus. That said, it wasn't much to get in and if you are there at the time they 

put on one of the historical dramas for the kids up on the fort you will spend far longer that an 

hour up there. As with most Roman remains, just the footprint remains but the short film at 

the visitor's centre below used CGI to bring it to life and the range of artefacts on display is 

also very good. Although the site is basically step free, the paths are very steep so pushing 

wheelchairs would be very demanding and shoes that fasten up are almost essential. 

Visited August 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r171783705-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r171493575-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r171357191-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT


322 
 

 

(HTA2013-50) “Great museum and location!” 

Reviewed 7 August 2013 

We had a great stop at Housesteads Fort and museum, even if it was raining cats and dogs :) 

Lovely little museum, very informative and a great 6 minutes movie about the fort.  

On the downside, you only get a little view of Hadrian's wall up at the fort. Also if people 

have walking problems, it a little long from the parking/entrance up to the museum and fort, 

maybe they offer transport, I don't know. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-51) “The pinnacle of Hadrians Wall” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013 

In my opinion, this fort is the pinnacle of Hadrian's wall as it is the most well kept ruin out of 

all the forts along the way. Set aside a good hour to explore the old fort - 2000 years worth of 

history holds a lot of stories. The fort used to hold 800 roman soldiers at it's peak and 

supported everything from barracks and stables to bathhouse. There is a small museum and 

short film to watch as well. Entry fee is a bit over $6GBP and if travelling by car, there is 

plenty of parking at the front (I think $3GBP for parking as well). Entry is free for English 

Heritage members to the attraction however parking is not. This is definitely worth the 

visit!!!! 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-52) “Great experience” 

Reviewed 3 August 2013 

We thoroughly enjoyed our visit to the Housesteads Fort and Museum, it was very 

informative and gave an insight into how life was for the soldiers stationed there. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-53) “A feat of engineering” 

Reviewed 2 August 2013 

This is one of the Roman forts along Hadrian's wall. It is a marvel to see and to look along the 

wall going straight in both directions over the hills. Definitely a "must see!" 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-54) “Still good 9 years later” 

Reviewed 2 August 2013 

But... since when are we not allowed on the wall? Nine years ago, people hiked, walked, 

climbed, etc on the wall at this particular fort. 

Now, I understand... it's a monument, an awesome one at that, and I'm tentative to crawl 
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around the actual buildings which is clearly allowed (there are paths through the buildings. 

Not around, through). 

There are no signs anywhere that tell you not to touch, walk on, sit on, crawl on, drool on, talk 

to, kiss, or otherwise interact with the stones/wall/buildings.  

It goes without saying that you shouldn't MOVE or KICK or deface anything. But sit on? 

Walk on? How do they monitor this activity throughout the rest of England as hikers trek the 

width of the country?? 

 

This is all I thought about after a tour guide, who arrived a while after we did with a group, 

yelled at everyone standing on the wall. No one cared nine years ago....  

 

I looked at the brochure in the Safety section - nothing about not sitting/standing/walking on 

the wall. 

 

Whatever. 

 

Glad I got my photos before the guy showed up. 

 

Also, the museum is small and not really worth the money. That is, if you already know what 

happened to Romans in England.... but they have ice cream, and apparently that's all kids care 

about. I didn't partake, however. (You don't need to pay admission to pay for their ice cream). 

 

The building by the road, away from the fort had good, relatively inexpensive food and 

bathrooms. 

 

The grass, where sheep were not, was clean and we had a nice time watching the clouds go 

by. 

 

Watch out for dog poo. (They are allowed, on leads). 

Visited August 2013 

 

(HTA2013-55) “Beautifully preserved and surprisingly accessible” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Loved the freedom to access the site. Good interpretation boards but not too cluttered. . Good 

little museum and basic catering. Good merchandise in shop. 

 

(HTA2013-56) “An amazing place.” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

I'll start by saying the same as I did about Chester's Fort. If you aren't interested in our history 

- this probably isn't for you. The visitor centre is good. We visited on a busy day so it was a 

bit crowded in there. There was a guide on hand to take you up to the fort who was very 

knowledgeable and was really interesting to listen to. He spoke about the whole site through 

the ages, rather than just focusing on the obvious - the Romans! I will warn that the walk up 

(and up, and up) to the fort is not for the faint hearted. It's a trek - there's no denying it but if 

you can -- it is so worth the effort. The site is wonderful. So much to see. Even though it was 

very busy - it still retained an air of peace and tranquillity about it. Amazing views. The 

visitor centre at the top was good. Exhibits to look at and a film to watch (although we didn't 
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stay for that). My only niggle was that the upper visitor centre was really hot and stuffy 

(which was why we didn't stay to watch the film). All the staff were great. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-57) “History, at its best...” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Due to time constraints, we could only choose one of the many Roman forts and museums 

along Hadrian's wall. The problem with that is, I can't tell you which one is better or worse; 

the benefit of that is that I can tell you that if you have to pick one, you WON'T be 

disappointed with Housesteads! 

 

Warnings up front: There is about a half mile hike to the fort itself. Half a mile doesn't sound 

too bad, but about half of that is uphill. Now, I don't mean to scare anyone off, as I walked it 

with my 3-year old daughter on my back, and I didn't see any one who didn't make it, so it's 

nothing too horrendous...I just don't want anyone to be surprised. (If you read this before you 

go, you won't be surprised when you get there.)  

 

At the same time, I believe the hike actually adds to the experience. Once at the top, the car 

park and small visitor's center is behind a small hill and grove of trees. Therefore, all you can 

really see are rolling green hills (and the occasional farm) for miles around, probably pretty 

close to what the Romans saw so many years ago.  

 

Now, on to the review of the fort itself. My first impressions...it's HUGE! I had looked and 

relooked at the fort on Google maps, zooming in as best I could to get an impression of what 

we were seeing. Well, what I had pictured in my mind was a stone outline of a medium-sized 

stone fort. What I saw was barrack-style living quarters for 800-plus soldiers, villas, temples, 

kitchens, gatehouses, latrines, recreation areas, storehouses, a pseudo-running water plumbing 

system, and who knows how much more still buried, or cannibalized many years ago for other 

buildings in the area. It was much bigger than I expected, with much more to explore.  

 

There were several signs posted around the grounds explaining what each building was and 

what it was used for, with pictures of what it potentially looked like during Roman times. It 

really helped bring the history to life.  

 

The wall is along the north side of the fort, and you can see just how massive it was as well. 

Along the fort wall, it was as thick as 3 meters, or 9 feet! You can stand along the wall and 

look out into the north and imagine what it was like so many years ago. (I knew what was to 

the north, many of the soldier probably had no idea what was "up there". Imagine the rumors 

and stories of just what lived "north of the wall.")  

 

Just imagine that this was "land's end" to the Romans. Also think just how far from "home" 

they were.  

 

The museum is small, but tasteful, with a few artifacts found on the grounds. There are also a 

few trinkets in the shop, fairly well priced.  

 

In the visitor's center at the bottom of the hill, there are pre-packaged sandwiches, snacks, and 

drinks for sale, with picnic tables outside. We had a picnic lunch here and met some nice 

people we shared a table with. 
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If you're at all interested in Hadrian's wall, Housesteads won't disappoint you. I would 

recommend it to anyone!  

 

Also, as an added bonus, if you are a "Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves" fan, about two miles to 

the west (on B6318) of Housesteads is Sycamore gap, famous for the scene where Kevin 

Costner fights the sheriff of Nottingham's men while Morgan Freeman prays. (Adding history 

to that, I'm not sure how they landed on the British shores from mainland Europe (escaping 

the crusades), and were travelling to Nottingham, and ended up at Hadrian's wall, but hey, it's 

the movies.) You can hike along the wall to sycamore gap, or you can just stop along the side 

of the road with a zoom lens and get a good picture. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-58) “Dramatic location” 

Reviewed 27 July 2013 

This fort stands on the most scenic and dramatic part of Hadrian's wall. Views are magnificent 

and the place itself fascinating. The museum is good and staff helpful. Highly recommended. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-59) “Gives a real picture.” 

Reviewed 26 July 2013 

Not for the faint heart and disabled without assistance. This really shows what it was like for 

the Romans during their time on the wall. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-60) “Outstanding and a MUST SEE!” 

Reviewed 26 July 2013 

This is a must see fir visitors. It is a bit out of the way but well worth the drive. Be warned 

there is pay parking and an entrance fee, also a step up hill walk to the ruins. Once at the top 

the view is magnificent, so remember to take your camera. Everything is so well explained 

via plaques, there are even info plaques for the kids to keep things fun. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-61) “Fantastic” 

Reviewed 20 July 2013 

Fantastic Roman fort ruins and small museum. It is a must stop if you are checking out 

Hadrians wall. Beautiful view. If you love history this is a must stop. One hour if you are in a 

hurry. 

Visited July 2013 
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(HTA2013-62) “If You are in the area a MUST see” 

Reviewed 17 July 2013 

We stayed nearby, and wanted to see this famous wall. A great historical site, and whilst 

obviously only foundations and parts of the wall are still standing, it is amazing to see. NT 

and English Heritage have maintained the site well and the views across Northumbria are 

amazing on a good day. Great for families who want to make a day of 

exploring/walking/picnicking and for anyone interested in those activities with a bit of history 

thrown in. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-63) “It is what it is” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013 

Interesting site to visit  

Good up hill walk from car park (have to pay for parking) 

If you have been to Vindolanda then probably nothing much else to gain other than great 

views 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-64) “Enjoyable visit - but do make sure you pay for parking!” 

Reviewed 13 July 2013 

We visited the fort and were surprised how little information there was about what to expect 

and no indication about he uphill walk to the museum and ruins.  

We enjoyed the museum - there was enough information there to explain why the fort was 

there and about the wall too. We didn't buy a guide book, but picked up a leaflet with the fort 

outline and made use of the information boards around the site. 

 

it was great to see where the Roman Soldiers lived 8 to a room, while the Fort Commander 

had a whole villa! You can stand on the north gate and survey the wild north and look out for 

the attacking hoards. Thankfully they were away doing something else on the day of our visit! 

 

One point though is that we didn't notice the pay and display points in the car park and so one 

of us (not me!) had to trek back down to buy a ticket and up again. He was welcomed with 

"Oh that happens to a lot of people", so then, National Park people - WHY don't you put up 

bigger signs? 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-65) “Just add imagation!” 

Reviewed 11 July 2013 

Arriving late on a rainy Thursday, it was fantastic to be the only ones at Housesteads for at 

least an hour. Then, one or two others walked around, but we basically spent the better part of 

the last two hours of the day as evening fell, alone in this beautifully preserved Roman fort. 

Almost any historical setting can use some improvement - yes, it's a hike, yes, it's a bit muddy 

-- but it is completely, utterly worth the trip. Be aware: there is a hike -- might be tough for 
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any one not able to climb up some incline, and like many UK historical spots possibly 

inaccessible to anyone with severe walking difficulty -- but the rolling fields, mewing sheep, 

and quiet are mesmerizing. The small gift shop at the bottom of the climb is nice, and the 

visitor center right by the fort has a few nice trinkets, ice cream and a brief film. Bring rain 

gear, know that it's often a wee bit chilly, and use your imagination to step right into the life 

of the fort. C'mon, there's a scrap of a letter from the commander's wife inviting her friend to 

her birthday party? Hundreds and hundreds of years ago. Buried bones under the outlaying 

house called the Murder House? Latrines, lodgings, food storage? All this place lacks is your 

imagination. Enjoy! Definitely will return to walk more of the wall. 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-66) “bit expensive” 

Reviewed 9 July 2013 

After paying £4 for the car park[you can park in any other car park along hadrians wall-bit 

late in the afternoon @3pm to tell people,as everything else closes at 6pm].The cost of entry 

is £5-20-at first seemed a bit much[i do understand that it pays for the upkeep].it would have 

been better if they had told you to go to the museum first!Due to the weather not looking so 

good,we left the museum till later,incase it rained.So if you go,make sure you visit the 

museum first.Overall a bit dissapointed,its nothing compared to pompei & herculanium , in 

italy 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-67) “Magnificent roman ruins” 

Reviewed 9 July 2013 

It is a long walk from the entrance to the actual fort! If it is rainy (which it was when we 

visited) you will get drenched on the way! 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-68) “Top Class - excellent new museum” 

Reviewed 8 July 2013 

Very well presented, contextual museum. Location truly inspiring. Even in the rain and wind, 

plenty to absorb and see. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-69) “Worth the Walk..... Hike” 

Reviewed 8 July 2013 

I was doubtful due to the fort being ruins, but it was amazing. There is a parking fee, but it is 

for all the sites on the Hadrian Wall, so make a day of it and pay one price for parking. The 

hike up to the site is rough, but when you see it, it's amazing and completely worth it. It 

turned out to be our favorite attraction of the day. 
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Visited July 2013 

(HTA2013-70) “Hadrian's Wall Housesteads Fort and English Heritage Visitor Pass” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

I agree with the very good reviews posted by others and I can see why people want to walk 

the whole wall - that would be a great adventure! About parking: there are automatic payment 

machines at the Housesteads Fort that charge 4 pounds for a daily unlimited use ticket for this 

and other attractions in the area - a good deal I think. The Housesteads admission was 19.40 

pounds for a family of four but the staff very kindly suggested I purchase the English Heritage 

Overseas Visitor Pass that gives access to hundreds of sites around England (but not in 

Scotland). A family pass for 9 days is 49 pounds and for 16 days is 58 pounds. This pass is 

also affiliated with other attractions and will get you 20-25% off their admission. I have 12 

days so I bought the 58 pound version. Just a few miles west of Housesteads is the "Sycamore 

Gap" which features the wall running though a v-shaped notch in the terrain, and just a little 

further west is an excellent view point of the north of the wall that shows the wall atop cliffs 

overlooking a lake - terrific sight! 

Visited July 2013 

 

(HTA2013-71) “The Romans lived & left a legacy!” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

How did they cope in such bleak & hostile physical surroundings? What an amazing evidence 

of skills, organisation & life in that era. What challenges they had to face & overcome! It all 

makes one think & admire their life & resiliance. Quite moved by it all. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-72) “Interesting little museum attached to extensive fort excavations.” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

Didn't spend long here as we were short of time but museum is a little gem with several items 

found along Hadrian's Wall as well as among the excavations at Housesteads Fort itself. We 

approached from the Wall (having walked from Once Brewed) and the setting is beautifully. 

The small gift shop is well stocked - with some delicious home-made jams (with samples to 

try!) as well as cards, books and souvenirs 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-73) “Fabulous” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

After being 'ripped off' on the car park, I feared the worst ! 

Thankfully rest of the experience is fabulous and not to be missed. The view from the fort is 

out of this world, I estimate we could see at least 30 miles. On a clear day, its position 

becomes justified. You can see why the Romans built a wall and fortifications here. 

The museum, shop, maps, dioramas and overall layout are tremendous, lots and lots of 

interest. The café, toilets and shops are very clean and respectable, ---- I want to go again ! 
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Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-74) “Loved it!” 

Reviewed 21 June 2013 

Went here on a lovely sunny day and wasn't disappointed. Yes the parking is 4 pounds but can 

be used at other sites for the whole day. The reception area was very nice with a lovely little 

gift shop, cafe and clean toilets. We are members of the national trust so got in free. The walk 

up to the museum and fort is quite steep but the views are so stunning they take your mind off 

of it. The little museum is very informative and we didn't feel the ice creams were any more 

expensive than you expect on days out. We loved the fort ruins and the information 

explaining what each part originally would have been or used as was very well done, with a 

little part which children would relate to. Wonderful day out in the sun but you'd be totally 

exposed to the elements if the weather was bad. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-75) “Reliving the past” 

Reviewed 15 June 2013 

A wonderful site with plenty of display boards so help you identify the parts of the fort. It's a 

great place to start a walk along the wall. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(HTA2013-76) “Roman Cavalry Experience” 

Reviewed 2 June 2013 

This facility provided my two boys with 3 hours entertainment & and I just took a back seat 

and watched them soak up the experience, brilliant. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-77) “Good site - free for National Trust members” 

Reviewed 2 June 2013 

Probably one of the most complete forts - everything laid out, including the toilets. Quite a 

hike from the car park, but new visitors centre and museum were interesting. Mix in with a 

stroll along the wall makes a good half day 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-78) “Amazing views.” 

Reviewed 1 June 2013 
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The view was amazing. A fantastic site which we visited for about two hours. The walk up to 

the fort wasn't too bad with a 4 year old boy. Well worth the trek. Only downside was the 4 

pound parking. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-79) “Fun and beautiful walk up the hill.” 

Reviewed 31 May 2013 

Hard to believe how old this Roman fort is. It is a good hardy walk in a sheep pasture up hill. 

Beautiful view from the top. 

 

(HTA2013-80) “OUTSTANDING VIEWS” 

Reviewed 29 May 2013 

We have visited several points along the wall already from Wallsend to Carlisle and now in 

our retirement years intend to walk more often through this beautiful part of the world. We 

did not know that on the day we were visiting that fees had been waived for the day so that 

was an added bonus although would have had no problem with the $5.60 pensioners rate as 

thought it would still have been worthwhile. In addition there is a £4 parking fee but as this is 

for all day and can be used at any of the sites along the wall then it can be very good value if 

you want to cram a lot into your day. The reception area is good with facilities but thereafter, 

unless you are very ambulant the you should not visit here as the fort is a fair way away up 

hill. For those fitter people the experience is tremendous with stunning views and a well 

preserved roman site. We visited on a nice day but I imagine it could get quite bleak so plan 

your visit accordingly. We will revisit here again as it is an ideal spot to walk those parts of 

the wall that are best preserved ( that we have seen so far anyway). Vindolanda will be our 

next port of call which I believe will be a full day as two separate sites involved there .Back to 

Housesteads we could see many walkers bypassing the fort which stands on the wall and 

which in 174 AD was the foundation stones for commencement of the building of the wall so 

steeped in history. Walking either way should be good but that is for our future visits. We 

travelled east and approx. 5k stopped at a spot where there is a well preserved Mithratic 

Temple not far from the car park. I would suggest that from here to Housesteads and back 

would be far enough to venture for a ramble. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-81) “What did the Romans ever give us??” 

Reviewed 28 May 2013 

Brilliant - now I want to walk the whole wall!! Worth joining the National Trust or English 

Heritage just for Hadrian's Wall alone. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-82) “Windswept history” 

Reviewed 27 May 2013 
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Housesteads is a typical Roman fort along Hadrian's Wall, with an informative museum and 

clearly labelled remains. Visitors can get a good impression of the life of a Roman soldier in 

this wild and windswept country. The site also provides wonderful views over the English 

side of the Wall. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-83) “Worth Visiting.... Entrance Fee just a tad too steep for what it is” 

Reviewed 27 May 2013 

The Historyand the scenery of Housteads really do go hand in hand to enable you to make 

what you will of what is acclaimed to be the 'Must See' of all of the Hadrians Wall Sites. 

Choose a clear day and admire those views as you meander over this manificent Site. Only 

complaint I have, shedding out £4 parking, then £6.20 per Adult is a tad steep. If you are 

visiting Hadrians Wall for the day only. I recommend the Roman Army Museum twinned 

with Vindolanda (a few quid more, however more visual and more of a museum). If you are 

here to see all of the sites, then it is worth seeing, just can't get over the parking and the 

entrance fee together I suppose. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-84) “Wonderful walk to the fort” 

Reviewed 25 May 2013 

Took the train from Carlisle to Haltwhistle, then the AD122 bus to Housesteads. Great hike to 

the fort up top. Nice little museum along the way to the fort selling some souvenirs and 

snacks. Get the English Heritage overseas visitors pass for 9 or 16 days. 

 

(HTA2013-85) “Cafe- What cafe???” 

Reviewed 25 May 2013 

I was looking forward to taking my mother (90yrs) and Mother-in-law (86yrs) to the new 

visitors centre at Housteads with my husband. They obviously enjoy a car trip in beautiful 

scenery and of course refreshments en-route. With this in mind, i rang the centre before 

setting off to ensure that there was a cafe at the centre. I was assured that there was. 

Unfortunately what greeted us on arrival was a hot drinks machine and prepacked food in a 

fridge.When i asked where the cafe was, I was told that there was only a drinks machine and 

there was seating upstairs (2 very elderly ladies then had to make there way up to the 1st 

floor.) The machine only produced 2 coffees before running out of milk- a queue then grew 

whilst someone was found to fix it, The coffee, i may add was only in medium cardboard 

cups and was £2.25 a cup (when the foam diapeared there was actually only three-quarters of 

a cupful!) Hot water and a tea bag was £1.95.There were no trays to carry the drinks/ food 

upstairs- although we were offered a wicker basket??? Also there was a large queue to pay for 

the food which was part of the gift shop queue so by the time we had paid for the drinks, they 

were no longer hot. There were no plates and so we had to utilise paper towels on the table to 

eat our food from. All in all we were very disapointed at the whole situation and feel that 

English Heritage has paid little attention to visitors such as ourselves who were unable take 

refreshments "on the hoof" and needed suitable facilities . 
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Sadly, we will not be returning to this centre but would be interested in English Heritages' 

comments on it's brand new facilities. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-86) “Probably the most isolated fort - evocative” 

Reviewed 23 May 2013 

Only 4 because the new visitor centre is not open yet, therefore no toilets, proper museum, 

food etc AND the dastardly National Park authorities still insist you pay for a car park space 

even if you are a EH member, but you get no facilities!! There is a fair old trade in passing on 

tickets to other visitors for free!! 

However, of course the fort is just brilliant, up a steep climb to put you in the mood, 

windswept, wet, very evocative, excellent vicus excavations and the fort proper, best Roman 

latrines anywhere, fantastic views of more wall and the countryside, AD 122 bus calls at the 

car park below. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-87) Be prepared to be blown about!” 

Reviewed 15 May 2013 

Hiked from Once Brewed to Houseteads, Cringledykes, Vindolanda, and back via one I can't 

remember the name of! Stunning scenery and well worth the effort. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-88) “Interesting visit” 

Reviewed 11 May 2013 

Had hoped the new visitor centre would be open but it was not, however we did not visit for 

that, the walk up to the fort was not that long although steep at the end, the small museum at 

the top was interesting and put the site into context. The day we visited there was a school 

party visiting and one member of the site staff dressed as a Roman was drilling the children 

who were all dressed as Roman soldiers, they were really getting into it. The site itself must 

have been a wild place to live for those manning the wall, the children will no doubt enjoy 

visiting the best preserved Roman latrines anywhere. 

All in all a very interesting visit and I can recommend it 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-89) “Fort was interesting but will be better when the vistors centre reopens” 

Reviewed 7 May 2013 

We visited at the beginning of May but the visitors centre has been closed for refurbishment 

and will be closed for another couple of weeks. The only toilets are porta loos. Short but steep 

walk up to the fort and the small gift shop which shows a film to put the fort in context. You 

can then look around the ruins of the fort, which are quite extensive, at your leisure.  
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The views are outstanding. As with a lot of English Heritage sites the admission charges are a 

little steep at £6.50 for an adult but it is interesting none the less. 

Visited May 2013 

 

(HTA2013-90) “Hadrian's wall” 

Reviewed 22 April 2013 

Great museum, visitor centre not quite open. We went on a wet, windy day, but really enjoyed 

the trip. The film in the museum is interesting 

Visited April 2013 

 

(HTA2013-91) “Brings history to life!” 

Reviewed 14 April 2013 

Housesteads is great, it brings history to life and you can imagine how it must have been to be 

a Roman living in Northumberland! The staff are friendly and nothing is too much bother, 

they are also well informed and passionate about their subject! The AD122 runs passed the 

car park too, so if you are too tired to walk another step, you can jump on the bus to local rail 

stations and towns - brilliant service with friendly, well informed and entertaining drivers! We 

joined English Heritage on our return we were so impressed by the calibre of people we met 

while visiting their attractions. 

Visited April 2013 

 

(HTA2013-92) “Super Friendly Folks in the land of Big History” 

Reviewed 13 April 2013 

I think my review is going to be more about the amazing staff than the attractions of the Fort. 

We rocked up to this joint with our backpacks weighing a ton and step by leaden step 

creeping towards the English Heritage visitor center. We were greeted by some wonderfully 

friendly staff who allowed us to tour the site for free as we were on a charity hike and this was 

our halfway point. They had no problem with us keeping our backpacks inside. It was a very 

cold day, but a cup of the hot chocolate and a few of the homemade treats they sold did the 

trick. The folks here were very helpful in pointing out accommodation up the road. I watched 

the movie about the fort about four times to rest my feet! It's a good flick too! This is 

attraction is such a treat. Buoyed by enthusiastic staff, don't miss it! 

Visited April 2013 

 

(HTA2013-93) “Classic Hadrian's Wall and Roman History” 

Reviewed 8 April 2013via mobile 

I took my 3 young children on a rather cold day, at the request of my daughter. It was quite a 

long drive since we were staying near Berwick upon Tweed, but it was worth the drive. Nice 

visitor centre, with good quality souvenirs. Good film show. Outside the side is kept very 

well, and it is amazing to walk on the wall and imagine how old it is. The kids liked playing 
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Romans and Barbarians. Worth a visit, could spend half a day there easily, providing the 

weather is OK 

Visited April 2013 

 

(HTA2013-94) “Well preserved!” 

Reviewed 3 April 2013 

Came across this whilst walking Hadrians Wall. Well worth taking some time to explore as 

the ruins really portray the life of a Roman soldier and gives a context to the building of 

Hadrians Wall 

 

(HTA2013-95) “In the footsteps of The Romans” 

Reviewed 18 March 2013 

I have been to Housteads many times, my dad used to take me, and last Sunday I took my 9 

year old daughter. 

There is a new visitor centre being built, which is long overdue, the building looks 

impressive. 

The car park at Hosuteads is no where near big enough, if you go there in the Summer you 

will be lucky to get parked, as this is such a popular site. 

With work going on the first twenty yards of the path was just a bog, good boots are needed , 

as there is a good half mile walk up hill to get to the site. 

Cost £9.60 for the two of us to get onto the fort, there is also a film show at the small 

musuem, although this was'nt pointed out to us as the lady at the desk was more interested in 

getting me to sign up for a years subscription to English Heritage. 

The museum has costume for children to dress up, a fine model of the fort and some 

interesting displys, but even on a quiet Sunday in March it was very busy and difficult to get 

round. 

The fort itself has always been magnificent, the views wonderful, best wrap up though as its 

alwasy cold up here. 

My daughter enjoyed reading the display boards with a descriptions added by a cartoon 

Roman soldier called Felix. 

I feel English Heritage could do a lot more with Housteads as it is one of their flagship sites, 

hopefully the new visitor centre will help, but a bigger car park, musuem, information boards, 

and better wheelchair access could also be looked at, for £9.60 you expect a little more these 

days. 

Visited March 2013 

 

(HTA2013-96) “windy hill” 

Reviewed 27 February 2013 

although not officially open till april we stoped on the way to the motorway, not much there 

but worth a visit 

Visited February 2013 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r156513237-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#REVIEWS
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r154928471-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r153316868-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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(HTA2013-97) “loved it” 

Reviewed 25 February 2013 

really enjoyed the film in the museum showing how the fort would have looked then walking 

around the ruins and getting a feel for what it was like back in the day,dog friendly as well 

although not in the museum,great to see the way it was planned out from the underfloor 

heating to the toilet block... 

Visited February 2013 

 

(HTA2013-98) “An interesting Roman sight” 

Reviewed 20 February 2013via mobile 

This was easy to find using the leaflets and maps. Arrived to find that you need to pay £3 for 

parking but you are allowed to park in all the car parks along the wall. Toilets and facilities 

are currently being updated sl if you need to use the toilets stop at the visitors centre about 2 

miles west of this site. Actual villa has some interesting parts. It is amazingly large and it has 

some excellent signs which help you to know which bits are what. Fascinating to see the start 

of hadrians wall! Where a jacket or coat as can be a big chilly jn the open area. Be prepared 

for an up hill climb from the car park. Worth it though. 

 

(HTA2013-99) “A great place to visit” 

Reviewed 14 February 2013 

The museum is a lovely little place with lots of interesting Roman artefacts. There is a short 

film to watch which is most informative, showing how Housesteads fort would have looked in 

Roman times. You were then able to understand and imagine the layout of the rooms of the 

fort better, which is great to walk around. You have a fairly steep climb to reach the fort and 

museum, but it is worth the effort if you are able. You get to see part of Hadrian's wall up 

there too. It is free to National Trust members with a large pay and display car park at the 

bottom of the hill. With stunning panoramic views, it is a great place to spend time. 

Visited February 2013 

 

(HTA2013-100) “Life in Roman times” 

Reviewed 14 February 2013 

The fort is the best preserved in the area. A visit to the museum first to watch the short film is 

a must as it shows how the fort looked in Roman times, and the layout is easier to understand. 

The museum has lots of interesting Roman artefacts to look at too. There is a fairly steep walk 

up the hill to the museum, fort and Hadrian's Wall, but well worth the effort. This is all free to 

National Trust members apart from the parking fee to park in the large car park at the bottom 

of the hill. A really lovely place to visit. 

Visited February 2013 

 

(HTA2013-101) “Exciting” 

Reviewed 30 January 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r153056139-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r152590823-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/apps
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r152091112-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r152068823-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r151005944-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#REVIEWS
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It is a bit of a climb from the car park to the fort but well worth it. You get a good feel for the 

life of Roman soldiers (not that many were from Rome) on their distant frontier. Unmissable. 

 

(HTA2013-102) “A must for students of Roman hitory” 

Reviewed 30 January 2013 

Been coming here for years, and will return soon. A unique historical site, large outdoor fort 

area and thoughtfully updated and expanded museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g776121-d218373-r150998793-Housesteads_Fort_and_Museum_Hadrian_s_Wall-Haydon_Bridge_Hexham_Northumberland_En.html#REVIEWS
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Appendix Three – Durham Castle and Cathedral  

Short Interviews in the Durham WH visitor centre 

 

1. We’re visiting on holiday, from Wales. We have already visited the Castle and 

Cathedral and the Botanic Gardens and Oriental Museum. We have been walking 

around the Baileys, they’re lovely. I am a Durham graduate and we like to return. My 

favourite place is to sit in the Cathedral by St Cuthbert’s Tomb and look back up the 

way.  

2. We have been exploring Durham, the riverbanks, before it got so wet, and the Botanic 

Gardens. There is a real ambience in the Cathedral, awe and splendour and grandeur. 

Not the historical aspect though, I can’t visualise that. Things need to adapt and 

change with the times or they won’t work, we came to a science thing there and 

brought the children.  

3. We might visit the Castle but we’re not sure. It was excellent in the Cathedral, you 

could really feel the history! My most memorable thing was St Cuthbert’s Tomb, very 

interesting.  

4. We are on our way to visit family, doing the Cathedral today and the Castle tomorrow. 

We went on the tour, got a good impression of the history. Pinching Bede from 

Jarrow. Would Cuthbert have wanted all this? A simple hermit, he was a Celtic not a 

Roman saint....now he has a Cathedral over him…interesting to think about 

We like the Dean’s decision not to charge so were happy to pay for the tour. I object 

to paying for church access. 

5. The more tours you go on the more you get to understand it, I really appreciate the 

Heritage Open Days. I love the garden behind the Cathedral the best, but it’s all 

lovely. It feels like coming home, lovely to see from the train, you know you are 

home.  

6. We love the strongly Norman cathedral, unique.  

7. I love it all. Durham is fantastic, like Florence, boating on the river, lots of small 

streets and squares, and lots of good coffee shops! 

8. We came up through the marketplace, we are here visiting friends. We like to look at 

the sculptures, would like more info on the tombs. Too much information in some 

places and not enough of what you need. I love choir practice, just standing looking 

out of the window and listening. It’s not cheap to go up the tower, but a great view, 

think the price spoils it.  

9. It’s amazing the sheer size, the expanse and the acoustics.  

10. I am visiting a friend, I like the Cathedral but maybe need more explanation to 

understand the history of it. Love the nave and the choristers practising.  

11. We’ve breaking the journey up to Scotland. We love the feel and history of this place 

we must go to the Cathedral again. Love the architecture, lovely feeling Durham has 

about it. The modern windows and embroidered altar cloths are beautiful too. 

..amazing when people in relative poverty felt moved to build such beauty [referring 

to the Cathedral] Other interjected - This site must have filled medieval people with 

awe...this huge building built to the glory of God…towering above the surrounding 
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landscape. It is weird to think the architect never saw his vision finished, not to 

mention the master builders etc 

12. I’m visiting a friend. My favourite time is a dark winter’s evening coming in out of the 

cold and wet to hear a choir practising ‘silent night’ sent goosebumps up my spine. I 

do also love the spiral column where the stone mason “got it wrong” Either driving or 

in the train [seeing Durham] means you’re nearly back home.  

13. I often come back, have very fond memories of university here, matriculating in the 

Cathedral, graduating in the Castle. I like to try and imagine what it was like when the 

monks were here, I love the paintings in the Galilee Chapel. I just love the 

atmosphere, the light, especially visiting the Cathedral in the winter when it’s dark and 

the choir are singing.  

14. Not planning to go too far today – too wet! You can really feel the history in the 

Cathedral, and in St Cuthbert’s Shrine it is so tranquil! 

15. I just walked up the marketplace, what an amazing street. The Cathedral has a great 

beauty about it, not sure I really understand the history. I do love the stained glass 

windows and the great pillars. 

16. It’s so historic here, I love hearing the bells and sitting in the nave quietly when the 

Cathedral is almost empty.  
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Durham Castle and Cathedral TripAdvisor Reviews 2013 

 

Durham Castle 

(TADCAS1) “living history” 

Reviewed 3 March 2014  

Excellent place to visit. Guided tours only as castle is lived in by university students. Tour 

guide was very knowledgeable and gave an informative and humorous commentary. Not 

suitable for small children and anyone who has problems with stairs. 

Visited August 2013 

 

(TADCAS2) “Fascinating Castle tour” 

Reviewed 14 February 2014 

We visited Durham Cathedral (free entry,optional guided tour £5) in the morning and Durham 

Castle (£5 tickets from the Library)in the afternoon.The Library also had an exhibition of the 

Lindisfarne Gospels,which have now been returned to the British Library,London.  

The student who led the tour was very knowledgeable and very articulate.The building is 

steeped in history and is in daily use as part of Durham University,so tours are few and far 

between. 

Visited June 2013 

 

(TADCAS3) “Well Worth It” 

Reviewed 1 January 2014 

Very nice experience, beautifully historical. The space manages to stay pretty quiet even 

when there are quite a few people there. Well worth a walk around for an afternoon. 

Visited December 2013 

 

(TADCAS4) “Wonderful visit to this beautiful living castle” 

Reviewed 28 December 2013 

I graduated in the Castle in 1985 and received my degree from the late Dame Margot 

Fonteyn. The Castle was home of the Prince Bishops of Durham one of whom rode to battle 

in France at Crecy! As the Castle is a living place it has a vibrancy like few others and is so 

beautifully laid out. The wealth of history from the church and medieval days to the second 

world war is presented in an informed and engaging manner. Though I am a historian 

educated at Durham I found a wealth of information that I never knew before the visit. It 

iDurham is a world class university and the fourth most senior bishopric in the Church of 

Englands a beautiful place rich in the history of the church, the north and itself embodies the 

journey of our nation from the 1066 conquest to today. 

Visited November 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r196007960-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r194046796-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r189269079-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r188763449-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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(TADCAS6) “Fascinating!” 

Reviewed 6 December 2013 

As the castle is used for student accomodation, there are only tours at set times, this is a 

positive as the students who do the tours are very knowledgeable & bring the history to life. 

We were told so much about the Prince Bishops and how they each developed the castle, also 

interesting features were pointed out and how all this fitted into English history. The Great 

Hall was decorated for Christmas and prepared for the formal evening meal, it looked like a 

scene from the Harry Potter films. Although we cannot see all the castle, it is good to know 

that it is still being used and is a truly 'living' castle - I just wish I was a student there! The 

tickets for the tours are available at £5 each from the nearby Palace Green library, an absolute 

bargain , which does leave most people able to add a little extra for the student tour guide. 

Visited December 2013 

 

(TADCAS7)“Would love to study here” 

Reviewed 4 December 2013 

You can only visit the castle on a one hour guided tour with tickets available from the nearby 

Palace Green Library (no advance bookings possible). The castle is now a residence for 

students, hence the restricted access. We were taken round by a very enthusiastic and 

informative student. We did not see many rooms but those we did see were fascinating. We 

even had a chance to hear the choir singing in the chapel. We learned about the history of the 

castle and various bishops and princes of Durham. Well worth a visit. 

Visited November 2013 

 

(TADCAS8) “Do the guided tour!” 

Reviewed 3 December 2013 

We were a bit non-plussed that you could only see the castle on a guided tour (because it's a 

"working" university) - but the guided tour, by a delightful undergraduate, was excellent and 

we learnt much more than we would have on our own. We were also given ample time to look 

at exhibits, just sit and contemplate etc. A tip jar was discretely placed at the end of the tour; 

it was sad to see how many people didn't spare a pound or so to express their appreciation of 

what was, in our experience, an outstanding presentation! 

Visited October 2013 

 

(TADCAS9) “Awesome experience! ” 

Reviewed 20 November 2013 

Had an awesome tour through the castle today! Our group was only three people, it was 

getting dark already and it was raining outside. The atmosphere was completely stunning... 

That's England! 

 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r186939701-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r186725167-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r186688974-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r185345868-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Durham castle” 

Reviewed 12 November 2013 

Durham castle is set just in front of the Cathedral, there is a gatehouse and large wooden 

doors at the far end of the green. 

The tours are booked I believe, we were exceptionally fortunate as it is also student 

accommodation and one of the brood was going to accommodation there so we dined in the 

great hall and had run of the place. The black staircase is amazing, you feel seasick walking 

down it as it twists and turns as you descend. There are displays throughout the castle. As it is 

also student housing tours are limited and you generally don't get to see everything there is to 

see. At £5 per adult its a must. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Amazing place” 

Reviewed 7 November 2013 

Beautiful castle which we have visited for many years. Now there are guided walks around it 

and the Black Staircase is amazing and a unique design hundreds of years old. When you 

walk on it it feels really odd due to the design however you can no longer walk to the top of it 

as I did when I was a child 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Not to be missed!” 

Reviewed 6 October 2013 

We were very lucky to have an excellent student guide. Our American student was well 

informed, interesting, with excellent delivery and a great eye for detail. Wowed by the 

Norman Arch - one of the best examples in Europe and humbled by the Norman Chapel 

underneath the Castle. One of the best £5 you can spend in Durham. (Tickets at the World 

Heritage Office) 

Visited September 2013 

 

“INTERESTING TOUR” 

Reviewed 27 September 2013 

As the castle is part of the uni you must take a guided tour which only covers a small part of 

the castle. The visit therefore stands or falls by the quality of your guide. Our guide, a summer 

history student from Bristol, was fascinating and involved with the history and you could see 

him being a future Simon Scharma in a couple of decades. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Beautiful old building” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r184509619-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ShowUserReviews-g190832-d215356-r183892942-Durham_Castle-Durham_County_Durham_England.html#CHECK_RATES_CONT
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Lived it all, as you walk up to the cathedral square you can buy a tour and they will give you a 

time, being your camera for this lovely old castle. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“interesting” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

you have to book a guided tour for the castle as it is part of the university of durham and in 

term time is used as student accomodation.however,it is well worth doing this for the 

fascinating history and our guide was knowledgable and informative. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Engaging tour but so-so as castles go” 

Reviewed 12 September 2013 

The Durham Castle has been extensively remodeled and altered and today serves Durham 

University as an event venue, classrooms, and dorms. Thus, you don't really get the feeling 

that you are in an 800-year-old building, which is, after all, one of the reasons one visits 

castles. 

 

That said, you go through with a student guide from the university and our docent did an 

excellent job. 

 

There's not much to see in Durham after you've visited the Cathedral. If you have the time, the 

castle is the second-best attraction in town but it can be skipped. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Not quite what you expect” 

Reviewed 10 September 2013 

Visits are by pre-booked guided tours only. Booking at the world heritage site office on 

Palace Green. The whole castle is a university college and the rebuilt keep is the student 

accommodation. The tour includes the medieval kitchens, still in use feeding hundreds of 

students each day. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Great Tour of the Castle” 

Reviewed 9 September 2013 

Had a lovely time on the guided tour. Tour Guide very knowledgeable and friendly. Always 

wanted to have a look around and I wasn't disappointed. Loved every minute of it. Would be 

even better if we could look round the whole castle during the holiday break 

Visited September 2013 

 

“A great tour!” 
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Reviewed 8 September 2013 

I stopped in Durham for the night as my friend wanted to see a castle during our European 

adventures. When we arrived there were signs saying we couldn't enter which was a little 

dissappointing (and deceiving) so we walked over to the Cathedral accross the lawn. They 

allowed us in but informed us that we would need to leave within half an hour as there was a 

service going on that morning. As we left the Cathedral we noticed a small sign that said 

Castle Tours and we headed into the Library where we were warmly greated and informed the 

next tour would be in 5 minutes. 

 

It turned out to be the first tour of the day and we were the only two people on it! We got a 

lovely private tour around the grounds filled with history and some great information lead by 

one of the students of the college. We had to avoid a small group of children touring the castle 

separately but we had a good time. The school was closed for spring break but we were not 

allowed in the tower still as it was being used as a bed and breakfast area. 

 

I've been recommending this tour ever since. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Closed in August” 

Reviewed 7 September 2013 

We arrange a trip to visit the castle & cathedral, was very disappointed to find that the castle 

was closed for a private event( wedding I was told) we checked the website & there was no 

mention of it been closed, surely if it was a wedding it would have been per booked, so 

something could have been put on the website to avoid disappointment on arrival. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Amazing and unique - a very diffrent castle experince” 

Reviewed 27 August 2013 

While not the most magnificent or dramatic of castles, Durham remains a great castle to visit 

by virtue of its extremely well preserved condition and because it is remains a real, working 

castle before a tourist attraction. It's dripping in atmosphere and full of fascinating surprises, 

the sort of castle you imagine yourself exploring only in Harry Potter style fantasies, 

awesome great halls, spiral staircases, long corridors, dark crypts and candle lit chapels. 

 

Very rarely to you get to experience all of this for real. Roll all this in with a stunning river 

location, towering over Durham city below, and of course the cathedral across palace green 

and it makes for a real treat! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Paying 5 GBP to visit another castle in a country full of castles :-(” 

Reviewed 26 August 2013 

The Castle also acts as one of the oldest if not the oldest Dom in the world. 

It has a few relics and history items but heh we are speaking of a country that has loads of 

castles every 10 miles and I was somewhat saturated with this visit. 
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Probably more scholarly historians on bishop county and durham would appreciate the 

richness and beauty, but skip if you can is what I felt :-( 

Sorry! 

 

Cheers! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“ok visit but spoilt by poor guide” 

Reviewed 23 August 2013 

The castle is old and in a beautiful setting. Visiting is by guided tour only - unfortunately an 

american post graduate student who did not know the history of the area and was flummoxed 

by questions that she would not admit she could not answer. Her continual references to Dr 

Who and Harry Potter were completely out of order and inappropriate for a serious historical 

guided tour. Really disappointing. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“An amazing cathedral !” 

Reviewed 16 August 2013 

It was an unforgettable experience to be in Durham !! I definitely recommended it. I 

participated in the chorus, which was tremendous. !! 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Nice castle” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013 

If you like castles...a nice one, located around university buildings and cathedral so handy for 

all three. 

Visited August 2013 

 

Security lock down!” 

Reviewed 10 August 2013 

Used to live in castle itself as a student and return each year to visit out of nostalgia. I can't 

help but notice how commercialised it is now getting up there on Palace Green and at the 

castle. Old buildings turned into gift shops, the library now a museum requiring a fee, the 

Cathedral Coffee van and al fresco tables etc. Far from being able to get close to take a glance 

around the gate house, I was shocked to see a man stood stopping anyone from getting close 

to the drive, let alone taking a photo. A few years ago you could've wandered right in. I don't 

begrudge paying to look around the castle, indeed, they've had many thousands of pounds out 

of me over the years in fees, but there are only so many things to see...you shouldn't have to 

pay just to glance in..especially when you used to live there. It would be nice to see them 

being a bit more welcoming and friendly to returning visitors. This is a world heritage site and 

as such belongs to us all really. 
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Visited July 2013 

 

“Linesfarne Gospels” 

Reviewed 7 August 2013 

not quite in Durham castle but next door. 

we visited the Lindesfarne Gospel exhibition today and what a spectacular exhibition it was. 

the Gospels were unbelievably fantastic to see. to actually stand within touching distance of 

such beautifully scribed artifacts was a great experience. 

the exhibition was well worth the £7-50 entry fee, (£6.50) for codgers like me. 

this is a once in a lifetime chance as from the end of september, the Gospels are beingpacked 

away for thirty years i believe. go now! while you have the chance. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Free tour of Durham Castle” 

Reviewed 6 August 2013 

If you are staying in Castle as B&B guest the tour is free...! (Staying is also highly 

recommended). Tour given by PhD student who knew her history, lasts about 45-60 minutes 

and includes the main areas of the Castle- huge Dining Hall, (not Hogwarts - but nearly), 

ancient kitchen (still in use) 2 Chapels - Norman Chapel is an absolute gem (may not be what 

you expect) and worth the tour on its own in my view! Also the Black Stairs and fabulous 

Norman doorway in superb condition since it was covered over. If you have an opportunity to 

stay at the Castle beware of incredibly steep stairs! But these are not a problem on the tour. I 

can understand that some people might be disappointed that cannot see more- but not sure 

there is more to see- it is student accommodation most of the year! 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Durham Castle” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

This has to one of the best castles in the country. Well worth a visit but check opening times 

before you go. Make sure you wear suitable shoes as quite a steep hill to go up. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Evidence of power” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

The castle is striking evidence of the past power of the PrInce Bishops in their stronghold 

above the River Wear. Many features of the Norman castle are well preserved - most 

remarkably the 15th century kitchen still in use! 

Visited July 2013 

 

Guided Tour of the castle” 

Reviewed 14 July 2013 
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We were escorted around the castle by one of the University students who was able to answer 

all our questions and tell us all about the history of the castle which is also home now to 

Durham University. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“The best accommodation of any University anywhere” 

Reviewed 10 July 2013 

University College is Castle and has always been the smartest college. The pukka rooms in 

the gallery are great, the Bishops' suite being the best, but the box rooms in Bailey Court are 

to be avoided.  

 

Food in the Great Hall is typically institutional but sustaining and fun. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Great castle still in use by the university” 

Reviewed 10 July 2013 

A lot of history in this old castle, formerly owned by the Bishop and now houses more than 

100 students. And probably has the oldest kitchen still running in the world (renovated 

though!). 

Visited June 2013 

 

“short trip” 

Reviewed 8 July 2013 

a place to see if you on a day trip to Durham. Nothing much to expect like the edinburgh 

castle. The durham castle is actually a student accommodation. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Picturesque” 

Reviewed 7 July 2013 

Beautiful castle and grounds and well worth the climb up the hill. The guided tour was 

informative and our student guide quite informative. Only a few areas of the castle are 

accessible on the tour as the rest of the building us used by university students. Be sure to 

leave time to just walk around the grounds and take pictures. It truly is beautiful. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“An historic masterpiece” 

Reviewed 7 July 2013 

We walked up to see the castle knowing that it would be closed to visitors due to University 

examinations but were very pleased to see the exterior and to note its juxtaposition alongside 

the cathedral dating from the same era; both are still fully functional even if the castle is now 
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for education rather than domination. It is an excellent example of a Norman castle rather than 

just a keep and as I work in a University Library, I was thrilled to see that the University uses 

some of the outer cathedral buildings as part of its library. Only wish we had been able to visit 

outside the University year, but our view of the exterior was excellent. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful and historic” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

I started my congregation ceromony with Durham university here and I can think of no better 

place to do so. Full of history and atmosphere and beautiful to look at. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Phone to see if it is open” 

Reviewed 21 June 2013 

As it is uded for student accommodation it is often closed for tours, but nice to look at from 

the outside 

Visited June 2013 

 

“A shocking let down!” 

Reviewed 21 June 2013via mobile 

As a world heritage site was really looking forward to visiting. Only available on guided 

tours. Unfortunately tour guide was sick and they had no plan B! had come for the day only 

so bitterly disappointed at the lack of provision for tourists. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“impressive” 

Reviewed 9 June 2013 

every one sees things different so all I will say is go and visit and see for yourself Durham has 

lots to offer and plenty to see looks great at night when all lit up 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Love the castle!” 

Reviewed 30 May 2013 

Outstanding condition. Amazing that it is still lived in by students. They are so fortunate! 

Tours are well worth taking. They are the only way to see the castle. Given by students living 

there. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Value for money” 

http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/apps
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Reviewed 26 May 2013 

You have to buy a ticket for the tour, we were offered, 2-3-4pm, we chose the 2pm tour. You 

have a student as your guide and the tour is made both interesting and educational, but as a 

guide the students know all the things that will keep your interested and I would 

recommended the lived in castle as a must visit site. Just be aware that the university student 

have the privilege of living in the castle. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Great Tour” 

Reviewed 18 May 2013 

You can only go around the castle on a guided tour. Best to book early. 

Very interesting and a good tour guide. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“the climb was worth it” 

Reviewed 9 May 2013 

a fantastic place lots to see architeture is mind blowing its a must when in durham there are 

guided tours you can join or just walk around on your own there is alot to see you can have a 

tea or coffee and a much needed sit down 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Take th eopportunity to see this” 

Reviewed 7 May 2013 

Tickets are to be had at the University Library and visits are by guided tour only. Our guide 

was excellent, and the history of Durham Castle is fascinating. Some Harry Potter scenes too! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Great tour” 

Reviewed 26 April 2013 

Well organised tour around parts of the castle. The group numbers are limited, mainly 

because parts of the building are occupied by current students. Everything has a fascinating 

history and the guide was a student who was keen to share his enthusiasm for the building. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“interesting tour” 

Reviewed 18 April 2013 

This is a really lovely place to visit. You have to book on to tour usually every hour on the 

hour. Cost 5 pounds. Our young lady tour guide was very informative about the history of the 

castle worth a visit. 
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Visited April 2013 

 

“A feast for the eyes and tummy!” 

Reviewed 13 April 2013 

Spent a marvellous evening looking at the artefacts in the castle with a glass of champagne in 

hand, followed by a wonderful dinner in the Great Hall. The food was outstanding and the 

staff were attentive and efficient. The ambience with the candelabra was perfect and I did not 

hear one Harry Potter joke! We booked this for the AUCSO conference dinner and awards 

presentations and everyone commented on the excellent evening. A great venue for formal 

dinners or special occasions. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Interesting” 

Reviewed 11 April 2013 

A local student was a very good guide and gave us a good tour. Worth a visit. Tickets can be 

got at the library. All near the Cathedral so good for a joint visit 

Visited April 2013 

 

“short break” 

Reviewed 9 April 2013 

Decided to visit castle with a guided group. Was very pleasant and the guide(student) was 

very knowledgeable about the castle and it's history. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Is this is a public place or a private function room??” 

Reviewed 2 April 2013 

Like others we visited Durham expecting to see the Cathedral and Castle. As it was Easter 

weekend we visited the Cathedral on the Saturday as we would expect it to be closed Easter 

Sunday....but the Castle was closed due to a private function. Unbelievably it was closed until 

Tuesday!!! Come on Durham Council this was Easter weekend....a major tourist time. Either 

open the castle as a tourist attraction or open it as a private function hall.  

We have booked tours around major sites around the world...usually for later in the 

day.and.sometimes next day....but never in three days time!! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Wonderful” 

Reviewed 1 April 2013 

We were lucky enough to get one of only two tours for the day. The tour was guided by a 

very knowledgeable student. It was disappointing that we did not see more of the castle--only 

saw the courtyard, dining hall, old staircase and undercroft. 

Visited March 2013 
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“Let down” 

Reviewed 27 March 2013 

I was looking forward to the visit and checked the website for info. It did say telephone ahead 

for guided tours but as my wife and I just wanted to explore we saw no point. Got there only 

to find that the place was closed. Staff were simply not interested and were really quite rude. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Interesting tour” 

Reviewed 25 March 2013 

Since the castle is now a college, it is impossible to visit without a guide. Make sure to visit 

the library office to book your tour. The student guide on our visit was well-informed and 

engaging. It would have been interesting to see other parts of the buildings and grounds - 

perhaps there would be a way to expand the tour? 

Visited March 2013 

 

 

“An enjoyable visit but a terrible booking process” 

Reviewed 15 March 2013 

We loved the visit to Durham Castle which is both an ancient castle and student 

accommodation. The guide was a current post-grad student and was well-paced and 

informative. 

The downside was the booking process: you have to book in person and on the day. This is 

probably convenient for the people running the place but very inconvenient for paying 

customers. We walked all the way up there to book a tour for the following day when we 

needed to get elsewhere, only to be told we couldn't book a day in advance. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Excellent help” 

Reviewed 9 March 2013 

If you have a stong historical knowledge , ,the library will arrange more information, the 

library staff are excellent, they will arrange this for you. 

Visited March 2013 

 

 “Worth booking a tour” 

Reviewed 8 March 2013 

The castle is now a hall of residence owned by Durham university so you can't just walk in. 

You can book a tour at the Palace Green Library for £5 and a post grad student takes you on 

an hour tour of the castle which is very interesting. I think I'd have missed out on a bit of 

Durham's history if I had opted not to take the tour. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“One of a kind!” 

Reviewed 4 March 2013 
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Every day there is just two tours for visiting the castle, at 2 and 3 p.m. If you want to visit the 

castle book your place in the tour first thing in the morning as the tickets sell out fast. 

Our tour guide was a very friendly and knowledgeable lady. You won't visit the whole castle 

but most of the famous halls and an interesting staircase! even these few places take about 50 

minutes. There are load of very very interesting objects in the castle and each of which has a 

long fascinating history. I can mention the worlds oldest working kitchen and oldest carving 

of a mermaid as the very interesting things about this castle. 

There is an entrance fee,but student discount is offered. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Make sure you book its worth a visit” 

Reviewed 28 February 2013 

Enjoyed a very interesting guilded tour of the castle which is part of the university. We 

booked the tour in the morning but it was the last tour of the day at 4pm that we managed to 

get on so don't leave it too late 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Castle visit” 

Reviewed 8 February 2013 

Paid and visited Cathedral which is just nearby whilst waited for the tour time. The castle was 

in use and whilst the guide was informative we didn't see much of the building, just a few 

rooms. The tour was worth the entrance fee and lasted 50 mins.The dining hall was the most 

impressive - very Harry Potter 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Hogwarts!” 

Reviewed 1 February 2013 

What an amazing place, fab architecture. The 1 hour guided tour by one of the uni students 

flew by - could have spent hours listening, she was so knowledgable. The grand hall was 

straight out of a Harry Potter movie! A must see on a visit to Durham 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Closed for Private Function” 

Reviewed 27 January 2013 

Like other reviewers we were disappointed to find Castle closed for a private function. I guess 

to avoid this you would have to phone ahead of time and arrange your visit to Durham Castle 

around these private functions. 

Visited January 2013 

 

“The benefits of a good guide” 

Reviewed 9 January 2013 
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This is a 'living castle' that serves as the heart of a community, so naturally you can't explore 

it in the way that you could a ruin. That's a bit of a shame, since it'd be interesting to see the 

student accommodations in the keep, for instance -- but it's completely understandable. If you 

are going to be guided, what matters is that the guide takes to you to the highlights and adds 

to the experience with her knowledge. Both of these were the case on our tour, and we were 

really impressed by our guide and her mastery of the castle's history and architecture. We 

went here before the Cathedral, and the tour was a very informative introduction to the history 

of Durham. Importantly, we didn't find that the tour times were correctly advertised on the 

tours website -- we almost missed the only tour occurring during our visit -- so call ahead of 

time to check! 

Visited January 2013 
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2. Durham Cathedral  

Durham Cathedral Trip Advisor Reviews 

Visitor rating  

 

Excellent – 1,320 

Very Good – 267 

Average – 33 

Poor – 8 

Terrible – 9  

“A piece of national history!” 

Reviewed 20 April 2014via mobile 

Durham Cathedral is over 900 years old . It is a world heritage site recently playing host to 

the Harry Potter Films. Free to get in (donations appreciates) you are instantly hit by awe and 

wonder at the sheer majesty of the place. St Cuthbert's shrine has an eerie feel to it. Not as 

publicised as York Minster , but as far as I'm concerned has more to offer. 

Durham is a beautiful city and the cathedral is at its heart! 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Just wonderful” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

I have had a couple of visits to the Cathedral, once just for a walk around and the other with 

one of the Cloister Guides. It is so easy to immerse yourself in the history and peaceful 

tranquility. They also provide a tea room and shop. Well worth a visit. 

Visited September 2013 

 

Not to be mist” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

Great historical place to visit, There is so much history and quality people who explain 

everything to you. Durham Cathedral is a Anglican communion, the shrine of St Cuthbert, the 

seal of the Bishop of Durham and a focus of pilgrimage and spirituality in the North East 

England. It is treasured Sacred space set in the natural and human landscape of the World 

Heritage Site.To worship God share the gospel as you study the place you will glimpse 

something of what this holy and beautiful place stands for. I am sure you will enjoy sharing 

the life for a while and be inspired by what you find here. Beside the Cathedral there is 
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Durham Castle which is also a beautiful place to visit and if you want a great day out go to 

Ebony Champagne Bar. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral World Heritage Site” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

The Cathedral is open to the public, even when Mass is being celebrated. When you visit you 

can't help being awe struck as soon as you catch site of it .Before you enter you will see the 

famous knocker on the door, this is a replica. Legend has it that if you were in peril and you 

grabbed it you could claim sanctuary. When you enter you will be stuck with it`s serenity. 

The interior is too amazing to describe and must be seen to be appreciated. It is a short walk 

from the railway station, an American tourist was heard to say "Wouldn`t you think they 

would have built it closer to the railway station. Public bus services drop you near. If visiting 

by car it is better to use the park and ride 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

The cathedral is must for all visitors to Durham. You can stroll around at your own pace and 

they only ask for a donation 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Cathedral & Castle” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

A must place to visit, beautiful, interesting, lots to see.There is a eating place on site with a 

wonderful menu to suit everyone. Do try and go on the river walk below the Cathedral, the 

views are spectacular, you can walk around the city by the river, it is about 1mile. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Excellent Setting” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

Durham Cathedral is a wonderful place to visit. It has all the attractions of other Cathedrals 

but it must surely have the best setting of all. Right next to the Castle; and on high 

overlooking the river. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“A peaceful, historic and sacred space” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 
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Contrary to many of our great cathedrals, Durham does not currently charge admission 

thankfully, though there are collecting boxes where visitors can leave donations. It's a very 

welcoming place where visitors are greeted by robed guides happy to point the way. It's a 

stunning architectural space but which also has roots in the prosaic in the the glowing miners 

lamp and coalfield memorial. There are many places to linger and seek out a quiet space for 

those of faith and none, but it's never a 'preachy' place, though the Northumbrian saints 

Cuthbert and Bede are buried there. To me the vast lion's head knocker on the studded front 

door is a metaphor for what's inside-sanctuary. 

I should also mention the excellent gift shop and the undercroft cafe where we've enjoyed 

several tasty and value for money meals. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Historic Durham” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

If you haven't already visited Durham its a must this Summer. 

The cathedral is a wonderful place to visit,Durham has many places of interest to see and 

plenty of eating places !!!! 

Visited July 2013 

 

“well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 16 April 2014 

Durham Cathedral has a rich history and is a captivating and atmospheric place to visit. There 

is lots to see about its history and its importance. 

The setting is wonderful and well worth the short walk from the city centre. 

Visist the city & cathedral for a great day out - lots of places to eat too. Donations for the 

upkeep of the Cathedral are encouraged. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 15 April 2014 

Simply the best, most beautiful Cathedral in the whole of the UK if not the world. No entry 

fee is required except to climb to the top of the tower for which you must be fit!! I have 

visited this Cathedral many many times and on each occasion found something something 

new to me. It is astonishing that this vast building could have been erected almost one 

thousand years ago. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 15 April 2014 
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A lovely place to visit plenty of history.Guides very helpful.Harry potter was filmed in the 

cloisters. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Best of the best” 

Reviewed 15 April 2014 

Durham Cathedral is a must if you are in the area, not just for the stunning building, but for 

the setting, walking up the palace green with the Cathedral looming up in front of you is a 

sight to savour. Also the building is built on a rise in the loop of the river. You get the best 

view of the Cathedral and Castle from Framwellgate Bridge. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Sights for the soul.” 

Reviewed 15 April 2014 

We went to the cathedral as there was a Christmas Fayre based there.we went into the 

cathedral while we were there and it was beautiful ,a very relaxed place to just wonder around 

and find the history for yourself .The castle is right next door and also worth a visit while 

your there. Don't forget to visit the cathedral restaurant when your peckish and while your 

there add a lego brick to the fundraising lego scale replica of the cathedral . 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Lovely to visit” 

Reviewed 15 April 2014 

If you go to durham you have to visit the cathedral. Summer time is a good time to go. Part of 

history. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Lovely cathederal” 

Reviewed 16 March 2014 

Great place to revisit and a great place to share with visitors.lovely atmosphere have not tried 

the cafe but it looks good will hopefully drop by on next visit. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Top Cathedral” 

Reviewed 1 March 2014 

One of the best if not the best Cathedral in the world. Regular visitor and worshipper here and 

recommend it highly. 
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Visited December 2013 

 

“Absolutely beautiful.” 

Reviewed 25 February 2014 

Stunning cathedral. Even the young children in our group enjoyed it due to the vastness of it 

all. 100% recommended. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral in a lovely town” 

Reviewed 14 February 2014 

My friend raved about how nice Durham is, particularly the Cathedral.How right he was! A 

beautiful magnificent,huge,soaring Cathedral, well worth investing £5 for a guided tour.You 

can also climb the tower,if you've got a head for heights,which my wife hasn't unfortunately. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Fantastic achitecture” 

Reviewed 9 February 2014 

You cannot visit Durham without going to the Cathedral. Helpful volunteers, nice atmosphere 

and great architecture. Make sure you take a trip up the tower (£5 to go up and 325 steps!), 

but he view is spectacular. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Cathederal visit” 

Reviewed 31 January 2014 

What an awsome experience dude! What a helpull and friendly bunch of people these 

geordies are,couldnt understand a word they say though.My only complaint - there wasnt a 

mcdonalds inside. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“The best Cathedral in the world - just like it says on the mug!” 

Reviewed 27 January 2014 

Durham Cathedral is simply the best . Having discovered it while my son was at University in 

Durham a few years ago, I made many return visits, the latest of which was during Durham 

Lumiere in November, when the frontage was lit with amazing scenes from the Lindisfarne 

Gospels . There was even an 'installation' inside , which just shows how unstuffy the 'staff' 

are.  

The shop is brilliant, as is the restaurant below. 

Evensong there is magical, and a great feeling of spirituality pervades the whole place.Having 
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been bitterly disappointed by the very commercial Cathedral in Santiago, when I finished 

walking part of the Camino, I rate this place as one of the finest on God's earth.Enjoy 

experiencing it. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Wow. A definite must to visit.” 

Reviewed 26 January 2014 

It's a beautiful place! Magnificent, majestic and amazing. There are information boards 

around which made it even more interesting as they explained what room was which and 

some really interesting information. Anybody who visits Durham needs to see this place. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 20 January 2014 

well worth a visit to see the history of the cathedral and the adjacent streets. The architecture 

is simply amazing 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Beautiful! Must see when visiting Durham!” 

Reviewed 18 January 2014 

Loved this cathedral, so beautiful and really nice to look around and appreciate the architect. 

Well worth a visit if you are in Durham 

Visited December 2013 

 

“A Wonderful Day in Durham” 

Reviewed 16 January 2014 

My wife and I recently had the pleasure of visiting Durham Cathedral and were completely 

enamored with the cathedral's architecture and history. It is truly amazing to stand at the 

tombs of some of the most important names in early English history including St. Cuthbert 

and the Venerable Bede, and to explore a building that has been standing since the Norman 

era! We visited right after Christmas so the cathedral was particularly gorgeous as it was 

decorated for the occasion while we were there! It was incredibly windy while we were there 

and the tower was closed as a result, so we can't wait to go back and visit again! 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Blessing of the Crib and turning on of the Xmas lights” 

Reviewed 13 January 2014 
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This was the first time we have visited the Cathedral for a formal occasion, and we couldn't 

have been more deligthed. To see the great building full of about 500 visitors was fab. The 

whole event took about 30 mins and we watched the Xmas tree lights switched on and 

witnessed the Blessing of the Crib. There were 3 carols also sung, which the kids loved. This 

will become a family tradition at Xmas. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Wonderful” 

Reviewed 7 January 2014 

So glad we went, beautiful building, amazing history and plenty of information on boards 

displayed on the walls as you go round. Well worth a visit. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Beautiful” 

Reviewed 4 January 2014 

We popped into the cathedral and were overwhelmed with its history and beauty. Plenty of 

volunteers to answer any questions you may have and currently they are reconstructing the 

cathedral with Lego blocks - very impressive. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Lego and Potter” 

Reviewed 1 January 2014via mobile 

There is not much I can add that is any different to the 1400 or so reviews on here....but here 

goes. I have fond memories of coming here as a child so it was nice to introduce my family to 

this absolutely amazing building. Whilst I was trotting round looking at the stunning features 

they found the parts shown in one of the Harry Potter films and participated in the Lego 

Cathedral project. Pleasant and helpful staff, useful and concise guide leaflets and a nice cafe 

added to the visit. Stunning! 

Visited December 2013 

 

“You can't visit Durham and not see this......” 

Reviewed 28 December 2013 

....you just can't.  

 

Amazing. 

Inspiring. 

Warming. 

Educational. 

Uplifting. 
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I don't know how anyone can think it is 'average' - I'd want to see what that person would 

describe as 'outstanding'. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Most beautiful cathedral in the world” 

Reviewed 28 December 2013 

Whilst I was visiting my former university city on business I found time to visit Durham 

Cathedral. Palace Green is the most wonderful space in the world and it does not matter how 

many times one walks up the cobbled street to Palace Green the enormity of beauty and 

wonder that the cathedral is still magical. With the beautiful castle opposite, the former home 

of the Prince Bishop but now University College of Durham University it is a breathtaking 

view matched no where else in the world. The Cathedral was magical as always and the staff 

helpful. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“One of North East Englands true beauties!” 

Reviewed 27 December 2013 

We visited the cathedral today with my sister-in-law and her husband, as they are over 

visiting from America. The last time I was here was about 15 years ago, so it was almost a 

new experience for me as well. 

 

We drove right up to the cathedral, as my parents are disabled. They have limited disabled 

parking on a first come, first serve basis. There seemed to be plenty of space today, but then it 

was a rainy day at the end of December. 

 

The cathedral is free to visit but you can leave a donation if you wish. We left £10 and started 

to take a look around. It's beautiful inside, original stone and woodwork, huge ceilings and 

lots of space. Everything you would expect from a building built in 1096. When you start 

walking around you can really begin to take in the size of the building and all of the detail that 

went into it.  

 

You can't take photos inside the cathedral, but once you get into the court yard, you can. The 

court yard leads to the dormitories, where the monks slept and is beautilful also. We then 

walked further down and visited the gift shop, which has the usual items, but was very 

spacious and well laid out. There are also toilets and a cafe, which we didn't use but it looked 

nice. 

 

Definitely worth a look around if you're in Durham. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Beautiful, Scenic. Makes me Proud to be from Durham” 

Reviewed 26 December 2013 
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I've been several times but the most recent was on the day i received my GSCE results, we 

went up and had a look around. It was so interesting and the people who were around were so 

friendly. There was actually a vicar there who was incredibly nice to us, telling us everything 

he knew about the Cathedral and the castle and what he thought of it.  

It's well worth the little trek up the hill, even just to see the cathedral and not go inside 

because it's beautiful and something that genuinely makes me feel proud to be from Durham 

Visited August 2013 

 

“A must see attraction” 

Reviewed 25 December 2013 

A pleasure to have finally made the trip to Durham. Will be back to see how the Lego is 

progressing. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Lumiere” 

Reviewed 18 December 2013 

We thoroughly enjoyed the whole experience which was well organised with helpful stewards 

at key points. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Impressive!” 

Reviewed 17 December 2013 

Very atmospheric and impressive, particulalrly when dark. We visit every year for the 

Lighting of the Tree and Blessing of the Crib, always worth the visit. 

Visited December 2013 

 

“Durham Christmas Market 2013.” 

Reviewed 11 December 2013 

The market was very enjoyable and festive. Everyone was very friendly and helpful all the 

way around the city. 

The food festival in the cathedral was excellent along with the carol services adding to the 

ambiance. 

The only negatives were the price to enter the market stall tent. This was £2.50 Fri and £3.50 

Sat and Sun. This stopped you going back in on the last day to buy a few fresh products to 

take home. The tent also needed a one way system for the people to follow. It was mayhem at 

times. 

Talking to some stallholders, they suffered with lack of sales to to the mayhem and price. 

Visited December 2013 
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“Beautiful Place” 

Reviewed 4 December 2013 

Stunning Cathedral on the hill. Tranquil and calm inside with many different areas to wander 

around. guided tours available at different time throughout the day. 

Fabulous architecture and Stain Glassed windows. Lovely little chapel area at the top for 

some quiet reflection/prayer. 

A donation box is available at the exit as there is no entrance fee to visit. 

A must for a trip to Durham 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 4 December 2013via mobile 

A beautiful Norman cathedral in the centre of Durham. Spectacular at night. There is no 

entrance fee. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“An amazing building” 

Reviewed 4 December 2013 

We visited this cathedral recently and were amazed at its size and beauty. Initially as we 

approached we thought it was quite small until we realized that the tower is in the centre of 

the nave. There are wonderful windows and the architecture is very interesting. It is possible 

to climb the tower for a fee and the views are said to be good. There is a very old wooden 

clock with is worth seeing. The staff are very welcoming and the heating was on! 

Through the cloisters is the shop and restaurant and for £1 you could buy a Lego brick to help 

build a model of the cathedral - it should be spectacular when finished. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Must Visit” 

Reviewed 4 December 2013 

This is one of the finest buildings in U.K. , staggering setting , amazing inside and out . The 

people who volunteer are friendly and proud of the place, they can give insights into the 

building history and the history of the artefacts . Beautiful windows and sculptures - old and 

new , loved the new Transfiguration window by Tom Denny in memory of the former 

Archbishop of Canterbury lord Michael Ramsey . 

Please don't forget to donate as you leave , this building is definitely worth it . 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Majestic Experience” 
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Reviewed 3 December 2013 

The Cathedral is set on a hill above the river. The town spirals its way around the hill. Very 

pretty little streets lead up to this magnificent building. Inside the long nave and marching 

pillars are breathtaking - in fact the proportions of the whole place seem to be perfect. It's 

been almost untouched since the 15th century, thank goodness, so there are no silly bits of 

victorian monuments or georgian add-ons. If you can, stay for evensong at 6pm. They close 

the cathedral and usher you into the choir stalls. There were about 40 people on the evening 

we were there. In the stalls you are joined by the choir and religious clergy. For the next 45 

minutes you can enjoy plain song chants and hymns. Magical. Worth every minute of the 3 

hours we stayed. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Excellent” 

Reviewed 30 November 2013 

One of the best cathedrals I've seen in England (incl Oxford). Awe-inspiring stuff inside as 

well as great views outside. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Up the steps” 

Reviewed 28 November 2013 

All 365 of them and experience a view of Durham like no other...breathtaking. Take in the 

phenomenal architecture before well earned refreshment at one of the local hostelries. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“great day out” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

a beautiful building well worth the visit the stained glass was amazing the staff very friendly 

helpful.we climb the tower is not easy but well worth the view.the tearoom is excellent much 

needed after the climb up the tower. also a lovely gift shop overall a very well run 

attraction.there is also a very interesting lego copy of the building were you pay to add bricks 

very good for children and adults 

Visited November 2013 

 

“A very beautiful cathedral.” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

Most impressive from the outside, and step inside, and it is so beautiful. The rose window is 

amazing and you can spend an afternoon looking around and wandering around the cloisters 

and into the bookshop and cafe.Climb the tower to see the wonderful views around Durham, 

this you will have to pay admission for ,whilst the cathedral itself is free of charge. It is best if 
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you catch a park and ride bus into the town centre, so much better than trying to find a 

parking space, especially in the height of the tourist season. On a nice day there is nothing 

better than taking a walk along the riverbank, so relaxing and you get the iconic view of the 

cathedral with the wear below, very picturesque. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“So lucky to live near this wonderful building” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

I visit regularly and never fail to be awed by its beauty, inside and out. On a fine day the 

views from the Tower are phenomenal. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“You must visit Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

Must be one of the BEST buildings in the world. The BEST Cathedral in the UK. After a visit 

walk the cobbled streets in the city,then walk along the river banks from Millburngate Bridge 

to Elvet Bridge. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

I live in County Durham and have been here many times , for different events I'm not a 

religious person but it is such a beautiful building any one visiting Durham should see to and 

the castle 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Best Cathedral ever visited” 

Reviewed 26 November 2013 

I have been all around the world, but still think Durham Cathedral is the most impressive 

cathedral I have ever visited. From the moment you pass the great door knocker you realise 

this is a place full of awe & wonder. Once inside one feels the presence of God. This holy 

space offers the visitor the chance to become either "at one" with The Lord, or for those who 

are not religious, the chance to marvel at the incredible workmanship shown by the builders 

over a thousand years ago! 

The climb up the tower (the only part of the cathedral to ask for a charge) passing through the 

belfry is rewarded with the most breath taking views of the River Wear, & one can instantly 

realise why this site was chosen as a place of safety & now of Pilgrimage 

Visited November 2013 
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“Cathedral, Castle & Durham City” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

Excellent experience, great for a long weekend as there is so much more to see in the area. 

Bishop Auckland Castle (7 miles away) well worth a visit, open for tours from April to 

October. Newcastle shops and nightlife, metro centre for covered shopping and lots more just 

a short car ride away, but then I am biased I live here.  

Enjoy. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral...” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

This is a word heritage site...and deservedly so....the most beautiful place to see while visiting 

Durham....it stands on the palace green with the Castle in view , there is a restaurant in the 

under croft,where you can eat in comfort,serving dinners and snacks ....there is a lovely shop 

with the most unusual gifts to purchase, I recommend most highly as a must place to visit.!!!! 

Visited October 2013 

 

“durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

Awesome, peaceful, lovely surroundings. Great if you go when the choir is singing. Lots of 

nice café s on way to the cathedral 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

I live in durham but frequently walk in and around the cathedral amazes me everytime !.a 

walk around the river banks then use the front or back entrances are always worth while . 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Should be one of the Wonders of the World” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

Im not religious but this place is fantastic and no matter how many times you go, it's always a 

great experience. You can go for chill out walks around the grounds to the river or climb the 

tower and see tremendous views. Go on forget the religion and enjoy 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Durham day out” 
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Reviewed 25 November 2013 

The cathedral was good and there is a tower you can climb also visit the castle this needs to 

be booked first, I would book the castle visit first then go around the cathedral. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“A history and heritage lesson” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

By visiting Durham cathedral you can learn the history and heritage of the county of Durham 

.We visited on the day of the Durham Miners Gala where new miners lodge banners were 

blessed by the bishop of Durham. Even though there are no longer any mines left in the 

county, the heritage and history of a once thriving workforce is being kept alive in this great 

building. There are plenty of people around to guide you through the cathedral and its grounds 

and a look up the tower is a must ,although climbing to the top is quite a task it is realy worth 

it , the views are astounding. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“BEAUTIFULL BUILDING.” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

The cathedral is a fantasic buildng a structure not to be missed. 

No entrance fee people come from all over the world to see  

the city itself is worth the visit 

You can also go up the tower for a small charge, the original doornocker as been removed 

and is on displayin the cathedral. 

 

It is a fantastic builing 

Visited August 2013 

 

“The best of Durham City” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

Brilliant! There should be a new adjective to describe the brilliance of this cathedral, and it is 

still free to enter where many others' charge an entrance fee. The medieval feeling is 

everywhere round you on Palace green which the cathedral and castle overlook, the cathedral 

dates back to Norman times and inside are many treasures......the tomb of the Venerable 

Bede.....the shrine of St.Cuthbert...and many more. 

The cloisters lead to a very magnificent shop selling a wide range of goods, replicas' and 

cards. A  

cafe is opposite the gift shop and sells a wide range of meals and snacks that don't break the 

bank! 

There are organised tours during the day or you are free to wander around yourself. There are 

places to donate money but there is no pressure from anyone to do so. 

Visited November 2013 
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“Amazing” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

This is a very impressive building with many interesting features; well worth a visit. Its size 

alone is enough to leave you breathless, it's free to enter and a very humbling experience for 

all the family. The Cloisters and the resident bats are always a huge hit with the children. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Grand and Beautiful” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

A beautiful building and beautifully lit inside...the light, shadow, beautiful stained glass and 

sound of the choir really created a special experience. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“A place to chill” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

A fabulous place to visit and to sit and take a moment to chill and think of loved ones that are 

nolonger with us. My sonfrom being very little used to love to light a candle and write a note 

tohis grandad. The stainglass windows are outstanding. A place you never get sich of visiting. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Fabulous Part of Durham” 

Reviewed 25 November 2013 

This is a beautiful Piece of Cultural Durham, can be viewed on many horizon's of County 

Durham. Fans of Harry Potter will recognise many of 'Hogwarts's' corridors 

 

when you visit Durham you must visit The Cathedral 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Uplifting experience” 

Reviewed 24 November 2013 

This is a superb building with many interesting features. Contrary to the impression given by 

some reviewers it is not overrun by camera police. The signs are clear enough and ought to be 

respected. Unlike many religious institutions further south this Cathedral does not demand 

vast sums to enter , in fact its entirely free to enter and up to the visitor to decide whether to 

donate or not via a small number of donation receptacles. I found the reception stewards very 

friendly along with a very friendly and informative member of the "religious management" 

only too willing to pass on his knowledge of the history and construction of the Cathedral. 

Overall an enjoyable and uplifting experience and well worth both a visit and a donation 
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Visited November 2013 

 

“Lumiere” 

Reviewed 22 November 2013 

Brilliantly organised and running outside and inside the Cathedral this is an every two year 

event (I hope) having been run in 2011 and 2013. 

Light shows were projected onto the Cathedral once the dusk arrived alongside around 25000 

visitors to the city. 

25000 sounds like a huge amount of people to be wandering around with but the event was 

run so that queuing was more like wandering along very very slowly with a group of new 

friends and the queue kept moving. It was also arranged so that everyone could see 

everything. 

Once inside the perspex art exhibition was fascinating but that was the one thing that it did 

need less people to see properly. This was an exhibit to be contemplated rather than simply 

oohed and aahed at. 

Once around the inside of the Cathedral it was into the Cloisters where amazingly there were 

tables and food. Ihad thought it would be packed. Note for anyone thinking about eating there, 

stop thinking and start eating. Made from fresh food including proper vegetarian rather than 

take the meat off the plate vegetarian at reasonable prices. 

Amazingly not many people seemed to put any money in the organisers collection buckets 

either of the Lumiere itself or the Cathedral. I hope I was not seeing this properly as it was a 

volunteer run event I think. 

Excellent and I will visit again. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“DURHAM'S MEDIEVAL BUILDINGS, DURHAM, ENGLAND” 

Reviewed 21 November 2013 

Durham city is medieval in its look and feel. In order to get to the Castle and the Cathedral 

you have to go up the slope surrounded by modern restaurants,shops, cafes, bars, pubs, 

covered market, tourist office on both sides of the street which contrasts to what you are about 

to experience when you reach the top. The majestic medieval buildings dating back to the 

Normans on the hill stand proud above the River Wear surrounded by green spaces and are 

UNESCO World Heritage Sites. Durham Cathedral is a must visit for all who go to Durham 

for a short break. The 'holy' treasures you will encounter inside include the shrine of St 

Cuthbert of Lindisfarne; the head of St Oswald of Northumbria and the remains of the 

Venerable Bede. The Chapter Library at the back of the church along the cloisters contain 

many old books from the medieval times including the copies of the Magna Carta. There is a 

wonderful gift shop selling replicas and post cards is worth visiting as well as a lovely 

cafeteria to quench your thirst and hunger pangs, then take a short break and sit on a bench or 

on a tombstone in the green area outside the cathedral. Durham Castle next door is now part 

of Durham University; recently the Lindisfarne Gospels dedicated to St. Cuthbert, was on 

show at the univ's Palace Green Library. Nearby, the university's Oriental and Archaeology 

Museum has unusual objects dating back thousands of years and in 1969 it displayed 

something not from this planet - the Moon Rock. 

Visited July 2013 
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“The best cathedral in Britain” 

Reviewed 20 November 2013 

My wife and I have visited all the medieval English cathedrals so we know that Durham is the 

best. 

Architecture on a grand scale combines with a stunning setting to give the visitor an 

unrivalled experience. If you can stay for Evensong as we did your visit will be totally 

unforgettable. 

And don't miss the tearooms for lunch, coffee or afternoon tea. 

The only down side is that photography is not allowed within the cathedral and we know from 

first hand experience that this is the only cathedral in the country to impose such a ban. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 20 November 2013 

While many young people are attracted to the Durham Cathedral because the first 2 Harry 

Potter films were filmed on location here, I highly recommend visiting the Cathedral and 

allowing yourself to really take in it's beauty and grandeur. It's remarkably well kept, the 

architeture is stunning, and the staff are always on hand to answer any questions. If you are 

able to, visit the Cathedral for Sunday Mass. While I am not Catholic myself, it is quite an 

experience. Definitely take your time to walk around Palace Green and the Castle while you 

are in Durham. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Quiet and majestic cathedral” 

Reviewed 20 November 2013 

We've visited this cathedral on a few occasions, the last time on a Sunday in early November 

2013. Unless you are going there to participate in one or more of the many masses held in the 

cathedral on Sundays, this is not a good day to visit as the main part of the cathedral is out of 

bounds to sightseeing visitors during services. However, even on Sundays access to the main 

body of the cathedral is permitted after the last service finishes around 2.30pm. Before that 

time sightseeres are only allowed into the entrance area of the cathedral itself and into the 

chapel at the end of the cathedral which houses among other thigns the tomb of the Venerable 

Bede. 

 

The cathedral sits on the top of a hill overlooking a river, and it is a really impressive building 

both inside and outside. Entrance is free, however, you are encouraged to make a volountry 

contribution to help with the upkeep of the cathedral. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Fantastic walk back in time” 

Reviewed 19 November 2013 

There are some places that you visit that seem far more important than others, Durham 

Cathedral is one of those places. 
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The architecture is superb and the history so interesting, the guided tour is very worthwhile 

and is not very expensive. 

The evening service is a must, it is a very solemn and uplifting experience, it is also pretty 

much what has happened in the Cathedral for centuries. 

Any ancient Cathedral is a must to visit it is just so full of history. 

The shop and cafe have been a very good addition. 

Great place to visit. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Lumiere disappointment” 

Reviewed 18 November 2013 

We went to the Cathedral lumiere over the weekend and wished we hadn't bothered. Huge 

crowds, less to see than before, the same show on the cathedral, and really sullen, rude 

stewards. Lets hope it won't be repeated again. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Magnificent” 

Reviewed 18 November 2013 

This building is a must see if you visit Durham, it is free entry but a £5 donation, gift aid if 

you can, is very reasonable. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Fantastic!” 

Reviewed 18 November 2013 

A wonderful old building in an unbelievable location. Great vieuws of the lovely old city of 

Durham. Cathedral is steeped in history.Try & visit at Christmastime but worth a visit in any 

season. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Breathtaking” 

Reviewed 17 November 2013 

Every visiter whatever denomination should visit this amazing building. So much to see here 

that you could visit time and again and not see it all. Fabulous architecture, stained glass 

windows and there is a tower if you like steps! Cafe looked good and large visiters shop that 

made the the friends of Durham shop seem a little disappointing. Sorry you can't take photos 

inside but fully respected this and was sorry other people didn't. 

Visited November 2013 
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“Magnificent!” 

Reviewed 15 November 2013via mobile 

Externally this is utterly magnificent and it stares down on the city below like a fortress. That 

is no accident as the Normans plainly wished to impress! That said, the central tower is wrong 

with the upper stage being noticeably too short. Internally it is quite possibly the most 

impressive Norman structure in Europe - massive, even forbidding. The columns in the nave 

are massive and wonderful. As a curiosity I love the main pulpit, a true Victorian horror and 

as such to be treasured! The Galilee chapel on the West front is unique and lovely. After 

Lincoln it is perhaps England's second greatest cathedral. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“History at its best” 

Reviewed 15 November 2013 

What an awesome beautiful Cathedral standing proud on the river Wear overlooking the 

magnificent City of Durham. A true History lesson for everyone to be had. A very popular 

attraction for many world travellers and if your fit try the walk up the narrow winding stone 

stairwell to the roof and take in the awesome views of this beautiful city. You can't fail to be 

impressed by this incredible building and the beautiful city.. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“The most beatiful catherdral in Britain, possibly the world” 

Reviewed 13 November 2013 

Magnificent building inside and out.  

 

I've visited this place a number of times over the years and it takes my breath away each time. 

It is like visiting an old friend. 

 

I also wandered back up late in the evening when it is floodflit and the palace green is nice 

and quiet. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Overwhelming Elegance” 

Reviewed 13 November 2013 

The cathedral is very regal in its old age. The small cemetery near the entrance dates back to 

600AD. There is no admission fee, but instead a donation is requested if you wish. There is 

much to see, and if you love history, make sure you spend a few hours touring around the 

grounds. There is a nice café & gift shop to peruse. 

 

It is impressive that the architecture could build such a structure back in that time. The 

atmosphere inside is impressive, and you can feel your spirit relax and revitalize as you move 

around. Very relaxing & rewarding. 
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Visited November 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 12 November 2013 

Durham cathedral is absolutely stunning, set in large grounds by the castle there is a large 

green to the front with café which serves lovely teas. 

There is no fee into the cathedral, it is donation, there is no photography allowed either, any 

miscreants are collared quickly by staff, this is despite parts of harry potter being filmed there, 

presumably they were paid. 

The stained glass windows are a marvel, what ever your views on religion are, the building is 

truly impressive. 

Don't forget to see Bedes tomb and that of St Cuthbert too. 

The colonnade with the bats flying around seemed to keep children happy. 

We didn't get up the staircase as it was closed at the time we visited. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Perhaps the best cathedral in the world” 

Reviewed 11 November 2013 

My roots are in the North East of England, growing up and going to school there. I have 

vague memories of visiting Durham Cathedral as a child but not really appreciating the 

history of it. My parents still live in the area and whilst on a weekend visit recently, I felt a 

return visit was long overdue. Built on a hill at a loop in the river Wear, the cathedral 

dominates the city of Durham. The cathedral is a stunning example of Norman architecture 

and you can just sense the 900+ years of history as you stand in the Nave. Entrance is free and 

you can also walk up to the roof terrace for a small fee, from where the views are stunning. 

There is a chapel dedicated to the servicemen of the Durham Light Infantry, who have given 

their lives in conflicts all over the world in the last 200 years. There is nice coffee shop, which 

does really nice cakes and scones, and the usual gift shop is also worth a look. 

All in all, this place is world class and if you love historical attractions then this is a must see. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Simply the best” 

Reviewed 11 November 2013 

A truly majestic building which just takes your breath away. Other cathedrals seem fussy and 

insubstantial in comparison. Its situation is perfect, riding high on a great hill surrounded by a 

river. The buildings, castle and old town with its cobbled streets that surround it, add to its 

attraction. It is impossible to enter the cathedral without being struck by its size and solid 

grandness. I was lucky enough to attend my daughters graduation in the cathedral which was 

full of pomp and colour. It was quite an emotional event especially when the graduates rose, 

at the end to lead the procession out. All the guests rose and began to clap. I had never heard 

such loud, heartfelt clapping before. 

Visited June 2013 
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“Problem staff in a stunning building” 

Reviewed 11 November 2013via mobile 

Of course it is a wonderful building, no dispute but the staff spoil the experience. Been here 

many times but recently went with my husband who wanted to photograph Durham City in 

general. On walking into the cathedral with a camera round his neck he was pounced on by an 

attendant and told photography not allowed. Another looked on, then they got together and 

whispered which was very rude. Very un-Christian behaviour by the over zealous robe 

wearers.  

Many experience this as is evident reading through the comments here. The reason she gave - 

it's a working church! All churches are working unless they are derelict and there is no 

problem taking photographs in most churches. My husband has photographed many. No 

problem photographing York Minster where there is an admission charge which lasts all year. 

What's the difference? an entrance fee!  

Modern cameras take excellent photos without a flash, so there should be no flashes going 

off, which would be a good enough reason to disallow photography.  

It makes for a very unpleasant experience in a place where kindness and love should surround 

you! Just more man made rules to take away the spirituality which is open to all. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“silence” 

Reviewed 11 November 2013 

beautiful stained glass windows and stonework, wished we could have filmed or taken photos 

of but totally understand why not as it would spoil the beauty and silence 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Magical and Mystical” 

Reviewed 11 November 2013 

If you are interested in theology or just love to visit cathedrals then I recommend a visit to see 

Durham Cathedral. It is a magnificent building, fully of history and the stained glass windows 

are awe inspriring, especially on a sunny day. There are area in the church that draw you in 

and are very mystical and you can feel history all around you. I will return in the future to 

experience it again. Only drawback is that you cannot take photos inside.. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“A fantastic Cathedral” 

Reviewed 10 November 2013 

The visit to this cathedral is something you must put in your list to see. In the top of the hill 

and very huge and big. The only worst thing is that you could not get pictures with your 

camera but the memories will be in your mind forever. 

Visited October 2013 
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“A World Class Attraction” 

Reviewed 9 November 2013 

Durham Cathedral has a special place in my heart and life so maybe I am biased, however 

each visit to this wonderful building never ceases to amaze me. My last visit was just last 

week, the first week in November, and again I found much which I had not seen in previous 

visits. The building itself is a wonderful achievement and yet, large as it is, feels very intimate 

and personal. Here can be found the last resting places of both Cuthbert and Bede who rest at 

opposite ends of the Cathedral, and the range of stained glass and the individual memorials, 

including the Durham Miner's Memorial, are astounding. There are pleasant cloisters to 

wander around and a very good shop, café and visitor centre, and the setting lying in a loop of 

the River Wear is magnificent. Plus entry to the Cathedral is free - no wonder writers continue 

to acclaim this cathedral as one of the finest in the world! 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Superb view from the top!” 

Reviewed 9 November 2013 

After living in Durham for a few years we often visited the cathedral with family and friends 

who visited. All graduates of Durham University have the privileged of graduating from here 

too - which is amazing! 

 

I've climbed the tower a couple of times, most recently with my husband and mother and 

father-in law, as we'd never taken them. It's £5 per adult, but they store any bags for free 

(highly recommend using this service, as it's very tight in the tower and the less bags the 

better). 

 

I get really claustrophobic, and hate the climb up as the spiral staircase is very tight. But there 

are a few places to rest on the way up. The view from the top is fully worth the climb. 

 

highly recommend. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 8 November 2013 

My husband and I visited Durham Cathedral last weekend. We first went into the visitors 

centre (very helpful and pleasant staff) we watched a short film on St Cuthbert who is 

interned in the Cathedral this was very helpful when we went in side the Cathedral as there is 

a small chapel to St Cuthbert and his tomb. The all experience was awe inspiring the stain 

glass widows have to be seen to be believed You just have to be looking up to see and wonder 

how such a place could have been built without modern technology. It was free to go in but 

you could pay a small sum for a guided tour. We spent a truly peaceful and happy 2 hours in 

an amazing Cathedral. The Cathedral is up a steep hill but you can get a bus from the bus 

station which run on a regular basis. 

Visited November 2013 
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“Amazing place” 

Reviewed 7 November 2013 

The very best cathedral in Britain! Could spend hours here and often do. There are always 

attendents(probably the wrong term to use) around to help you.As a child always liked to go 

to the top of one of the towers with fabulous views to Durham City and the surrounding area. 

This is an amazing place but it frequently has organized education activities during the school 

holidays.Are grandchildren enjoy the experiences here 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Weather poor visit excellent.” 

Reviewed 6 November 2013 

The primary reason for visiting Durham was to visit the cathedral.  

It was a September day cold and miserable but our entry to the cathedral was warm and 

welcoming. 

There is so much historical information to take in I strongly advise you to do some research 

before arriving and then pay for a private tour guide, you will find it so beneficial. 

Unfortunately we were not able to visit the castle as we weren't aware the Durham University 

use part of the castle for it's "halls." Added to this a wedding party were holding the reception 

there which effectively closed the castle to e general public. 

The cathedral is an absolute must. Enjoy. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Magnificent architectural masterpiece” 

Reviewed 6 November 2013 

Truly spectacular building in a glorious setting, especially as the natural light fails and the 

building glows like a beacon. Durham Cathedral is a wonderful piece of Romanesque 

architecture, worthy recipient of World Heritage Site status, and plays an important part in 

Christian development. The iconic Sanctuary Knocker on the main door is the start of a 

spiritual journey into Christian heritage. The darkened, earthy, heavy carved pillars are unique 

and the feeling of serenity and calm is overwhelming. The role of light inside the building is 

tangible- quite unlike more modern cathedrals built from lighter stone with finer carvings, 

making the windows very special. If you are lucky you might catch a recital, and the book 

shop and cafe is a great way to contribute to the coffers as admission is free. The Lumiere 

festival later this month sounds like a perfect excuse to return, not that I will need an excuse! 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Great Place” 

Reviewed 4 November 2013 

As cathedrals go, this is probably one of the best I have seen, everything about the place is 

awe inspiring and hard to believe how well it has stood the test of time. Free entry but they do 

ask for a donation, don't be tight or future generations may miss out on this beautiful building 

Visited November 2013 
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“Wow What A Building” 

Reviewed 3 November 2013 

We visited the Cathedral as part of a weekend away with friends and were blown away by the 

whole experience. How they built such huge and intricate buildings is a mystery, it is breath 

taking and no wonder it is renowned and a World Heritage Site. It is free to enter but we left a 

donation as it was well worth it. It has an air of tranquility and serenity about it and although 

we walked around ourselves you can have a guide. 

Visited November 2013 

 

“Delghtful Durham” 

Reviewed 3 November 2013 

The Cathedral is an awe inspiring building from its wonderful architecture and magnificent 

pillars (each one different) to its place in Christian History. Take time to absorb everything 

there is to see! There is also exhibits of relevant and ancient treasures and manuscripts. It is 

also possible to climb the tower and have a birds eye view of this lovely city. If you're tired 

and hungry after all that then try the Café and if you have time brows in the book shop. It is a 

very special place and deserves its place as a World Heritage site. Once visited never 

forgotten. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Visit to St Cuthbert's Shrine” 

Reviewed 1 November 2013 

We wanted to visit Durham Cathedral principally to see the shrine and relics of St Cuthbert. 

Unfortunately when we visited the cathedral the Lindisfarne Gospels were on display as a 

separate pre-paid exhibition and were over subscribed, where the relics were on display. 

However we enjoyed walking round the cathedral and going up the tower. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“visit late afternoon in autumn when the outside is illuminated” 

Reviewed 31 October 2013 

Wow, what a magnificent building! We visited about 4.30pm on a Monday and were lucky 

enough to hear the choir practice. The singing was so beautiful and made an already amazing 

visit, extra special. The setting of the cathedral next to the castle and on a promontory above 

the River Wear is spectacular. The architecture is wonderful. The attached cloister is a very 

peaceful  

and a lovely place to sit and think. There isn't an entrance fee but donations are welcome. 

There is a café, a gift shop and a Lego model of the Cathedral (under construction) in the 

undercroft. It was dark when we left the Cathedral and the outside illumination of it made a 

spectacular vista. 

Visited October 2013 
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“A must if you visit Durham” 

Reviewed 23 October 2013 

You cannot visit Durham without coming here. You can spend 20 minutes or 2 hours 

depending on your interest. I would recommend starting with a slow stroll around the inside 

of the main body of the cathedral just to be awed at the majesty of a building that is some 900 

years old. Walk around the cloisters and see if you can spot the bats. Look into the mediaeval 

dormitory before heading for a cup of tea (the cafe is excellent and reasonably priced) and 

look in the newly refurbished shop. Sponsor a brick (lego) for the model of the cathedral that 

is part completed. The Treasury must have moved, I am assuming to where the tomb of Bede 

is. This used to be something you had to pay for and I was never sure it was really worth it 

other than to see the original sanctuary knocker. I would recommend a trip up to the roof 

(some 400 steps - 4 minutes if you are fit) if it is open and the weather is good as the views 

are impressive. TRy exiting via the rear entrance to see the new modernist chapel and the 

buildings that are not open to the public. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Awesome and inspiring” 

Reviewed 22 October 2013 

At last after decades of not being able to visit,for various reasons,we succeeded!The size of 

the columns and proportions are almost breathtaking and the Font,so visible on entry, takes 

your immediate attention.Much to see and learn,and excellent friendly guides to hand. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“magnificent” 

Reviewed 22 October 2013 

stunning even if you are not religious, take in the wonderful cloister and construction of the 

whole building 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Beautiful Historic Cathedral” 

Reviewed 20 October 2013 

Cathedral has free entry and is beautiful with old and new important religious artefacts. Staff 

very helpful and well informed. They are creating a lego version of the cathedral which is also 

fun to contribute to. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Durham City” 

Reviewed 19 October 2013 
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We were staying in Newcastle and I've always wished to visit Durham Cathedral, as one sees 

it sitting on top of a hill from the railway. 

Just a 15 minute train ride and the railway station is also on a hill. So, down the road and steps 

we went, narrow streets and shops galore and a wonderful market. 

We had breakfast in Durham and then the long crawl up the cobblestone streets, through a 

square where the market is indoors. Saw a narrow stairway that led down to the river, so we 

explored that, but then the steps back up. 

Arrived at the Cathedral and were allowed in and no fee. They just ask for donations. Made a 

change from the Churches, Cathedrals in Vienna, Budapest and Prague where one couldn't go 

in. 

Wonderful building and we decided to climb the 325 steps to the top of the Cathedral. 

Wonderful views of the surrounding countryside but there was very low cloud, mist so the 

views were a bit limited. 

After the Cathedral we were going to visit the castle but it was closed. Uni was just 

recommencing and wouldn't be open for a few days. 

Thoroughly impressed with the city and the Cathedral and glad I finally made it there. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Magnificent” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013 

For anyone visiting County Durham for the first time, the Cathedral is a must. This is the 

most amazing building! How did they do that all those years ago? I'm not sure our builders 

could recreate it now.  

I live about 20 miles away from Durham City, I love the place. The cathedral, riverside walk, 

restaurants, market, shops, riverboat cruise, bridges, cafés, Gala Theatre and well just 

everything about it. If I couldn't live here in Hartlepool, as the Economist writer suggests - I 

should just move and let it rot! - I'd move to Durham City. I'd probably have to sleep on a 

bench as we couldn't afford much else in the centre but hey, some things are worth it. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“A Fine Cathedral well worth the visit” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013 

Awe inspiring Cathedral such a grand building and the satff in every dept were so friendly 

and helpful 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Excellent guided tour for £5 per person” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013 

Great to find somewhere as beautiful as this that you don't have to pay to visit although we 

were very happy to pay £5 each for a guided tour (thank you Sylvia). 

However really not very impressed to have to pay another £5 each to go up the tower! 

Visited October 2013 
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“Must visit when in Durham” 

Reviewed 16 October 2013 

Lovely to visit and free to enter. We were able to walk around at our own pace. The climb to 

the tower is £5 per person but worth it! Steeped in history and the stained glassed windows 

are gorgeous. Only wish photography was allowed inside the Cathedral. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Free but too many school trips ruined it!” 

Reviewed 15 October 2013 

Recently visited from Newcastle with 2 friends who had never been. I have suffered many 

school trips in my school days here, so I think that dulled the experience slightly.  

Not being religious, the only part i found interesting was the archways where they filmed 

some of Harry Potter.  

Nice to look at, wouldn't pay to enter 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Lovely Cathedral” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013 

This is one of the nicest cathedrals I have visited, it is steeped in history and has great views. 

It is well worth visting, you could spend all day inside and not see everything. Beautiful 

serene and tranquillity at its best. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Breathless..” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013 

.. after walk up 325 steps o top of tower - but it was worth it! The Cathedral was very 

interesting, staff were helpful and we were lucky enough to be treated to a short concert by a 

visiting choir from Germany. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“A must see for visitors to North East England” 

Reviewed 13 October 2013 

This is one of the most beautiful buildings in the UK for people of all ages. Children can see 

where Harry Potter scenes were filmed and adults can appreciate the awesome architecture. If 

you are fit enough you can climb the 325 steps to the top of the tower and experience the 

spectacular views over Durham. 

Visited June 2013 
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“Fascinating architecture” 

Reviewed 12 October 2013 

Durham Cathedral has such fascinating architecture and without our modern day methods one 

wonders how it was possible to build such massive pillars and arches. Stained glass is quite 

spectacular and also some of the carvings. The classic view of the cathedral is from below on 

the Prince Bishop boat were we had our lunch. In the autumn sunshine it was perfect! This is 

a MUST for anyone visiting the city! 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 11 October 2013 

Durham Cathedral is one of my favourite places to visit. It is tranquil but full of history of the 

North East which is very interesting. The views are stunning. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Poetry in Stone, Glass and Wood” 

Reviewed 10 October 2013 

Durham Cathedral should be on everyone's 'Must See' list. It is truly inspiring and very 

beautiful. There has been copious reviews on this wonderful place, but I just want to make a 

plea for the disabled.  

Getting to Durham is anything but visitor friendly. I always use Park and Ride facilities 

wherever I go, and that is never a problem. However, I brought a party of 50 people to 

Durham to see the Lindisfarne Gospels, and it was a nightmare. The coach park only holds 11 

coaches - how stupid can you get? There are no facilities there whatsoever. When people have 

spent hours on a coach, and knowing that for the Gospel Exhibition the tickets were timed, 

there was no time to stop en route for toilets so most people had been en route for well over 

2½ hours. Luckily for us, the day was fine. However, on the day I did my planning reccy, the 

Cathedral Bus, which everyone has to catch to get from the coach park up to the Exhibition 

and the Cathedral, only held 26 people. I was very worried because if it was raining when we 

arrived, there was no bus shelter to protect people from the weather, and the bus was only 

scheduled to run every half hour - so to get one coach load of passengers up to the Cathedral 

was likely to take an hour and two buses full - leaving little room for anyone who needed to 

catch the bus who was not with a party, but perhaps had parked their car in the adjacent car 

park. I had with me a number of people on crutches, and one with an electric disability 

scooter. I had been told there was a lift up to the Market Square and that the scooter would be 

no problem. The lift was out of order. It entailed a long, very tiring walk for the person 

accompanying the person with the scooter, and certainly did not enhance their visit to Durham 

at all. I know that the electric buses are 'green', but I do think that if such an exhibition (or the 

flower festival which was on the day I did my 'reccy') surely it is not beyond the wit of the 

officers of Durham County Council to organise things in a much more disabled friendly way? 

Of my 49 passengers, 10 had to use crutches, and I had asked if a special dispensation could 

be given to allow the coach up to the Cathedral just to drop people off, but was told, very 

brusquely, that this was not possible and they would just have to make the best of things. Not 
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the way to encourage me ever to bring another party of people to Durham. The coach 

company I use also said they will discourage people from visiting for the same reason. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 10 October 2013 

We were thrilled with our visit to this ancient & beautiful cathedral, full of history & most 

atmospheric.. There is so much to see, including the tomb of the Venerable Bede, the Galilee 

Chapel,etc. We ate in the really good restaurant. There are interesting exhibitions & an 

excellent gift shop. This is a cathedral not to be missed, exceptionally lovely & memorable, a 

wonderful link with the past. We were impressed to see how much the local schools were 

involved with its history, art & the story of Christianity in the north-east.  

We were disappointed that the acclaimed exhibition of the Lindisfarne Gospels was sold out. 

It had to be booked well in advance! However, we enjoyed the free exhibition next door, 

about the making of the Lindisfarne Gospels. 

Many people rate Durham very highly, but one person stated categorically that it is the best 

cathedral north of the Alps! 

Visited September 2013 

 

“step back in history” 

Reviewed 10 October 2013 

step into the calm and tranquillity of a beautiful cathedral with small chapels glorious 

windows and steeped in history and when you need a break a lovely coffee shop in the 

undercroft and if you are really brave climb cliffords tower for brilliant views of durham city. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“tourism has taken over” 

Reviewed 10 October 2013 

The cathedral is still a wonderful work of architecture but large parts have been handed over 

to tourists. When i was a young lad living in durham you could wander all over cathedral 

grounds. The area where the monks used to live is a large cafeteria and other parts are out of 

bounds.Sorry but not the same 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Climb the Tower” 

Reviewed 8 October 2013 

One of Britain best Cathedrals, sitting high above a loop in the river, dominating the town 

makes this one of the most photographed locations in the area. 

Internally, one can only wonder how this edifice was conceived and built with simple tools.  

Climb the tower (take your time) for great views of Durham City 
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Visited September 2013 

 

“Avoid freshers week and matriculation wednesday” 

Reviewed 8 October 2013 

Unaware that our day of visit was matriculation day, we were only able to see part of the 

cathedral, at first. Due to a helpful lady in the cathedral we were told of a gap in matriculation 

services around 12:45. We visited then and were able to see the whole building. An hour 

being plenty of time and then the coffee shop and shop could be visited later. Fine cathedral 

with interesting architecture and tombs, if in Durham it is a must 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral (but no photos)....” 

Reviewed 8 October 2013 

My relatives were visiting us from Canada and on their three week itinerary included a visit to 

Durham Cathedral. We made an overnight reservation and spent two days in the city visiting 

both the Cathedral, viewing the Lindisfarne Gospels, which luckily enough were on display at 

that time, and other city sights.  

 

The whole layout of the Cathedral, Castle and other buildings is magnificent located on the 

top of the hill and you cannot fail to be impressed by the whole scene. We spent the major 

part of our two days in and around the Cathedral which is an excellent experience and we 

stayed in the Cathedral for the wonderful Evensong which really added to the whole 

experience. 

 

One criticism however is that you are not allowed to take photographs, even without a flash 

facility, inside the Cathedral - I WONDER WHY ?. Obviously not during a service or 

Evensong, but when there are no services in progress, it seems somewhat churlish of the 

Cathedral hierarchy to impose such a ban. As you can imagine my relatives were most 

disappointed and I'm sure that they were not the only ones as it seems that the young vicar 

who was at the rear of the building spent most of his time asking people to switch their 

cameras off. As an aside during the three weeks with our relatives, we visited Chester 

Cathedral, Lichfield Cathedral, Liverpool Cathedral and Carlisle Cathedrals and photography 

was allowed - but without flash and not during a service - Durham could perhaps learn from 

their fellow Cathedral hierarchy !  

 

Anyway, we had an excellent visit to the Cathedral and the surrounding area and the citizens 

of Durham should be rightly proud of their cherished Cathedral. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“Awesome!” 

Reviewed 6 October 2013 

A beautiful, spiritual experience that we will treasure forever. Delighted to see more areas of 

the Cathedral being opened all the time. Lovely welcoming staff. Air conditioning in the 

Undercroft café please! 
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Visited September 2013 

 

“Exceptional building” 

Reviewed 6 October 2013 

probably the oldest full Norman interior of any cathedral in England. It's fabulous. Excellent 

catering facilities in the undercroft. Whilst up a hill from the river Wear, accessible with bus 

40 from either the bus or rail station 

Visited September 2013 

 

“An amazing Cathedral.” 

Reviewed 5 October 2013 

Durham Cathedral can be first seen from a distance perched high on a rocky outcrop. The 

Cathedral is an amazing building! We loved visiting this magnificent Norman Cathedral, it's a 

real gem. It is well worth a visit to wonder in awe how such a building was constructed all 

those centuries ago. It's doubtful that anything like this could be completed these days! The 

tombs of St Cuthbert and St Bede are spectacular in their simplicity. There is a tomb 

dedicated to miners; the first such tribute that I've seen. Do make a point of seeing the 

Cloisters and the Library. Unusually, there is no entrance fee, although a voluntary donation 

of £5 is requested. It is little wonder Durham's historic quarter with its Cathedral Palace Green 

and Castle has its UNESCO World Heritage status. 

Visited October 2013 

 

“A must visit if in the area” 

Reviewed 5 October 2013 

A magnificent building with a real feeling of age and history. Set in lovely surroundings in an 

ancient market town. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“A piece of history” 

Reviewed 4 October 2013 

We went to see the lindisfarne gospels but couldn't get in, so we had a walk around the 

Cathredral. It is spectacular and a lot of points of interest. Well worth a visit if your in 

Durham, it is free entry but donations are requested. Compared to some Cathredrals I have 

visited a £5 donation is not expensive. There is a good cafe if you can get in, it was very busy 

the day we went, but now the gospels have gone it may be quieter. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Beautiful building” 

Reviewed 3 October 2013 
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The cathedral can be seen for miles around at the highest point of the city. It towers over 

Palace Green and is a fascinating place to visit. 

 

It was free to enter though a donation is requested. Once again there was no photography 

which I find sad. I'd be happy with no flash .. The good thing is that people actually took 

notice of it here. I was recently in Gent where everyone (except me it seemed) ignored the 'no 

photography' signs. 

 

It is an incredibly high building and it's interesting just to sit and look up and marvel at the 

skill of the mediaeval architects and builders. There is beautiful stained glass too. 

 

Different parts will interest different people - but I must admit to being moved for different 

reasons both by the simplicity of St Cuthbert's tomb and by the Durham Light Infantry chapel 

with the cross made in the trenches of the 1st World War and the book of remembrance.  

 

In the mediaeval vaulted undercroft, it's all very different. There's a cafe/restaurant which 

seemed permanently full so I didn't get a chance to try it; there's a shop with a wide range of 

items and there's Durham Cathedral built from Lego. Well, it's not actually built yet, but there 

are some pillars and a lot of flowers. For £1 a brick, you can add to it. 

 

I left the cathedral with the haunting sound of choristers practising in the background. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Visitor-friendly - amazing sense of history” 

Reviewed 30 September 2013 

Durham Cathedral makes an effort to be accessible to people of faith and of none. The 

architecture is stunning and there are lots of helpful people to talk to and to listen - if you 

want a confidential conversation. England's Christian history has roots in the lives of people 

who first worshipped Jesus in this place - as well as a historic site it is a place where Jesus is 

still worshipped... Awesome - in the true sense of the word! 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Bede's Last Resting Place” 

Reviewed 30 September 2013 

Another majestic cathedral, with some impressive history. 

 

My highlight was the tomb of Bede. Having read some of his works it was a surprise to 

stumble across his tomb here. I wasn't expecting it. Britain's first and greatest historian 

without whom our knowledge of early medieval Britain would be a shadow of what we have. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“One of Englands great Cathedrals” 

Reviewed 29 September 2013 
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Architecturally magnificent - you can walk throughout the Cathedral and experience its full 

magnificence. If you have the legs for it the climb to the tower is a must! 

Visited July 2013 

 

“My Favourite Cathedral” 

Reviewed 27 September 2013via mobile 

Durham Cathedral is beautiful and couldn't be better located, in a fortress-like location. At the 

same time it is a fascinating statement of the power of the church in medieval England, 

literally awesome. Go and be awed! 

Visited September 2013 

 

“WONDERFUL INSIDE AND OUT” 

Reviewed 27 September 2013 

Truly magnificent and a must visit if in the area. Superb setting and I wish I had seen a guided 

tour being advertised. Whilst the interior is wondrous, the sheer scale is better appreciated 

from the outside. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“stunning!” 

Reviewed 26 September 2013 

this is one of the most beautiful places i have ever visited the staff are amazing and helpful 

and the sight itself is just amazing its the only thing i can say you can understand why its one 

of the most loved cathedrals in Europe, the culture details and the information available was 

astounding we visited it several times in the 48 we were there, 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Take the tour!” 

Reviewed 26 September 2013 

Our tour guide was very informative, and full of interesting stories. 

Without a guide, you don't know what your looking at or missing. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Awsome” 

Reviewed 25 September 2013 

A magnificent and awe inspiring building that is in an incompatible setting. Apart from 

cathedral itself is of great historic significance ( the tower was closed when I visited) and the 

Cloister and Claustral buildings are interesting, there is a Restaurant and Cathedral Shop. 
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Visited September 2013 

 

“One of the greatest churches ever built - A must” 

Reviewed 21 September 2013 

I am struggling to put my visit into words. What can anyone say about this holy place. 

Awesome, inspiring, wonderful. The rose window is a masterpiece. Over 1000 years of 

history oozes out of every stone. We visited on a clear day and climbed the 320+ spiral stairs 

to the top of the tower for fantastic views. All credit to the Friends of the Cathedral and the 

Cathedral staff for taking on the enormous task of maintaining this magnificent building for 

future generations. Peace be with you. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Still my favourite Cathedral.” 

Reviewed 21 September 2013 

It's always a pleasure visiting Durham Cathedral. The city is wonderful and the Cathedral 

itself is absolutely beautiful. It doesn't hurt to visit the cafe either as the tea and scones are 

great. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham city” 

Reviewed 21 September 2013 

Durham is a really pretty city with a magnificent cathederal and Castle.Very good for 

shopping and lovely walks along the river.There are also good park and rides. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Awesome” 

Reviewed 20 September 2013 

Just amazing. A pilgrimage to St Cuthbert's shrine for me and able to share a quiet Eucharist 

in the shrine was a spiritual experience. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Beautiful Building” 

Reviewed 20 September 2013 

We went to the Sung Eucharist Service on Sunday. The Choir were very good, the music was 

beautiful .We then visited the café in the undercroft and the shop which had some interesting 

merchandise. 

Visited September 2013 
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“a northern gem” 

Reviewed 20 September 2013 

This cathedral is just wonderful: from the green gardens that surround it to the magnificent 

interior (amazing Pieta carved from trees at one of the altars), together with splendid gift shop 

and coffee shop serving homemade treats - visitors would not be disappointed. There are 

plenty of trained helpful guides inside who will explain its history and artefacts in a clear and 

friendly manner. Just adjacent is Durham Castle and Durham University both of which are all 

a mere stone's throw from the city center. When we travelled there in July, the Lindisfarne 

Gospels were open for viewing to the public and they are well worth seeing also. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Fascinating cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

The history of the church given by an excellent guide. I am not an Anglican but attended 

envensong which was a very beautiful and inspiring service. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“My favourite cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

I am from the end of the world but don't get often as I live in Australia... Please do not miss 

this beautifully spiritual place. You go up the hill from The town square at Durham, up the 

windy street till you get to the cathedral green. Take photos as you make your way to the 

massive old door with its sanctuary knocker. The original has been removed, but you can 

have your photo taken seeking sanctuary. Explore the cathedral by yourself or with a guide. 

They have tours at regular intervals. Once you have explored the cathedral you can go out by 

the side door and go into the cloisters.. It is gorgeous. From there you can go to the monks 

dormer where there is an exhibition of the Celtic cross. Just imagine, this is where the monks 

would sleep, in this large hall. In another part of the cloister you can go down the deans walk 

and turn left for the small chapel,only opened a couple of years ago, not many people have 

found it, but it is beautifully simple. If you are hungry stop in the cloisters tea room, light 

lunches or cake plus hot drinks served. Not too expensive either. Opposite that is the gift shop 

with some great gifts in it. I picked up a beautiful hard back book if the north east for 7.99. As 

you exit through the cathedral doors again, there is an exhibition if the Lindisfarne Gospels. 

Please prebook if you can, we didn't go in due to the queue. Similar to the Book of Kells in 

Dublin. Hope you enjoy my favourite part of Britain... 

Visited September 2013 

 

“lovely cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 September 2013 

well worth a visit for the architecture and history.have done alot to improve the visitor 

experience.knowledgable guides and friendly staff.in a lovely setting with the castle 
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nearby.free to enter,guided tour £5.00.food and drink available on site or the cafe on the 

green. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

One of the great buildings of the country.  

 

Well maintained and well staffed by knowledgable volunteers and staff. Couldn't recommend 

it too highly. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“A Norman Cathedral” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

There is a lovely complex of buildings on this hill overlooking the river. The castle was 

closed the day we there so we focused on the Cathedral It is the only Norman Cathedral in 

England and is very interesting as it was built shortly after the French invasion.Do take a tour 

as the history is interesting and you will appreciate the architecture much more. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Very nice” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

The cathedral is large and full of interesting things. The most beautiful is the tomb of St 

Cuthbert, which is very simple and it is very touching. I liked, that all people there were not 

tourists, which see the tomb, make a photo and go to the next sightseeing. They all were very 

quiet and I understand, why it isn't allowed to make photos in the cathedral . There is also 

tomb of Bede Venerabilis and many beautiful things, which can you find, when you buy a 

guide book. The cafe is good in case that you need something to eat or drink, but it is nothing 

for big lunch (I mean,usual for Czech people:-)). 

Visited September 2013 

 

“A pleasant afternoon” 

Reviewed 17 September 2013 

A long time since I had been. The Cathedral itself is of course breathtaking in it's own right, 

and steeped in history. They seem to have opened more areas to the public and now feature a 

lot of useful information and history. The Cafe and gift shop have had a makeover and offer a 

pleasant relaxing atmosphere. 

Visited September 2013 
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“Beautiful” 

Reviewed 16 September 2013 

Love this place :) stunning and beautiful you won't disappointed must see when you visit 

durham you can walk up to the top walk around the cathedral also u can go to the church there 

is a little cafe there too 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Impressive” 

Reviewed 16 September 2013 

Impressive building ... could benefit from more information boards etc but they do sell a 

guide book .... don't miss the monk dormitory and the cloisters (and the bats who fly in 

daylight!) 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Great place to take the kids” 

Reviewed 16 September 2013 

I was not sure how the kids wild go in the cathedral but I shouldn't have worried. We spent 

around 3 hours wandering around and climbing the tower (it's worth the cost). Lots to see and 

learn about. Great for Harry Potter fans, you can see where the filming was done. The 

grounds are also great to explore, and then move into the city centre. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Go and see the flowers” 

Reviewed 15 September 2013 

Went with my family be because my Mum wanted to go and see the flower show inside the 

cathedral. I have visited before several times and it is certainly one of the prettiest cathedrals 

that I know of in the UK. Because the flower show was on and we went on a weekend, the 

place was very busy. It cost us a fiver to get in and another fiver for a photo permit. Normally 

you don't have to pay anything, which is a nice change from some of the more famous UK 

cathedrals, but then you are not allowed to take photos. I thought the combination of the 

flowers and the stunning architecture went extremely well together. There was also a craft 

market in the cloisters, which was interesting with the usual stuff, but also a few stalls with 

some interesting and different items for sale. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“worth a visit” 

Reviewed 15 September 2013 

Large cathedral with nice cafe in the square. stain glass windows where amazing. Lots of 

volunteers on hand to give advice. 
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Visited September 2013 

 

“Harry Potter was filmed here!” 

Reviewed 14 September 2013 

Visited Durham Cathedral as i'm a big lover of Harry Potter and this was where they filmed 

the courtyard scenes! Was amazing place to visit! 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 13 September 2013 

Wonderful building. Service of Evensong most uplifting with beautiful singing from the choir 

who had returned that day 

Visited September 2013 

 

“A beautiful church in a charming setting” 

Reviewed 12 September 2013 

Durham Cathedral is the top attraction in this small university city. It is a spectacular example 

of medieval architecture and loaded with history. Highly recommended. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Awesome” 

Reviewed 12 September 2013 

The architecture here is amazing. We were left to wander at our own pace, but disappointed 

that no photographs were allowed 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Loved this building all my life” 

Reviewed 11 September 2013 

Being from durham you'd think I'd get tired of it but it never fails to amaze. The tour groups 

and general traffic through can detract from it being a church. But it is beautiful and well 

worth a look. A lot of films have been made here including parts of Harry potter, I can 

remember watching chamber of secrets being filmed there many years ago. It's beautiful in 

summer but in the winter snow it has an added nostalgia. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“If carlsberg did cathedrals ...........” 



391 
 

Reviewed 11 September 2013 

I am not particularly religious, in fact , I am a non believer, however I do appreciate fine 

architecture, and recognise the importance of such a magnificent building. I have visited the 

cathedral many times over the years, yet each time I go, I see something different, something 

I have missed, something more breathtakingly beautiful than before. You really could spend a 

week going round here, and still find something different. Each block of stone, hewn by hand, 

each stained glass window, each painting, each sculpture, is steeped in history, and tells a 

story. I cannot help but be moved by such a beautiful piece of living history, right on my own 

doorstep. Looking up at the cathedral as it rises from the Wear makes me realise how lucky I 

am to live in such a wonderful county that has a fine heritage for those who wish to take 

advantage of it. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“A GEM SPOILED” 

Reviewed 11 September 2013 

We recently visited the Cathedral on our first visit to Durham, a beautiful city. Our 

appreciation of the cathedral was slightly spoiled by commercial intrusion. There is currently 

an event with displays of flowers sponsored by a local florist, Oasis. These are attractive 

enough in themselves and each arrangement is accompanied by a small card giving details of 

who prepared it, etc. showing the sponsor's name. However, in one area of the cathedral Oasis 

have a large advertisement for CUPCAKES of all things. I thought that this was a bit 

excessive in a place of worship. The building exudes history so this jars on the atmosphere. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Floral Treat” 

Reviewed 10 September 2013 

Splendid location (world heritage site) that deserves time to explore. The cathedral is free to 

enter (donations welcomed). Many of its monastic origins can be seen. Tower visit for the fit 

and healthy is a must at £5. We were privileged to visit when a flower extravaganza was 

taking place, an awe inspiring display. The cathedral is famed as the final resting place for the 

Venerable Bede and St Cuthbert 

Visited August 2013 

 

“A landmark that tells a story” 

Reviewed 10 September 2013via mobile 

I recently visited Durham cathedral with my partner, and we thoroughly enjoyed the 

experience. Whether you are interested in history, religion or architecture or none of the 

above there will be something there of interest. We particularly liked the monk dormitory 

with its amazing oak beam roof which dates back to the 14th century. Entrance is free but 

donations are strongly suggested. Part of the cathedral was apparently used in one of the 

Harry potter films. The architecture is indeed very dramatic and on a grand scale. The only 

disappointment for us was that photos inside are not allowed. Still, it killed a few hours on a 

rainy day. 
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Visited September 2013 

 

“Very impressive” 

Reviewed 10 September 2013 

a stunning building to visit and be impressed by. At the time of the visit you had to pay to 

gain access to a section of the cathedral which is against my principles so I declined. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“Beautiful, full of history but avoid services” 

Reviewed 8 September 2013 

My friend and I were in the area to see the castle and cathedral. The castle was closed as we 

arrived in the morning so we set across the lawn for the cathedral. Upon entering a very rude 

custodian informed us we could look around but we could not enter the main worship hall as 

they were setting up for a service and we would have only half an hour to view the small 

portion we would be allowed to see before we needed to leave. It was a bit of a 

disappointment. What we saw was beautiful but I would have loved to see the rest of the 

cathedral especially the stained glass. 

 

Definitely worth stopping in just check the service schedules before planning your visit. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful” 

Reviewed 7 September 2013 

Visited in August with my partner. This is a stunning cathedral inside & out, can not 

understand why no photography is allowed inside. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Dramatic and interesting - not to be missed!” 

Reviewed 7 September 2013 

The crypt is amazing, and so is the view from the top of the centrsl tower. There are warnings 

about the steps being narrow and twisted in the upper stage but they are only the same as any 

other church tower spiral staircase! The setting in the green is lovely and the river below is so 

scenic. A special place with loads to see and learn about. And a friendly welcome at the door! 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Worth a visit” 

Reviewed 5 September 2013via mobile 
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Durham Cathedral is well worth a visit. A very beautiful building with lots of history. Both St 

Cuthbert and Venerable Bede are buried there. I took in a couple is evensongs and it was well 

worth it. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“A Morning well spent” 

Reviewed 5 September 2013 

I expected to spend no more than half an hour in the Cathedral but found it so interesting that 

the morning flew by. There was a good restaurant and gift shop and I found everyone I spoke 

to very helpful although I did cause some concern when I asked to borrow a Bible but 

eventually one was found. I must admit I found this very amusing. Durham is a lovely City 

and although I was on my own there was so much to look at. I would definitely return. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Unfriendly money-making machine (with nice cathedral attached)” 

Reviewed 4 September 2013 

Let's be fair, the Cathedral is architecturally stunning. But the rude unfriendly reception we 

received from the stewards was shocking and ruined all the pleasure of our visit. 

 

The main aim of Durham Cathedral is to extract money from visitors. (Despite the fact the 

Church of England is incredibly wealthy and has an annual income of 0.8 billion pounds). 

Everything apart physically walking into the place demands payment from you. 

 

No stewards welcomed us but as I pulled out my phone to take a quick memento photo I was 

leaped upon by a stony-faced man demanding I pay £5 for a permit to take photos. All this in 

an allegedly Christian community and a building built and intended for the public to enjoy so 

they might taste the pleasures of religious faith. Want to go up the tower? That's another £10 

please. 

 

I told him that I thought that was wrong and that it was alienating and unfriendly and 

unChristian to behave that way. He told me he doesn't make the rules. I asked him to pass on 

my feedback to the people who do make the rules. He refused because, he told me, they 

wouldn't care what I think. 

 

Way to go Durham Cathedral. In an age of declining faith and church attendance you're doing 

a great job of accelerating your own demise. 

 

I was left pondering what Jesus would have made of it all.  

Perhaps he would have wept.  

And then a Durham Cathedral steward would have demanded £5 for a 'crying permit'. 

Visited September 2013 

 

“they will ask you for £5 just to take a couple of photos” 

Reviewed 4 September 2013 



394 
 

it is a great cathedral and has st Cuthbert's shrine & the venerable st Bede's tomb inside , 

but they will ask you for £5 just to take a couple of photos even you have put something in the 

box and bought a short guide to Durham cathedral £1, as a pensioner I could not afford the £5 

so I put my camera away after I was pulled up by a staff member and it left me very 

embarrass by the whole thing 

Visited August 2013 

 

“visit to Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 4 September 2013 

I visited Durham cathedral with my wife last week for the sixth time its an amazing place the 

best cathedral we have in the uk we also we visited the castle and we walked along the river 

Durham IS a beautiful city with lots of great pubs and places to eat and well worth a visit 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Absolutely Beautiful Building but...” 

Reviewed 4 September 2013 

The only problem is some of the Gestapo-like purple-gowned 'helpers'; the ambiance of this 

magnificent building is spoiled by their bossy attitude and it would be most helpful if they 

were instructed to be polite and friendly (in particular Alan Dickson who has the most 

brusque of manners). It is everybody's Cathedral, not theirs. 

Thank you. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Not to be missed” 

Reviewed 4 September 2013 

Even though there was an over officious staff watching us a bit too closely, we took it as well 

deserved pride in the cathedral. Be sure to go through the cathedral to see the cloisters, used 

for filming shots of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Also, beautiful view from 

the top, but staircase not for those with claustrophobia. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“A cathedral I've always loved ...in pictures! Finally I got to see one of my favorites.” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

Some churches allow photos if one pays a fee; as I am a professor of art I was hoping to show 

pictures of things not generally seen in the books. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“wonderful place” 
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Reviewed 3 September 2013 

i visited durham cathedral last summer on june ,,, and i was there twice, i really enjoide the 

day ,,,and next time i'll visit it again .. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“wow” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

What a stunning building. I'm constantly surprised at just how pretty the architecture is in 

religious buildings. My other half decided to brave the 340+ steps up the tower and was worn 

out and very red when he finally appeared back down, but declared it well worth the struggle. 

The monk's dormitory was an amazing room with high ceiling and half a forest used to make 

the trusses. I'd recommended this amazing building to anywhere visiting Durham. 

Unfortunately for us there was a wedding going on in the castle, so we couldn't get in, but the 

cathedral more than made up for it 

Visited August 2013 

 

“The Majestic North” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

I take the East Coast line from London to Edinburgh on a regular basis and one of the great 

sights on this very scenic line - arguably the greatest of all sights to be seen from a railway 

carriage - is the complex which embraces Durham cathedral and castle. I have seen it all 

weathers and conditions but until this August have never stopped at Durham to take a look 

inside. This year, encouraged by Peter Marlow's magnificent photos of English cathedrals, I 

stopped to take a look. There is a small bus from the station to the cathedral which saves the 

traveller from a steep descent and climb to reach the cathedral close. First of all the cathedral 

thoroughly deserves its World Heritage Status. It is a truly impressive building and inside is 

equally impressive. The carved Romanesque columns which support the vaulted roof are 

stupendous. On the whole the interior is uncluttered and, with the exception of some good 

Victorian additions by Scott and others, the cathedral is mercifully free from the tombs and 

memorials that have accumulated in many of our cathedrals and abbey churches. Even the 

tombs of St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede are simple slabs of stone. But, and this is a big 

but, the cathedral has recently commissioned some dreadful modern sculpture to be placed 

near these great shrines to learning and to the founders of the Church. In the recent past the 

cathedral authorities have shown some awareness of good contemporary art and they once 

had a memorable exhibition of one of Bill Viola's video pieces, but their recent commissions 

are very wide of the mark. A society should be formed to keep our cathedrals free from bad 

modern art. Canterbury take note. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“beautiful and inspiring” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

This magnicicant cathedral is somewhere i visit around once a month maybe twice due to me 

coming here with my mam, who really enjoys it one day me, my mam, my daughter,my 
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nephew came here and had a wonderful time this old perfect historic wonder is very inspiring 

and beautiful and huge on the outside. Whilst in the inside even more beautiful and even 

bigger. Its got so much histoy behind it and just to think how long that must of took to be bulit 

is really incredible. Overall, a brilliant place to go. Even though, this was a family - young 

children, this could be a solo visit, couples aswell. Its free but if you want - only if you want 

you can make a donation. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 3 September 2013 

Any visit to the north of England is incomplete without Durham on the itinerary. To fully 

appreciate the truly awesome splendour of the cathedral, take a short walking tour, starting at 

the top of south street (pay & display on street parking). Here you get the first glimpse of the 

spires. Take the footpath down towards Prebends bridge, first taking a left path along the river 

bank to the mill race and the second perfect photo spot. Walk across the bridge, then up the 

cobbles to the old palace green with the amazing octagonal water tower.you can take a tour of 

the castle here. Then move on to the stunning Norman cathedral , starting with the cloister, 

finishing through the sanctuary door with the famous door knock . Complete your tour with a 

walk down the hill to the old town ( note an Elizabethan house on your left and a video tour of 

the excavated old fortification in a clothes shop window on your right!) . Recross the river 

Weir through the town, and walk back to south street via Pimlico, admire these stunning 

houses on your right with a fabulous view of the castle and cathedral to your left. Allow a 

whole day, as there are fab cafes and restaurants in the town. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“lovely atmosphere” 

Reviewed 2 September 2013 

Despite lots of tourists the cathedral had a lovely quiet atmosphere. There was no charge only 

donation unless you wished to have a tour guide. Gift shop had some original ideas for gifts. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Breath taking” 

Reviewed 2 September 2013 

Magnificent building over looking the river, close to the castle in the center of Durham. I was 

lucky to visit when the preparations for the flower festival were under way.... STUNNING ! 

every where you walked beautiful flower displays mingled with the fantastic architecture of 

this wonderful building. The history cannot fail to impress. I enjoyed lunch in the restaurant. 

browsed the gift shop, and admired the ongoing construction of the replica lego cathedral. No 

entry fee but donations welcome. I spent all afternoon wandering around and am sure i did not 

see every thing, the stain glass windows, carved wood and stone, the list is endless i fully 

intend to return as soon as possible. 

Visited August 2013 
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“never ceases to inspire” 

Reviewed 1 September 2013 

There is a splendour about this cathedral and the area all around it which is absolutely 

inspirational. It stands towering above everything and its position above the river must make 

it one of the great picturesque churches of the world. Inside it has everything anyone could 

want or expect from a great cathedral - perfect stained glass; amazing stonework with intricate 

carving and a Bisop's throne which is immense. Added to this are the tombs of St. Cuthbert 

and the Venerable Bede so that you have to wonder whether this is a mere visit or a 

pilgrimage. Bede's tomb includes the what must be some of the finest Mediaeval wall painting 

in Europe. We benefitted from seeing the flowers being prepared for a great flower festival 

which added a new dimension to the place and made us see it in a new light. 

If you are anywhere near Durham, make sure you go and see this cathedral and allow yourself 

time to sit and take it all in - it is not a place to visit in a hurry, 

Visited August 2013 

 

“The greatest building in the world” 

Reviewed 31 August 2013 

Just go and see this beautiful building if you are in Durham. The structure is magnificent and 

inspiring. I must have been inside this cathedral dozens of times but I'm never disappointed. 

I've travelled to many places in the world but this is my number one spot - greater than the 

Vatican. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“REALLY BEAUTIFUL” 

Reviewed 30 August 2013 

The approach to this stunning building is also worth seeing ~ opens up in to a grass square 

with stone buildings each side, and a lovely coffee shop/cafe. The Cathedral towers above you 

built from sandstone. It's a really large building, gorgeous inside. No charges just donations to 

entre. There is a nice cafe and toilets. Another large building outside I think it's named the 

Monks quarters, full of old books and other ancient items.  

Certainly worth a visit. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Wonderful” 

Reviewed 30 August 2013 

We were brought up a stones throw away but never visited, we move to the other side of the 

world, then when were back in the UK we make the effort to call in. 

 

This is a real gem, steeped in history and has real spiritual significance. Being able to pray at 

the tombs of Cuthbert and Bede, knowing that 100's of 1000's of pilgrims had done the same 

before you was very moving.  
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The tower is well worth the 330ish step climb and the £5 for the views. The cafe serves 

decent food at a reasonable price, but beware the counter staff can be a bit tetchy. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“One of the very best in the UK” 

Reviewed 30 August 2013 

This is a beautiful place, well worth visiting. Go up the tower to see the views, enjoy a coffee 

in the undercroft, marvel in the amazing architecture and see all the different areas that are to 

be found. You won't regret visiting, certainly. I was brought up in Durham, moved away at 18 

and still go back to the cathedral every time I visit (I'm over 50 now!). Oh, and there's no 

admission charge for the building itself! 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Dark and dreary with lots of Jobsworths” 

Reviewed 30 August 2013via mobile 

My daughter and I visited the cathedral on Bank Holiday Monday. I have been well aware for 

many years that photography is not allowed inside the building but, having taking 

photographs outside my camera was still round my neck as we entered. I was immediately 

pounced on by an over-zealous verger (female) who rather officiously informed me that I 

could not take photographs, so I thanked her profusely for informing me of something that I 

already knew. 

 

I have visited many cathedrals in this country in order to photograph stained glass, which is 

my particular interest. Durham cathedral could charge twenty quid a permit and I would pay 

it. I guess others would too. However, what is not generally advertised is that there are two or 

three evenings a year when, for a payment of £10, you are free to enter the cathedral with as 

much equipment as you need and shoot where you will, without restriction, apart from the 

tower top. Details are usually on the cathedral's website. 

 

I dislike the architecture of Durham but the stained glass is superb. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“The BEST cathedral in UK” 

Reviewed 26 August 2013 

I live near enough to Durham to visit frequently. However, I usually save visits to the 

cathedral for taking visitors - French, German, and English in recent times. The cathedral is so 

beautiful, its' magnificence is not easily surpassed (and I used to live opposite Notre Dame de 

Paris!) and despite the many visitors wandering around it remains a calm and tranquil place. 

To be seen are the tombs of St. Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede, several magnificennt 

windows, the Durham Light Infantry chapel and colours. The quire has magnificent wood 

carving, tiled floors and an air of reverence. The lovely 'Frosterley Marble' columns are a 

particular favourite of mine. The cloisters, dormitory and other areas to visit are all 

worthwhile. There is a super little cafe serving refreshments at reasonable prices, and a bright 

new shop with a good selection of mementoes. 
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No visit to the North of England would be complete without a visit to this UNESCO World 

heritage site. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“A lovely piece of history” 

Reviewed 26 August 2013 

What's not to like? This is a wonderful cathedral with great acoustics. If you're in Durham, 

you can't afford to miss out by not visiting! 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 25 August 2013 

The volunteer staff are very welcoming, helpful & ready to answer questions & give 

information on the history & stories of the Cathedral. Times of services are published & 

visitors are welcome to attend. The Cathedral has so much history & there is a tranqquil 

atmosphere. There is a gift/souvenir shop & a cafe in the undercroft. There is no charge but 

donations for the upkeep of this beautiful important building are welcome. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“One of the finest cathedrals in the UK” 

Reviewed 25 August 2013 

Durham has to rank as one of, if not the very best Cathedrals in the country. It is a 

magnificent building where one can enjoy peace and tranquility whilst attending a service or 

taking in the amazing history of the site, the building and all associated with it including the 

life of the famous St Cuthbert. The setting is also magnificent on the other side of Palace 

Green from Durham Castle. The whole area is steeped in history and atmosphere. The 

Cathedral has a good coffee shop and gift shop and all other Durham city centre attractions 

are within walking distance. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 24 August 2013 

I haven't been for a long time and forgot how amazing this building is. Lovely visit, sat 

outside in the cloisters and chilled in the sunshine. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Romanesque heaven” 

Reviewed 23 August 2013 
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One of the great world cathedrals to visit with a location that is spectacular and be be best 

viewed from the river cruise. It is unfortunate however that you cannot take photos internally 

as these days postcards or expensive books just are not enough. The cathedral close is serene 

and a snack at the cafe overlooking the cathedral is memorable. 

Visited August 2013 

 

Not a 'must see' in UK terms, but if you're in the area, worth a look” 

Reviewed 22 August 2013 

Spent a couple of hours wandering around the quite attractive centre of the city with the 

Cathedral and Castle/University perched above it all.Maybe I expected a bit more from a 

World Heritage Site but it doesn't compare with York Minister or Westminster Abbey.It is 

worth a look if you are in the area and need to fill some time.The building is lovely, beautiful 

inside as so many churches and cathedrals are.St Cuthbert's grave and the history around the 

Cathedral is very interesting.The cloisters were nice but not the finest I've seen .The best 

overall was the incredible medieval Monks Dormitory with its intact roof beams,now also 

housing the lovely Library.The visit is worth it just to see this space alone,which gives an 

incredible sense of antiquity. 

There are many attractive ,conserved old buildings on the walk up to the Cathedral(although 

buses go from various city car-parks right up to it). 

Recommend Vennel's Tea-room/cafe for lunch afterwards - down a little lane near the 

Cathedral.Raspberry pavlova - at last - that tasted home-made! Gorgeous.Nice quiet, hidden 

space with outdoor seating,far from the madding crowd. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Atmospheric” 

Reviewed 20 August 2013 

I've loved this cathedral since the late 1970s. Sit in the cloisters to get the feel of the building. 

Unlike York Minster, it is free to get in, but they do advise a figure as a donation (currently 

£5). There's a nice cafe to visit, as well as good toilet facilities. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Stunning and interesting” 

Reviewed 20 August 2013 

As a young person, certain sight seeing opportunities can be tedious and all I can think of is 

that I am missing valuable shopping time.  

 

But I have to say, I really loved Durham cathedral and would go as far as saying if you visit 

Durham, you mustn't miss it!  

 

I cannot explain how beautiful this place is... The stained glass windows are stunning and 

some have been designed by the likes of marks and Spencer's- may be of interest to fashion 

obsessives such as myself.  

 

The cathedral is huge, with lots of different details and art works to look at.  
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I won't spoil it too much, but go and see it! Especially if you like art. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“So embarrassed and disappointed” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

My partner, I and his parents visited the cathedral on Thursday 15th August. It was my 

partners parents first visit to the North East and i was quite excited about showing them the 

cathedral. 

On entering the building we genuinely did not notice the no photograph sign (it was side on 

and behind the money collection well). My partners father took a picture and we were 

immediately pounced on by a member of staff. I was actually pushed aside with no apology 

so she could get there quickly!.  

We were then subjected to a loud and degrading lecture, during which we were informed that 

"we have 650,000 visitors a year, what would happen if everyone took pictures?". Nothing 

would happen bar the shop would loose money on postcards!.  

We would not have taken a single picture had we noticed the sign but this was brushed aside 

when we tried to explain.  

All in all i was very embarrassed and disappointed that our day out was spoilt by this very 

rude lady. My partners parents will now go back home and tell people about this incident, 

feedback which I’m sure Durham Cathedral would rather not have.  

I can honestly say i will never set foot on the Cathedral again, nor will i ever recommend it to 

friends or visitors. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Outstanding” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

Durham Cathedral has got to be one of the most beautiful buildings I have ever visited, and 

certainly the most magnificent building in the UK. 

Even for the non religious, looking up at this majestic building gives shivers down the spine, 

and inside there is no doubt that you are in the presence of greatness. The architecture is mind 

blowing, especially upon hearing that they started building it in the 11th Century. 

There is so much inside to look at and admire, or you could just take a seat and look up at the 

incredible stained glass windows and Norman designed arches and ceiling. The Shrine of St 

Cuthbert is particularly interesting, especially the history surrounding his burial(s). 

For movie buffs, the Cloisters are instantly recognisable as being used in the Harry Potter 

films, and incredibly beautiful. 

There is a gift shop and restaurant/cafe available, along with toilets. At the moment, the 

cathedral is trying to raise money to display some artefacts. Part of the fund raising is building 

a replica of Durham Cathedral in Lego bricks. For £1, you can lay a Lego brick yourself, and 

if you lay 5, you get your name on the website. Impressive idea for fundraising and a great 

cause, too. 

There is no charge to get into the cathedral, but it costs a huge amount of money to maintain, 

so I would urge anyone visiting to put some money in the donation box. The experience is 

priceless. 

Visited August 2013 
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“At Durham Castle opposite Cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

Very nice cathedral if you like this sort of thing. Large, impressive, ornate, historical. Open 

area, cafe looked nice although did not call in. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 August 2013 

The building is as always full of austere beauty. Better than that, the ushers try to maintain an 

atmosphere of a house of God despite all us trippers. While the donation boxes are clsoe tthey 

are not that obvious and every visitor while we were there received a small prayer card. The 

cafe and shop area has been revamped and now echoes some of the grandeur of the buldings. 

organ music was playing in the cathedral during the two visits we made. Despite the crowds it 

manages to be more than just a 'Stately home' 

Visited August 2013 

“Amazing temple !!” 

Reviewed 16 August 2013 

A unique temple which I definitely recommend . Nice view from the bridge overlooking the 

river and temple . Very nice inside also. I joined the chorus . 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Magnificent” 

Reviewed 16 August 2013 

Best and most beautiful cathedral, absolutely oozing with history. Stunning architecture 

including some of the most impressive stained glass windows anywhere. I love that it is free 

to enter, as it should be and because of that and because it is so impressive, we happily gave a 

donation. The volunteer guides were brilliantly knowledgeable and interesting. The whole 

place is lovely, very tranquil and understated. Those who manage York Minster could learn a 

thing or two here! 

 

As another reviewer said, don't miss the side door which leads to the beautiful cloister and the 

monk's dormitory which has been converted to perhaps the best library we have seen outside 

of Trinity College Dublin. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 16 August 2013 
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Having visited many times I never cease to be amazed by the majesty and beauty of this 

building. 

Although a busy attraction it still is a place of worship and pilgrimage and there are plenty of 

opportunities to sit and be still. 

The shop is one of the best in any cathedral with a wide range of books for the serious student 

of theology right through to super first book of cathedrals. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Excellent....better still it was free!!!!” 

Reviewed 15 August 2013 

I went to Durham and whilst there popped into the cathedral.... I was expecting the usual fee 

to pay on the door which I absolutely loathe, one should not have to pay to visit a place of 

worship! However, I was pleasantly surprised to find it was free to visit. They did ask if 

possible if poeople would donate but it wasnt a must. Instead I paid a fiver and went up the 

tower....right to the top and on the roof!!!! Absolutely spectacular. There is a tea room in the 

undercroft serving lovely things and the castle wass just across the way (you can stay there for 

£33 per night!) For the infirm or those not too steady on their feet there is a shuttle bus that 

takes people from the bottom of the hill and up. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Wonderful building” 

Reviewed 14 August 2013 

A beautiful place well worth a day on Durham just for this.  

 

A little disappointed that no photos (unless you pay a £20 fee) and no postcards available that 

show the whole of the interior. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Stunning building” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013 

A really stunning building and it lovely not to have to pay a fortune to get in to a building like 

this. What we could see was really impressive and very peaceful. Evensong was on when we 

were in the cathedral which meant we couldn't see down the nave and the altar but obviously 

the cathedral was filled with beautiful singing. Overall a nice place to visit for an hour 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Knowledgable volunteers, beautiful” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013via mobile 



404 
 

Such a tranquil place the knowledge the volunteers have is amazing. Was lovely to be able to 

light a candle for loved ones lost. If you have not been before go its a place that has to be 

visited at least once 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Forget the rest. This is the best.” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013 

I may be biased being from County Durham, but this is the most beautiful cathedral in Britain. 

I'm the most un-religious person I know but even I can't fail to be awe inspired by this 

building. The architecture is awesome & even when its busy its very peaceful. I highly 

recommend paying to climb the tower as the views are amazing. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013 

I have always wanted to visit this place, having passed it several times magestically breaking 

through trees from above the river. 

It is free to enter and you need to allow about 90 minutes to get round. 

There is a small friends of durham cathedral shop which is quite pricey and an official gift 

shop. There is a cafe and clean well maintained toilets. Although free to enter, they do ask for 

donations and there are guides and books to buy. 

At the side of the cript of St Cuthbert are some marble plaques listing past position holders 

and the corresponding dates. I was amazed t see Cardinal Thomas Wolsley as a past bishop, a 

real famous character from English History! 

There are plenty of small churches and things to read such as Durham miners or Durham 

servicemen. 

If History is your thing then take time to visit - you wont be dissapointed 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Nice Cathedrall” 

Reviewed 13 August 2013 

Great setting for a Cathedral, cannot help but be impressed, with river around and below. 

Even if you don't do cathedrals 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Self guided tour” 

Reviewed 12 August 2013 

An amazing building with free access (donations welcomed) and more than adequate 

volunteer guides. Used the self-guide to help me understand the notable aspects of the 

cathedral. 



405 
 

Visited August 2013 

 

“History walk” 

Reviewed 12 August 2013 

This cathedral is historically important and the architecture and windows magical. Durham is 

a great city with plenty of old time charm. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Possibly the most impressive cathedral in England” 

Reviewed 11 August 2013 

The cathedral is hugely impressive and in a very attractive setting adjacent to the castle. Entry 

is free - not sure why they don't charge as I can't imagine anyone begrudging paying for entry 

to a building this important - and apart from the expected splendour of the cathedral there was 

a chance for our young kids to contribute to a Lego model of the cathedral, a kids' book trail, 

and the chance for the grown-ups to climb the tower (but not the kids). As well as visiting the 

cathedral close-up we'd recommend driving to the railway station as there's a brilliant view of 

cathedral and castle from the steep hill on the way up to the station. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Worth while visit!!” 

Reviewed 11 August 2013 

A visit to the cathedral was a must on recent visit to Durham. Having taken a scenic walk 

along the river bank and over the bridge we walked up the hill to the cathedral. The building 

is quite breathtaking and spent a couple of hours wandering around the different exhibitions 

on inside the cathedral and walked round the cloisters. The cathedral is free to enter and has 

great facilities. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Outstanding visit ,highly recommended” 

Reviewed 11 August 2013 

A most rewarding time will be had when you visit this outstanding attraction. Ypu must visit 

the tower and see the sights of Durham when you get to the top . 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Takes your breath away” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

Always wanted to get to Durham and the cathedral is simply sensational. 
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Marvelled at the huge pillars in the nave, the simplicity of the structure and ornateness of the 

choir area. 

 

Ancient meets modern with the inspiring recent stained glass windows. 

 

An altogether uplifting experience. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“At the top of the city - this beauty” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

We visited Durham for the Miners' Gala but no visit to this lovely city would be complete 

without viewing the Cathedral which is a short walk up from the town centre. It is peaceful 

and calm with people sitting on the lawn at the front. A magnificent building and well worth a 

visit. Entry is free. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“impresssive” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

free admission and good access to grounds and all areas, good facilities, cafe and toilets, nice 

location, lots of interest with castle, museum etc all close at hand. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 9 August 2013 

you must go to Durham cathedral ,it is excellent, only drawback was ,taken photos the staff 

were prejudice on taken photo's inside, they stopped us but were letting a load of German 

people take photos and they had big SLR cameras where mine was a small compact one, 

would have given it 5 stars but for the staff 

Visited June 2013 

 

“The best cathedral in England” 

Reviewed 8 August 2013 

I'm biased as I lived in Newcastle for 6 months during my youth and got to know this building 

well; however, having seen the majority of UK cathedrals I have no doubt whatsoever that 

Durham is the tops - such massive architecture, so much history associated with the years 

when Christianity was established on the British mainland by Aidan, Bede and Cuthbert - a 

veritable ABC (if you excuse the rather weak joke) of ecclesiastical history in these isles. No 

photography allowed unfortunately but the cards on sale in the cathedral shop are very good 

as is the whole of the material on sale. The restaurant in the Undercroft is wonderful and 

packed out most of the time which is a testament to its quality. The surroundings of the 
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cathedral are a joy on the eye, especially the Palace Green and the view from across the river. 

We were there when the exhibition of the Lindisfarne Gospels was on - this was very well 

presented and explained and the admission price represented excellent value. Durham old city 

is a very few streets adjacent to the Cathedral; again easy on the eye and a delight to wander 

and see the various entertainments going on. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“beautiful architecture” 

Reviewed 8 August 2013 

The design from the outside is beautiful. It has easy access for disabled people. Inside i found 

a little disappointing compared with Yorkminster.Admission is free. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Gorgeous and almost magical...” 

Reviewed 7 August 2013via mobile 

This is a stunning cathedral. The docents are happy, friendly and informative folks. The 

cathedral is beautiful and a must see. We went late in the afternoon on a very cool summer 

day. The wind was blowing across the ancient graves outside the cathedral an dither leaves 

were whistling. I closed my eyes and felt myself floating back in time and imagined what the 

town was like when the cathedral was the center of all activity. We went inside and looked all 

around. When we came back outside it was no longer blowing and the us was shining brightly 

- thus the imaginative magical moments had moved on. It was a great afternoon, I'll definitely 

go back. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Enjoyable Visit” 

Reviewed 7 August 2013 

A very impressive place. A lot to see and read about, free entry and whether you are religious 

or not it is a very moving place to visit. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 6 August 2013 

This is definitely one of the most, if not the most, impressive Cathedrals to be seen in this 

country. This attraction is not to be missed and the view from the tower is breathtaking (if you 

are fit enough to climb to the top). Its a nice stroll round the Palace Green and during summer 

months you can take a tour round the Cathedral supported by a tour guide if you're not local. 

Make sure you bring a camera with you and take plenty of photos leading up to the cathedral. 

Visited June 2013 
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“lovedurham” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013 

Durham cathedral is a beauiful building inside and out with beautiful grounds where you can 

sit and relax and take in the view . A short walk takes you to some lovely shops 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Magnificent” 

Reviewed 5 August 2013 

This is my third visit to Durham and I finally got to see the cathedral. It was really beautiful, 

but I was very disappointed that you weren't allowed to take photographs. I particularly 

wanted to take pictures of the stained glass windows. There is no personal pleasure in buying 

a book of photos and as I am travelling I can't afford the weight of unnecessary books. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral Lindisfarne gospels” 

Reviewed 4 August 2013 

An excellent place to visit,stunning cathedral 

Entry to cathedral was free although they ask for donation there is a charge to see the gospels 

Visited August 2013 

 

“perhaps the best of all British Cathedrals!” 

Reviewed 4 August 2013 

Likes/ 

the size and sheer poetry of the overall effect despite it being made of a solid material like 

stone. The robustness of the piers with their geometrical decoration, the contrasting whimsy 

of the Galilee Chapel with its stillness and light, not to mention the fresco's and windows. The 

exuberance of the builders that seems to emanate from the very fabric - the association with 

the historical past 

dislikes/ 

the present Dean's decision not to allow photography within the church. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“beautiful building” 

Reviewed 3 August 2013 

Fantastic building well maintained set in lovely grounds and positioned just a short walk from 

a lovely town with nice shops and cafes 

 

Two many signs asking for donations 
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Visited July 2013 

 

“Awe Inspiring” 

Reviewed 3 August 2013 

A great and old cathedral in a town setting. The best initial view is from the train coming 

north just as you are approaching Durham Station. The cathedral is set on a hill and the town 

surrounds it, hence the views from just outside the town centre are the best. The walk up to 

the cathedral from the marketplace is full of interesting shops and pubs - try the Shakespeare 

which has been there since the 1400s. 

The cathedral itself is beautifully built and has a number of rooms and courtyards which are 

interesting. There is a small museum and library and at this time the Lindisfarne Gospels are 

on display. Not somewhere you would spend a whole day at but well worth a couple of hours 

as part of a visit to Durham. 

Visited August 2013 

 

“visiting durham” 

Reviewed 2 August 2013 

If you like history Durham is the place to visit,our cathedral is one of the finest buildings you 

will ever visit it is over 1100 years old,and the walk around it is superb. Go to the top of the 

tower the views of Durham are breathtaking as is the walk up, however if you want to view it 

from the outside and find out about its history and how it was erected take a pleasure cruise 

along the river on the prince bishop river cruiser for only £7.00 worth ever penny 

Visited August 2013 

 

“Incredible site” 

Reviewed 1 August 2013 

Don't miss the guided tour. It adds a lot to the enjoyment and understanding the unique 

properties of the place. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Simply superb” 

Reviewed 1 August 2013 

Love Durham cathedral, so peaceful unlike some other cathedrals can be. Helpful staff all the 

way through but not pushy, it's good that they recognize it is a religious building and not just 

a tourist attraction. Had a lovely cup of tea and slice of cake in the tea rooms and thought the 

gift shop catered to a wide range of people and budgets. I can't say enough good things about 

this place. 

Visited July 2013 
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“Lovely for a drink” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

Whenever we visit the Cathedral we always stop at the Undercroft for a delicious cup of 

coffee. Just what we need to keep us going until lunch time. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Jewel of a great little city.” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

Probably the best example of a 10th century cathedral in Europe. Steeped in history and a 

stunning location. 

Durham is a small city, very compact and very easy to get around. It is well worthwhile 

spending a long weekend in this city. Visit the cathedral a couple of times as you will miss or 

fail to take in all that is around you. Then go for a walk around the river, take a boat ride or 

visit the museums and botanical gardens. 

Some excellent hotels but if you go July / Aug consider staying at the Castle. 

Its my local city and I visit regularly. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Well worth the trip” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

The cathedral is a very beautiful building. The building and grounds are well maintained. All 

of the historic events are well described and there are things for the children to do ie stone 

rubbings and things to look for. You can go to the top of the tower(365 steps-so it is a LONG 

haul) and see the beautiful scenery of Durham- the views are breath taking. The cathedral is 

situated on the river wear, there are boats for hire and a steam boat that travels up and down 

the river regularly. At night, the cathedral and castle are lit up, making it a spectacular sight as 

you are entering Durham. The town its self is very "oldey worldy" and there are still cobbled 

streets so sensible shoes are advised.. The park and ride service just outside the town is a must 

as parking is impossible and VERY expensive The river bank walks are a must, as are the fish 

and chips near the train station. If you like history and old buildings, along with unusual and 

modern shops, then this is a place you will love 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A WELL PLANNED TRIP” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

We waited on platform 1 at Stoke on Trent Station for the Compass Tours Heritage Train 

calling at York and Durham.We had never been to Durham ,and when we arrived,boy were 

we impressed.A beautiful city complete with river walks,a castle ,heritage centre and an 

overwhelming Cathedral.The journey on an heritage Diesel started at Milton Keynes,and had 

picked up at various stops before stopping at York to let people off for the National Railway 

Museum,and concluding at Durham.Ufortunately we only had a few hours to take in the 

beauty and architecture,but this was enough to wet our appetites for future visits.It was 

pleasing to enter a cathedral only asking for donations instead of fixed admission,and the 
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prices of food and drink was also welcome.The Trip was a lot less cost than Network Rail,and 

the aged carriages were a lot more comfortable.Well done Compass Tours 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

I have been many times and always enjoy my visits.The Cathedral is beautiful outside and 

inside with much to see.The Cathedral staff are very friendly and helpful.The restaurant has a 

good choice of food.There is a cafe on the Palace Green,just yards from the Cathedral doors 

which has indoor and outdoor tables.The Cathedral is a five minute walk from the Market 

Place but the road is cobbled and quite steep in places.There is a regular bus service which 

does a round trip from the Railway Station to the Market Place and up to the Cathedral and 

back again.While in Durham a walk along the banks of the River Wear is a nice thing to do if 

the weather is pleasant. 

Visited July 2013 

“Day out in Durham” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

We visited the Cathedral as part of a day out in Durham with friends. 

Firstly let me say there is NO entrance charge, yes they ask for donations but we have no 

problem with that. 

For our friends it was their first time in Durham and the loved it, especially the Cathedral. In 

fact it blew them away. 

The architecture is superb. The staff are really helpful and really make the whole experience. 

Our friends enjoyed the experience so much they planning to go back whilst on holiday in the 

North East. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A Heavenly Place” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

No visit to the North East of England is complete unless a visit to the Cathedral is included in 

the trip.On walking up the cobbled avenue of Saddler Street, passing a diversity of shops and 

restaurants, on reaching the end of the lane, one is presented with the most magnificent view 

of the Cathedral. The area itself is a large lawned square edged with a coffee shop on the left, 

the Library on the right, the Cathedral set at the back and the Castle in the back right hand 

corner. It only took the author Bill Bryson just over an hour to hop off the train and pay a 

quick visit while returning return from Scotland and Northumberland (see his book Notes on a 

Small Island) to fall in love with the City and Cathedral and ultimately to return as Chancellor 

of the University.There is so much history to explore inside the Cathedral, coupled with the 

arrival of the Lindisfarne Gospels in the Library until the end of September. There is not 

enough space to detail the interior, one must see for oneself. Also set in the cloisters is an 

excellent restaurant and shop. 

I assure you that a visit to the Cathedral will be a memorable experience. 

Visited July 2013 
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“wonderful cathedral” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

i never tire of visiting this wonderful building it is magnificent, i have visited quite a few 

cathedrals, abbeys and minsters but Durham Cathedral is the best, it has no entrance fee as 

many others do, the cafe is lovely and good value foe money 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Easy to find and lots to see” 

Reviewed 31 July 2013 

Had a lovely day at Durham with my 2 youngest children aged 5 and 11. We only came into 

Durham for a quick look around after an appointment and headed up to the Cathedral. We 

parked by the river and walked through the city which was lovely in itself. (Parking was 50p 

per half hour by the river and free after 6 ) Easily found the cathedral as it is well signed after 

a lovely walk through the trees. Lots to see and do once inside- my kids did the animal trail 

and spotted animals in the stained glass etc. We wrote a prayer and lit a candle all to the 

backdrop of the amazing choir singing which made it magical. Our only disappointment was 

that we would really have liked to have gone up the tower but were told there was a height 

restriction and my 5 year old wouldn't have been tall enough. She's climbed the Wallace 

monument and the Glenfinnan monument and is very tall and capable for a 5 year old, so as a 

single parent we had to miss out as I couldn't leave her. Outside of the cathedral my kids 

played for ages on the large area of grass in the courtyard and we all bought a drink from the 

outside high class snack trailer which sold burgers made from local produce with chips and a 

drink for £5.50 which we would have tried if we had been hungry as they looked lovely. The 

views from outside of the Cathedral are lovely and well worth the walk up. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“beautiful site” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

magnificent architectural place to visit. Considering it is 1000 years old it is fantastic to think 

that the people then could build such a fantastic building. Well worth a visit. We went when 

the Lindisfarne Gospels were on display - absolutely amazing to think what they were made 

of, the journey they have been on and the time they have been in existence. Absolutely superb 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Awesome Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Whenever you visit Durham the Cathedral is a must. I have visited many Cathedrals over the 

years both in England and abroad and I have no hesitation in saying that Durham Cathedral is 

the best, the very best by far - it's "awesome". With no charge whatsoever for entry and the 

friendly welcome from the robed attendants it is a pleasure to visit. Fantastic architecture, 

majestic in every sense of the word. Climb the tower for a great panoramic view of Durham. 
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Visit the restaurant in the undercroft for tasty food and while you are there stop by the 

growing LEGO model of the Cathedral which will eventually contain upwards of 200,000 

bricks and at £1 per brick donation is a fund raiser with fun towards an overall fund raising 

scheme known as "Open Treasure" which will eventually provide world class display 

facilities to put on show many magnificent treasures (including Durham's copies of the Magna 

Carta) which are currently stored away from the public. Marvel at the sheer splendour of this 

wonderful building. If you visit in November this year you will experience Durham's Festival 

of Light which includes the front facade of the Cathedral being alight with illustrations of the 

Lidisfarne Gospels together with astounding music. You can view this incredible spectacle 

from Palace Green. The real Lidisfarne Gospels are currently on show in the Library on 

Palace Green and the Castle lies at the opposite end, also well worth a visit. I can assure you 

that you will not be disappointed with Durham Cathedral - just go ! 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is one of the most beautiful cathedrals in the world. 

The sense of history and the elegant building makes for a great place to visit if you are in the 

Durham area.  

Durham city itself is a wonderful place to visit, very picturesque, with the cathedral being 

central to it. 

You will also receive a truly friendly welcome to this lovely north east city. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Deservedly rated as one of the best!” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Having worked here a number of years ago for SPCK (not a Cathedral employee) and 

worshipping here every Sunday, I know the place well and would recommend that people not 

only visit it but if they have the opportunity, to attend a service. There is a Choral Evensong 

most days and this is one of the best experiences imaginable of the choral and musical 

tradition of Emglish cathedrals. It is free to enter and aiming to stay that way so please do 

make a donation to help this status for others who may follow. It also has an excellent shop 

with not only gifts but a wide range of books. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A Magical Cathedral” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Harry Potter showed his magic in Durham Cathedral but the building has displayed its own 

for over 900 years. 

 

It is a magnificent Gothic building now recognised as a World Heritage site. It was built as a 

monumental shrine for St Cuthbert with a castle nearby to protect it. It lies on a rocky 

promintory surrounded on three sides by the River Wear. 
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There is much to see not only the scale and grandeur of the construction both inside and out 

but also the Treasury, monks quarters, a climb up to the top of the tower with extensive views 

of the city and surroundings and not forgetting a visit to the restaurant for refreshments or a 

full meal. 

 

It is a marvellous place and a must for any visitor to the North East of England. It will take 

your breath away - especially if you climb the tower's steps. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Tingles.” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Religious or not, the architecture in this place will leave you gobsmacked. Such rich, 

powerful history can be seen and felt in the Cathedral, and to just simply wander around it is a 

pleasure. I can certainly see why people just visit for a moments peace and reflection. 

 

For the cost to get in it's a no brainer, you need to experience Durham Cathedral! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Emotional experience” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Allow plenty of time when you visit Durham Cathedral there is so much to see and do,With 

over 1000 years of history including the final resting places of Bede and Cuthbert, to the 

wonderful works of sculptor Fenwick Lawson.The more energetic can climb to the tallest 

parts and marvel at the panoramic views of the Durham countryside. But the icing on the cake 

has to be the temporary return of the Lindisfarne Gospels to their historic home,(booking is 

essential to see the Gospels and there is a charge) 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Spectacular” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is a must for all visitors to the area. Quite spectacular and breathtaking!! 

So much history attached to it, including Venerable Bede. Walk around the cloisters and see 

300 yr old+ grafitti on the walls. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Beautiful” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

A magnificent cathedral where you can also sit quietly & reflect. The stained glass windows 

are amazing & there are also some modern wooden sculptures which are very different. Well 

worth a visit. 
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Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 30 July 2013 

Enjoy the sights at Durham Cathedral whilst spending time in one of the best cities in Britain.  

Must go inside to enjoy the true majesty of this building. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Marvelous cathedral, castle and city.” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Stupendous cathedral building in an incredible setting situated next to a magnificent castle. 

Both situated in a delightful city inhabited by very friendly people. The history of the area is 

also fascinating, especially that of the cathedral and its patron saint, St. Cuthbert. No wonder 

it is classed as one of the top attractions in the country. If you are fit enough ascend the 300 or 

so steps to the top of one of the cathedral towers for some outstanding views. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Magnificent World Heritage Site” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is my favourite building in the world. I live very close to the cathedral and 

visit as often as I can. It is an awesome building built high on a peninsula shared with 

DURHAM CASTLE. Durham is a University City and the Cathedral peninsula is a hive of 

academic activity. We are currently hosting the Lindisfarne Gospels which are attracting 

thousands of visitors to the very small but beautiful city. St. Cuthbert is actually buried in the 

Cathedral crypt. You MUST visit Durham and don't miss out the Cathedral. Its a place you 

will never forget. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is a fantasic place to visit at the moment. Apart from being the burial place 

of St. Cuthbert it is currently displaying the Lindisfarne Gospels until the end of September 

(entrance fee required). 

The cathedral is a magnificent building, steeped in history and overlooks the River Wear.The 

view of the cathedral from the wear is beautiful and there are some superb walks along its 

banks. The building dates back to Norman times when work commenced in 1093. 

It is worth the effort to climb the tower for the views over Durham city. 

Visited July 2013 
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“Jewel of the North” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral fully deserves its place as a World Heritage site.The view from the 

opposite bank of the river is truly inspiring.On entering the Cathedral one can only stand in 

awe at workmanship and effort which must have gone into the construction of this wonderful 

building.As one makes their way round you get a sense of the history and religious 

grandeur.The tombs of St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede take you back into the very early 

days of English history.As a frequent visitor to the Cathedral I am always affected by the 

peace and tranquility.and when I leave it is with a feeling of well being. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“The most amazing building in the world!” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Breathtaking setting. Amazing history. Spectacular architecture. Wonderful staff. Set atop one 

of the prettiest cities. Simply enjoy. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Magical place” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

The cathedral is always a magnificent place to visit, but these sunny evenings, with the 

cathedral now being open until 9pm, really are magical. The light floods in the west window 

and guilds the screen dividing the quire and the nave while the sandstone flags are painted in 

rainbow colours from the stained glass. The tower was also open. It's also the warmest I have 

known the cathedral with these brilliantly sunny days. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“"Awesome"” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

I almost live on the doorstep to Durham, in fact, I can see this fabulous building from my 

home. It is an awe-inspiring view during the day, but I had the opportunity of an evening visit 

just recently and saw the Cathedral lit up and, under a full moon. Will never forget the 

experience. 

Inside is just as amazing. It is free to walk around, but there is a payment to "climb the steps" 

to the top, where the views are second to none. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 
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The cathedral is the most visited  

attraction in Durham ,the architecture is amazing ,the whole area leading onto palace green up 

owengate cobbled street is breathtaking. Inside is even more stunning and the guides are on 

hand to give valuable information,the coffee shop is reasonably priced altogether a terrific 

example of Norman building absolutely stunning. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“The most beautiful Cathedral in the World” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

An extravagent claim but to me Durham Cathedral is very special. It's like walking back in 

time to the beginnings of Chritianity in the North. You can feel the presence of others who 

have walked here over the past ten centuries. The history and traditions are all around you. A 

really magical and very Spiritual place 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful Building” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Anyone visiting Durham, the Cathedral is a must especially at this moment in time as the 

Lindisfarne Gospels in all their glory are there until the end of September this year.  

The architecture on the outside and the inside are stunning and it makes you wonder how it 

was done with all the machinery we have in this day and age. There are wonders to see and I 

would recommend that anyone visiting the cathedral should go on a guided tour of the 

cathedral and those tour guides who take you around the inside of the cathedral are 

knowledgeable about the cathedral and it's history. If you can manage it you should climb the 

tower, the view from the top is amazing. I am told there is step for every day of the year (365) 

but do not know if that is correct.  

A MUST WHEN VISITING DURHAM AS THE CATHEDRAL IS DURHAM. THERE IS 

NO ENTRY CHARGE FOR THIS BUILDING BUT PLEASE GIVE A DONATION WHEN 

LEAVING THE CATHEDRAL. WHAT YOU WILL HAVE SEEN WILL BE WORTH A 

DONATION. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Best Cathedral in UK” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is the best of the best. Even if you are not into visiting churches and 

cathedrals, this is worth a look. A walk by the river also opens up views which must be 

photographed.The views of the outside are stunning and a walk inside confirms the grandeur 

of the building. If the Lindisfarne Gospels are still on display in the adjacent library, they are 

worth a look too. 

Visited July 2013 
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“stunning cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Even if your not religious this is a must to see.beautiful scenery, gardens, cafe etc.you won't 

be disappointed. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

You can't visit Durham and not take time out to go to the Cathedral. The walk up the bank is 

more than worth it. The green in front gives a fantastic view of the front as you approach it. 

Once inside you will not be dissapointed. From the pipe organ to the sheer size of the 

structure. 

Pay the small fee and climb the tower (If it is a clear day) the views are spectacular of the old 

city and worth the effort. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Known as one of the most beautiful examples of a Norman cathedral in Europe, Durham 

cathedral lives up to its billing it is well worth a visit 

Visited May 2013 

 

“beautiful building in a stunning setting” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

we love a visit to our lovely cathedral it has loads of history and two saints are buried here the 

cathedral was built so St. Cuthbert could finally be laid to rest after being carried around the 

country trying to avoid the Vikings( he was also taken to a beautiful church in Chester-Le-

Street before Durham-well worth a look) Harry potter was filmed in the cloisters .it is right 

beside the river so you can also incorporate a great walk down past the old fulling mill . it is 

also beside the castle . the view of the cathedral and the castle from the river is fantastic.We 

think that this cathedral is better than the famous York minster. but maybe we are biased. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Magnificent architecture, beautiful views. Free but donations welcomed. Lovely walk from 

the town. Good food close by. Other sites to visit are the castle, museum and the town itself. 

Well worth a visit, whether staying or just passing by. 

Visited April 2013 
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“Delightful Durham” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham never fails to impress, from its splendid cathedral steeped in history, to its old 

cobbled streets and market place. 

 

The cathedral in its romanesque style dating from 1093, although the diocese of Durham has 

been there since the year 995. 

You can just feel its history, where else has links with Saint Cuthbert, Venerable Bede and of 

course the Lindisfarne Gospels. 

 

There is even a coffee shop, if you need a break and also a shop selling quite a bit 

memorabilia, including a replica of the famous door knocker that is on the front of the 

cathedral. 

 

If you are feeling energetic you can walk to the top of the tower, choose a clear day and the 

views are spectacular. 

 

All this is free, however, donations are accepted in a box near to the exit, worth a small fee. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Awe inspiring” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

I have visited Durham Cathedral quite a few times since moving to the North East over 20 

years ago. When family and friends visit, it is always on the must see list. It really is a 

magnificent cathedral, it still doesn't charge, only asks for donations. If you arrive in Durham 

by train, look out for the view of the castle and cathedral as the train arrives into the station. 

Don't forget to look round the cathedral museum too. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“brass bands” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

the one day every year I go to Durham Cathedral is Durham Big meeting ( miners gala ) the 

afternoon session where the brass band march up the hill to play in the Cathedral, the sound in 

this building is fantastic, it is not to be missed. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is a most interesting place to visit. . There is plenty to see & the 

information boards make the visit worth-while.The new shop is excellent 



420 
 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A wonderful peaceful experience” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

This has to be one of the most beautiful buildings in the country. 

Its setting on the peninsula is superb. 

Internally the architecture is magnificent: look at the carved columns and the "Frosterly 

marble". 

Climb to the top of the tower and look out over Durham city and beyond. 

It is a place I go to for some simple quiet, peaceful time. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“step back in time” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

I have been to the Cathedral many times and still feel awed by its magnificence. I recently 

visited on Durham Miners Gala day to participate in the service dedicated to the blessing of 

the miners banners; it proved to be a very emotional experience for all. Before the service, I 

showed some friends around the beautiful building and topped the day off by having 

something to eat in the Under Croft. I would recommend the Cathedral to anyone visiting 

Durham, but if you are disabled you would be wise to take the bus up to the Cathedral as the 

route is rather steep. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“The best time to come to Durham” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Religious or not this is the best time to visit Durham cathedral which is hosting the 

Lindisfarne Gospels until September. A rare opportunity to see these illuminated manuscripts 

at their spiritual home. The Cathedral is running a number of events and once finished there 

you can enjoy Durham city itself 

Visited June 2013 

 

“The Best Cathedral on Planet Earth” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is the most wonderful building, steeped in history. The resting place for St 

Cuthbert & St Bede. It has wonderful artefacts, medieval wall paintings, some fabulous 

stained glass ancient and modern, including the newest one dedicated to Bishop Michael 

Ramsey. The monks dormitory and the chapel of the holy cross are worth a look and if you 

feel like some exercise you can climb to the top of the tower for a spectacular view over the 

Durham countryside. But if you are less energetic you can have a lovely cake and coffee, or 

lunch in the 'Undercroft' restaurant and then visit the new on site shop to buy all manner of 

gifts, books and cards. It is one of the few cathedrals in the country that does not charge an 
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admission fee, although they do like you to give a donation. I feel that if we all gave £5 a visit 

then we could secure this wonderful building and its history for generations to come. In the 

past 12 months access for disabled has been improved. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

well worth a visit if you are in the area. 

Stands proud above durham, steeped in history. 

Allow a good couple of hours. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Magnificent cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

After visiting the Lindisfarne Gospels I strolled into the cathedral, stopping first to marvel at 

the magnificent and interesting door knocker which was used by those seeking sanctuary in 

days of yore. A great photo opportunity! 

Onwards into the cathedral-beautiful stained glass windows, ecclesiastical furniture, 

interesting features too including the tower(great views over Durham and the surrounding 

area) and of course, the peaceful cloister area. There is a superb view of the tower on an 

interesting angle. The tranquillity of the cloisters provides some welcome relief from the 

blazing sun and takes you away momentarily from the crowds. Enjoy the splendour of the 

Norman style doorways and windows, the monks' dormitory and stroll down into the coolness 

of the café area. Try a delicious cheese scone! Visit the marvellous shop containing a vast 

array of books, postcards and other assorted goods with a religious theme or just general 

interest. 

I would recommend the cathedral as an absolute must for a visit to Durham. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durhams Gem” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

An excellent day out for all of the family especially now with the additional lindisfarne 

gospels on display. Well worth planning a day out for the kids during the school holidays. 

Highly recommended 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Simply stunning, beautifully set upon the highest vantage point in Durham, looking down 

upon the river. If your lucky enough to be there when the choir are rehearsing, I can guarantee 
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the sound you will hear is just awe inspiring, enough to give you goosebumps. 

The scale of the architecture breathtaking, leaving you wondering just how the masons of 

long ago managed to build such a marvel without modern day construction equipment, It 

really is a must see on any trip to Durham City 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Wonderful place.” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham cathedral is well worth a visit if you happen to be in durham. 

It is an oasis of cool calm in what can be a busy city. 

The rose window is a site to see.Every Friday flowers are arranged and always look lovely. 

There is a excellent restaurant where the food is wonderful and reasonably priced. 

Also a very good shop to buy your souvenires. 

There is no charge for entry, all though, donations are very welcome. 

Go and visit,sit and reflect,pray ,eat shop, what ever,you will find it well worth the walk up 

the short hill.although there is a bus if you need it. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Impressive cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

I've visited the cathedral on numerous occasions as a resident of Durham. It is always 

somewhere that I take any visitors to see even if they aren't particularly into sightseeing. The 

building is brilliant and you can't help be amazed by the way that it was built so long ago 

without modern techniques.  

The café is nice to visit for lunch or for tea and cake and paying to climb the tower gives 

impressive views over the city. 

Visited May 2013 

“World Heritage” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

The peninsula in Durham with the Cathedral and castle is a very special place. There is no 

entrance fee but donations are welcome (and much needed). Living locally I go there 

frequently and always take any visitors there. Different aspects of the cathedral will appeal to 

different people but, if you have time, are not afraid of confined spaces, are reasonably fit and 

have a head for heights, make a trip up the central tower. There is a fee for this but the views 

from the top are spectacular. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“awe inspiring” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is the most incredible place to visit. The architecture is stupendous- you 

can only marvel at the skills of the men who built it. The sense of spiritual well being it brings 
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needs to be experienced to be believed. There is so much to discover, you could visit 100 

times and still find something new hidden away. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Outstanding Cathedral !!!!!” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

This Cathedral is one of the best in the world, let alone England !!! It will not dissappoint !!!!! 

Now is a great time to visit as the iconic " Lindisfarne Gospels " are on display, in their 

rightfull home, before going back to the British Museum in London, therefore boosting the 

already brilliant reputation of the Cathedral. There is a " special " feeling when you are inside, 

that cannot be described, but those who have been will understand !!! whilst you are there, a 

stroll around the City streets is a must, as it's a very safe & pleasent experience, with the river 

Wear running through the centre, giving it a very tranquill feel. If the sun is shining, it's a 

great place to be, and as may have guessed, one of my favourite's !!!!! 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

A special experience, Durham Cathedral is magnificent and if you manage to visit when the 

choir are singing it will make the experience even more memorable. The climb to the tower is 

not for the faint hearted but you will be rewarded with a lovely view from the top. All in all - 

not to be missed! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“World heritage site” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

The cathedral is almost 1,000 years old and is a fine example of a Norman cathedral. It is 

packed full of history from the tomb of St. Cuthbert to the graffiti by Scottish prisoners held 

there during one of the many battles between Scotland and England in the middle ages. 

The monks' dormitory is interesting as well as the display of church treasures. 

It is free to enter the cathedral but there is a box for donations. 

 

The Lindisfarne Gospels are currently on display with an interesting exhibition at the nearby 

library on Palace Green - well worth a visit. There is a small fee for this exhibition. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A place to watch the world go by...................” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

We live in Durham and often spend half an hour or so sitting on a bench on Place Green (the 

area between the Cathedral and Castle - that in itself is worth the effort to get up from the 



424 
 

centre. 

 

The Cathedral and the Castle are clearly worth visiting - and I'm sure its all been said by other 

reviewers but just as peaceful and worthwhile are Palace Green and the riverside walks.......... 

enjoy. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“National heritage site for a reason” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Has to be one of the most beautiful cathedrals in the UK. Lovely setting overlooking the loop 

of the River Wear that surrounds the City of Durham. The rose window behind the altar 

surpasses many more famous windows and the cathedral itself is a haven of peace, easy to see 

why it was historically a place of sanctuary. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

Well worth a trip to this magnificent cathedral. Take time to visit the Castle aswell. On the 

palace green spend while in the coffee shop.Then meander back down the cobble streets to the 

town centre. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Over zealous staff” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

This is a review about the staff of the cathedral, not the cathedral itself. I attended here for a 

musical event with my daughter, at four years old this was her first public musical 

performance. There was approximately 70 children of differing ages and this concert was the 

culmination of a hard weekends work for them all. The over zealous staff would not let any of 

the parents photograph their children's performance. We appreciate that the cathedral did not 

want photographs of the cathedral taken, however all we wanted to do was photograph our 

own children. These children are not strangers to us and we had all been together over the 

weekend, no one was going to object to photographs being taken yet the cathedral staff 

decided they knew best, which was simply wrong and discourteous. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Impressive and important” 

Reviewed 29 July 2013 

The cathedral impresses for its exceptional setting and beautiful proportions, both within and 

outside. In addition to its historical significance it is important for the first use of ribbed 

vaulting and flying buttresses (in this case concealed in the triforium) which became essential 
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features in subsequent Gothic architecture. A most enjoyable experience for all the reasons set 

out in previous reviews. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“WOW. A highlight of our visit in England” 

Reviewed 28 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral stands in part of the World Heritage area and is a truly magnificent 

cathedral. You really feel something when you first get a glance at this beautiful building 

from the court yard outside. Simply Breathtaking. The surroundings, up the hill from the river 

is very pretty. The town itself is like stepping back 1000 years. It is really worth spending a 

night in this beautiful town so that you do not rush through.  

 

We walked up to the cathedral later that night as well after we had eaten in one of the 

restaurants in the town. At night it is also a beautiful sight.  

 

The workmanship outside is something to be admired. The church inside is also a beautiful 

masterpiece. . We did decide to pay the 5 pounds per adult to climb the tower and it was 

worth it. This climb is not for the old or for little kids. It is narrow for half of it and contains 

over 300 steps. The view from the stop is lovely and a good photo opportunity. 

 

It is worth a visit and please leave a donation. It costs 30,000 pounds a week to maintain this 

beautiful cathedral. I would like to think that future generations also get this opportunity. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Beautiful cathedral” 

Reviewed 28 July 2013 

The cathedral is amazing! I went in the afternoon, as well as for Evensong (a nice way to hear 

the choir and pipe organ). The cathedral is well-staffed with volunteers. It's free to visit 

though they do ask for donations, and the 1 pound for the printed tour is worth it. I 

recommend climbing the tower as well. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“TRULY MAGNIFICENT” 

Reviewed 27 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is a Norman building constructed between 1093 and 1133. It was founded 

as a monastic Cathedral built to house the shrine of St Cuthbert. The Cathedral stands tall and 

proud and is bordered on the east, south and west by the River Wear. Its raised position is one 

of the most imposing of any in England, and the view of the cathedral from the west and 

south-west is extremely impressive.  

It is truly an amazing cathedral and my wife and I had a fantastic time looking around. 

Definitely worth a visit (free to enter but donations welcome); one of those places that fills 

you with wonder and makes you feel peaceful/thoughtful. Wonderful experience, fully 

recommended. 
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Visited July 2013 

 

“World Class” 

Reviewed 24 July 2013 

An amazing building- free entry but pay £5 and go round with an experienced tour guide, the 

lady who took ours was excellent.(11am tour Tues 23rd July) It's worth every penny. Also 

pay to lay a lego brick on a model of the cathedral that is being built as a funraiser. Only 

annoying thing? People talking in the area where St Cuthbert's remains are buried... even 

though they were very politely advised not to prior to entering. It wasn't kids either but oldies! 

who should know better. It spoilt the moment. Perhaps this could be stopped another time by 

just a finger against the lips?. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Lindisfarne gospels” 

Reviewed 23 July 2013 

The gospels were amazing but getting around to actually seeing them was difficult.didnt 

matter if you had a ticket the queues were running late purchesed our ticket at 1pm finnally 

got in at 5pm should have been 4.45pm.didnt matter even if you booked on line well in 

advanced thank goodness it was a sunny day as we all waited outside.lots of people on coach 

trips that had to miss the gospels because of the delays in getting in to the exibition.otherwise 

once in the exhibition was marvalous and very well laid out.nice to be able to see the real 

books. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 23 July 2013 

Wonderful cathedral set on the bend of the river. Shop and cafe inside but the real attraction is 

the cathedral itself. Stunning!! The walk up from the town centre is worth the effort, and at 

the top of the hill are parts of the university which is very interesting,the previous day had 

been cap and gown day. Well worth a visit 

Visited June 2013 

 

“need stamina and a head for heights” 

Reviewed 21 July 2013 

Impressive cathedral and if you go up the tower the views are spectacular , with well over 300 

steps you will need plenty of stamina and a head for heights.  

The monks dormitory has a wonderful wooden roof and books galore ( library ). 

The grounds of the cathedral are large and the square at the front of the cathedral is a pleasure 

to see with plenty of green lawns and a cafe . 

Very steep hill from town up to the cathedral but there is a bus that takes you from the church 
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at the bottom of the hill right to the cathedral for £1 return. 

We walked down the hill calling at all the shops on the way down. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Day out in Durham ruined by very loud and noisy street bands!” 

Reviewed 20 July 2013 

Decided to visit this beautiful World Heritage site, as we have many times in the tranquil City 

of Durham. 

The day and the atmosphere in the city today was totally destroyed by 2 very loud and very 

noisy street 'bands' who's idea of music is to get a big drum and a whole bunch of instruments 

and make the biggest racket imaginable. 

Durham city authorities have got this way wrong...great music for an Ibiza beach party, but 

lets have some street entertainment that reflects the proud history of this beautiful Cathedral 

city. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“My favourite Cathedral” 

Reviewed 19 July 2013 

This is simply my favourite cathedral. It stands on a promontory on a U shaped meander of 

the Wear. Wherever you view it, it is spectacular. The architecture is Norman and inside it can 

feel very peaceful. Unfortunately there are now many more visitors than when I first visited 

20 years ago. There are however corners where you can get away from the guided tours and 

simply reflect. Try St Cuthbert's shrine behind the high alter or outside in the cloisters. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Agelessly magnificent” 

Reviewed 19 July 2013 

All the fabulous aspects of this wonderful place have been covered by other recent writers, so 

here are a few less obvious comments 

1. The cathedral is not just a church in the narrow sense but fulfills a central role in the 

community. For example, the advent service of darkness to light is mesmeric even to non-

believers, and there can be few better settings for choral works, university degree ceremonies, 

or just meeting friends for coffee 

2. If you are local it's great to be able to take time out and just wander round inside even for 

10 minutes to get a sense of calm away from the hustle and bustle. 

3. Great views of it are available from various places along the river, but also from South 

Street high up on the West side of the river. Great views from it are available from the top of 

the central tower. 

4. And finally .....the Lindisfarne Gospels are NOT in the cathedral but in Palace Green 

library. If you are disappointed by the LG exhibition please do not take it out on the cathedral 

by marking it down. 

Visited May 2013 
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“A calm and peaceful place” 

Reviewed 18 July 2013 

Excellent guides dotted around, only to happy to answer any questions, its interesting how 

parts of it survived the reformation with the refectory (now the library) almost how it was. a 

truly beautiful building 

Visited July 2013 

 

“We never tire of going back to discover more details!” 

Reviewed 16 July 2013 

The place combines religious, architectural and historical aspects in a most respectful way. 

Luckily they have preserved the integrity of the building and its surrounds in a rare way that 

is not found in many great cities. Take at least four hours to see both the displays and the 

buildings themselves. Then another four hours to enjoy the immediate surrounding areas 

including the river. 

The tombs and other areas also require some quiet time to reflect and all should be sensitive 

to others who are there for spiritual reasons. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Lindisfarne Gospels Exhibition” 

Reviewed 16 July 2013 

This was a great disappointment. The timed ticket system needs re-thinking. There seem to be 

too many tickets offered for each time slot, so progress is very slow.  

You have to enjoy queueing: one queue to be allowed into the building (about 20 mins after 

the ticket time), a second queue to have tickets scanned (took 25 mins), a third queue in front 

of a rather short and repetitive audiovisual presentation, to be allowed through a door to queue 

again for entry to a part one of two of 'real' exhibition (which was rather good) then another 

queue to get to see the gospels themselves - which were open at the same not-very-exciting 

page as described by another reviewer. It is wonderful that there artefacts have survived for so 

long, and they are magnificent, but the exhibition is poorly managed. 

 

On the other hand, the cathedral is wonderful and well worth a visit. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“This visit is a must!” 

Reviewed 16 July 2013 

I have caught glimpses of Durham cathedral from the train in the past and have always 

wanted to take a closer look. A shame I waited so long as this must be one of the most 

impressive great 

churches in the country. One of the many travel "lists" recently featured the 25 best buildings 

in the world, and the only UK building featured was Durham cathedral. Although not 

everyone would agree, it shows what overseas visitors think. 
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This was our first visit to Durham and we started in the market square, or to be more precise, 

the Market Tavern, for a super sandwich dish and cool refreshment, then traversed a pathway 

of delightful and picturesque streets that must have stood in this pattern for many centuries. 

The Cathedral itself is in a grassy park-like setting on its hill, with great views available. 

Make sure to take your camera and your favourite sitter! 

 

The interior is a wealth of stained glass and monumental pillars, a truly spiritual ambience. 

We were so lucky that a choir was singing softly at the far end of the nave - magic! 

 

If you have not visited Durham and its beautiful cathedral (where an entry fee is optional) and 

met its nice people, we strongly recommend a trip. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit, don't miss it” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013via mobile 

A lovely cathedral, great architecture, interesting clock, really ornate inside. If you are going 

to Durham, it' one not to miss 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Lindisfarne Gospels Exhibition” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013 

My mum and dad especially were very keen to see this exhibition. My sister and I didn't really 

know much about the gospels but was interested to see what all the fuss was about. We didn’t 

think the flow of people was handled very well. You were held in each room before going 

onto the next which would work in theory but there were too many people in each room 

making it hard to get to the exhibits. Also, it made it quite tedious for people like my sister 

who like to wiz round. There was a lot of interesting information and artefacts and for people 

like me, with not much prior knowledge of the time, it was great because it gave me a really 

good basis for understanding what was going on. For people like my mum and dad, who 

already had a lot of knowledge, it became quite repetitive – especially the magnitude of the 

gospels. The culmination of the exhibition is the Lindisfarne Gospels and whilst queuing to 

get into this room, they have a few iPads with the Gospels on, allowing you to flick through 

the pages and look closely at parts which interest you. I thought this was a great idea. Whilst 

knowing that we would only get to see two pages of the gospels, I was disappointed with the 

pages they chose. Of all the wonderful pages, I felt they chose quite uninspiring ones. My 

final complaint was that it was freezing cold inside. Presumably they have to keep it cold for 

the artefacts so perhaps I shouldn’t complain but it the air conditioners at leg level really were 

very cold (we were all in shorts because of the great weather). Having said all this, it was 

probably a once in a lifetime opportunity and I’m really glad that I went. If you are in 

Durham, or nearby, it is definitely worth a visit. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Miners Gala Service” 

Reviewed 15 July 2013 
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Aperfect setting for such a moving occasionThe cathedral is awe inspiring for everyone 

whether they are religious or not. The service this year was addressed by Dr Giles Fraser 

whose affinity with the occasion and the miners' families was sincerely conveyed.Hopefully 

he will be given a future invitation. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Classic” 

Reviewed 13 July 2013 

As with most signficant churches, Durham Cathedral is up there with the best. Unfortunately, 

we arrived just as afternoon service was beginning therefore we could not explore the church 

fully but from what we saw it was impressive. Worth a visit if you are in the area or passing 

through. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Building a Lego cathedral” 

Reviewed 12 July 2013 

What an amazing building this is and now you are able to buy a lego brick for £1 and place it 

in an enormous replica of the cathedral being built in Lego. This is a brilliant idea and great 

for both children and adults alike. You can either addyour brick yourself or let the 'builders' 

do it for you. The model is near the cafe and shop in the undercroft and while we were there 

the first part of the wall of the cathedral was built. I'm sure this will be fantastic and worth a 

visit as it progresses, probably taking a long time to complete. All the volunteers who were 

helping were friendly and helpful. It added a new attraction to the cathedral which I've visited 

many times and love. We arrived early and were greeted by the fantastic sounds of the 

cathedral organ in an almost empty cathedral. Really moving experience. There's also lots to 

do in Durham as well as the cathedral so a great place to visit all round. We really enjoyed our 

day in the sun. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Lindisfarne Gospels' Exhibition” 

Reviewed 11 July 2013 

We found the exhibition most disappointing. The £1 charged (presumably by Ticketmaster) to 

print off the tickets on your home computer was a rip-off. Although we had a timed ticket, we 

had to wait outside about 15 minutes before going in. The general flow of the exhibition was 

poor. You had to constantly wait to get close enough to the display cases to read the 

information and then you were only looking at a few small objects or manuscripts. It might 

have speeded things up if the information was in large print on the walls for you to read 

before getting to the display case. The information was also rather repetitive - they must have 

mentioned the Synod at Whitby at least 10 times at different points and explained what it was 

for each time. Frankly after the initial reminder, one can hold the information in one's head 

throughout. A lot of the exhibits were very old manuscripts that were again very similar. 

When we actually came to the manuscript we were very disappointed. We had already 

realised that obviously we would only actually see one page but we thought they would have 

chosen an iconic page to have open but this was not the case. Everyone has seen pictures of 
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the beautifully illuminated pages but the one on view merely had thin arches; they had been 

coloured and there was writing to see as well but it must have been one of the very plainest 

pages to show. Overall, not what we had hoped to see! The exhibition upstairs with an 

explanation of how the manuscripts were made and e-copies of the actual book was more 

interesting. The cathedral is more interesting and free!! 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Repeat visit after 20 years” 

Reviewed 10 July 2013 

I was keen to take my daughter and sister here for coffee and scones. Surroundings were 

stunning and we had an interesting walk through the cathedral and cloisters to reach the 

coffee shop. It was bright, well lit, plenty of tables and space. Dark haired girl behind counter 

was not communicative and when I asked for a scone, just walked away!! We discovered she 

was getting the cream .. No smiles or welcome and this was 11 am! If I had seen a 

manager/supervisor I would have spoken to them. The scone was dry and not pleasant - so a 

big disappointment. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Okay, but.....” 

Reviewed 10 July 2013 

Durham is a nice Norman cathedral in a small town north of York, England. However, you 

can only photograph it on the exterior and the cloisters, not in the cathedral itself. Since 

photography is our hobby, it was very disappointing that we weren't able to take photos. I 

cannot recommend Durham for this reason. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Fantastic old cathedral with a lot of history” 

Reviewed 10 July 2013 

Amazing, monumental builing with a long history streching back to the cradle of christianity 

in England! 

Visited June 2013 

“Stunning Cathedral with monastic aspects” 

Reviewed 8 July 2013 

I can't add much to the description of this beautiful building however the monastic aspects 

made our visit.Dormitory, kitchen and cloister (All however refurbished to varying degrees) 

gave us a fantastic insight into life in the early cathedral. You need to visit this stunning feat 

of engineering. 

Visited July 2013 
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“Norman Brilliance.” 

Reviewed 8 July 2013 

Durham Cathedral is the best monument to Norman architecture in the UK, if not in the 

Europe, and it is a must visit destination for travellers, whether on business or pleasure. 

 

Not only is the structure wonderfully over powering but it is imbued with the spirit of those 

living and working there, now and in the past. 

 

It is a most moving experience to visit Durham Cathedral. 

 

Also, what is important is that, while respecting its heritage, the Cathedral has moved on and 

has incorporated modern interventions, subtly, e.g. the cafe and the new shop, which is a 

magical place.  

 

Also, entry is free, with no pressure to donate or buy at the shop.  

 

Magical, please go. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“A Norman Masterpiece” 

Reviewed 7 July 2013 

As hoped, the cathedral is a true example of Norman cathedral building. Its great size as well 

as the architecture and 'decoration' were very impressive. Highlights were visits to the 

gravesite of The Venerable Bede and St Cuthbert's shrine. 

We could see why the cathedral had been built on the site and found it both beautiful and 

imposing. 

Small query, we would have liked to know more about the early graves outside the cathedral 

entrance; resembled knight's graves but hard to tell as many had been worn away. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Wow!” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

What an amazing site. It is absolutely beautiful and very interesting inside. Loved walking 

around inside and outside, loads of history and very interesting. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Cultural enlightenment” 

Reviewed 5 July 2013 

Unforgettable experience & certainly one thing you need to do if in the vicinity.Perfectcly 

situated & the views are stunning as is the architecture. 

Visited June 2013 
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“Cold and Drafty” 

Reviewed 4 July 2013 

Quite nice to visit but rather drafty it should be cheaper to go to the top I did like the coffee 

shop there nice selection of biscuits and crisps 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Lindisfarne Gospels Exhibition beside Durham cathedral” 

Reviewed 4 July 2013 

We went on day 1, so perhaps there were a few teething problems 

During normal shopping hours the tickets need to be purchased at Waterstones bookshop 

halfway down the hill again - bit annoying when you have just trudged up the hill! And there 

were no signs that this was the only outlet open at that time. Outside shop hours, the nearby 

visitor centre obliges, I believe - but not during normal working hours! No tickets for sale at 

the door - but that is clear in the publicity. 

The gospels are so fragile they can only be viewed in low light - fair enough. What you are 

not told is that only one page is ever on display, and on day 1 it was hardly a spectacular 

one...maybe other days are better.  

It is a very small exhibition - but has some real stars in it - St Cuthbert's gold cross, and a 

beautiful small book found in his tomb. The Gospels are of course unique, but are only one 

object. 

The small size of the room means only a few persons are allowed in at any time - again fair 

enough, but you will need to be patient to see the detail. 

The signage to the room where you can browse good quality images on a screen was a bit 

lacking - and with only a few screens, you will again need to be patient. However, the images 

of the illuminated pages are spectacular. It's a pity there weren't more images on display 

outside the special exhibition room - maybe that will change. 

The quality of the exhibits in the room is five star - what lets it down were the poor 

arrangements, and the absence of more images to supplement the page on display. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Impressive” 

Reviewed 4 July 2013 

A very impressive building with a certain calm about it. Good information boards and a 

delightful coffee shop 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Definitely worth visiting for the amazing architecture!” 

Reviewed 3 July 2013 

I am at university in Durham and must go to the cathedral for one reason or another around 

once a month. I am not religious whatsoever, but the amazing architecture and awe of the 
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building itself make it well worth visiting regardless. The green in front of it it lovely on a 

summers day too. Definitely one of the highlights of the North East! 

Visited June 2013 

 

“poor public relation” 

Reviewed 2 July 2013 

On entering a side chapel inside the Cathedral I took a photo (no flash) and was instantly 

"apprehended" by a person dressed in resplendent red. She said very abruptly "No 

Photographs allowed" (I had taken some years earlier with no problem) then immediately said 

"take that hat off", which I must admit I should have done on entering Cathedral, but it was 

just that I'd forgotten I was wearing it. That set me on edge immediately, On wandering down 

the Cathedral aisles my friend said "I think we are being followed" and on turning round 

noticed the only two people slowly following behind were Cathedral personal, (We got the 

impression they had been told "watch those two") and then while I was reading an inscription 

out of the corner of my eye I noticed another Cathedral person watching me!!. 

That was enough for me and my friend and we left immediately. What should have been an 

uplifting experience turned out the opposite!!!!. This is the same Cathedral authorities that 

allowed BBC cameras to film an episode of Inspector George Gently inside the Cathedral 

showing scenes of a murder by shooting ....unbelievable. 

Visited July 2013 

 

“Steeped in history - returning next week to visit the Lindisfarne Gospels” 

Reviewed 29 June 2013 

I visited the Cathedral for my son's graduation - what a stunning, awe-inspiring venue! 

Amazing to think it was built at the end of the eleventh century! We returned the following 

day to explore the interior between other graduation ceremonies - beautiful stained glass 

windows, old and more recent, the shrine of St Cuthbert, the tomb of the Bede, the cloisters. 

Looking forward to returning next week to climb the tower (which was closed whilst we were 

there) and visit the amazing Lindisfarne Gospel exhibition being staged in the grounds 1 July 

- 30 September www.lindisfarnegospels.com This beautiful illuminated manuscript was 

written in 700 AD! Examples of the illuminations can be found on the city's buses! 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Simply stunning!” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013 

My family and i visit Durham quite often as - about every 3 weeks or so as we live 30 minutes 

drive from the city; we just can't keep away from the place. Time after time we walk along the 

river side and are constantly struck by the beauty of Durham Cathedral standing high above 

us, half-hidden behind the trees. Whether it's sunny or foggy, the Cathedral is a wonderful 

sight and I don't think I will ever tire of taking photographs. 

A walk inside the Cathedral itself is very calming indeed, you don't need to be religious or in 

any way spiritual to feel the relaxed atmosphere...and if you're lucky you may even hear a 

choir singing. 
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Visited June 2013 

 

“Impresive” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013 

Not an expert but this is a very impresive place and well worth visiting bith for the exterior 

and inside 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Very proud of it” 

Reviewed 28 June 2013 

This is my home city Cathedral & whenever I have been away from home it gladdens me to 

drive back down towards Durham & catch sight of it. We visit it quite regularly & never tire 

of going. It really is worth the climb up to the top of the tower as the sight is magnificent & 

we often find something of interest in the many nooks & crannies in the building that we 

have'nt noticed before. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral” 

Reviewed 27 June 2013 

If you visit Durham you can't really not visit the Cathedral. Apart form the architecture in 

Durham, in general the Cathedral is a must. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“graduation ceremony” 

Reviewed 27 June 2013 

What a fantastic venue for my sons graduation. Very grand if a little cold (we were warned 

that it might be). TV monitors lined the cathedral so that everyone could see. Stewards were 

efficient and helpful. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Graduation” 

Reviewed 26 June 2013 

My Daughters graduation from the Durham University. What could be wrong? The history of 

Durham Cathedral is explained throughout your journey through it, an uplifting experience. 

Visited June 2013 
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“Tower view” 

Reviewed 26 June 2013 

Worth climbing to the top of the tower to have a great view of the city, river and the 

countryside beyond 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Magnificent” 

Reviewed 25 June 2013 

The must see in Durham. Great Architecture and beautiful stained glass windows. Don't miss 

the cloisters where you can just wander quietly and enjoy. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“awe inspiring” 

Reviewed 25 June 2013 

the cathedral is free to visit and is a huge imposing building overlooking the city (if you are 

feeling energetic there are 325 stairs to the very top!), there are organized tours but you are 

free to wander about yourself and take your time. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Fascinating” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

fabulous architecture, beautiful stained glass windows. I also like the fact that there were 

people there to tell you or offer you information sheets on the cathedral, this was really useful. 

A lovely experience to have visited this catherdral 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Awesome” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

This is a beautiful Cathedral, with its quiet cloisters where you can imagine the monks 

walking and praying, to the fabulous interior. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Just an Amazing Structure” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 
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A must visit site in Durham - didn't like recommended minimum donation of £5 but 

appreciate the fact it is free to enter and hopefully all that do will make some donation for 

doing so to ensure it remains so. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Beautiful place” 

Reviewed 24 June 2013 

This cathedral is so beautiful both inside and out. The setting above the river and at the top of 

the winding streets of Durham it meets you so magnificently.  

The large grassed area outside had a marquee on it. Assuming it was something to do with the 

Durham university graduations. There were a lot of students packing cars up for end of term.  

It is free to get inside but donations are requested. We were lucky enough to arrive while a 

male voice choir were singing. It sounded so clear and very relaxing. Lots of history to see 

inside and you must see the beautiful stained glass windows.  

Outside the cloisters were where parts of Harry potter were filmed so a must for all potter 

fans.  

Nice cafe and good shop too.  

Definitely worth a visit. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Breathtaking beauty” 

Reviewed 23 June 2013 

Durham cathedral must be the friendliest religious building anywhere. Wander round at your 

leisure and absorb the breathtaking beauty of the magnificent building which is world famous 

for its Norman architecture. Don't forget the exhibitions and the undercroft as well as The 

College which is entered via the cloisters. A must if you visit Durham. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Be Amazed” 

Reviewed 21 June 2013 

You may have seen pictures but the real thing is awe inspiring. 

Entry is free (donation requested) but there is a fee of £5 for climbing steps the 325 steps to 

the top of the main tower, but you will be rewarded with great views. The tower closes at 4pm 

in summer season. Try to be up the tower on the hour mark for the atmospheric bells. Make 

sure you do not miss the cloisters and the medieval timber roof of the monks dormitories 

(now a library) which is over 600 years old. The cathedral doninates the city skyline and there 

are great views of the building from the river side walks especially in the evening light. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“beautiful.” 

Reviewed 20 June 2013 
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This cathedral is breathtaking and well worth a day or afternoon trip from Newcastle. I 

arrived at the cathedral rather late in the day and stayed for evensong. What a beautiful 

experience. The voices combined with the ambiance in the church made me feel as though I 

had been transported back centuries in time. This experience was an unexpected highlight of 

my trip to Northern England. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“A memorable visit” 

Reviewed 18 June 2013 

No entry fee (though we left a significant donation) and warm but not over-zealous welcome. 

Dismayed that the powers that be have replaced the wonderful Treasury Exhibition, including 

Cuthbert's coffin, with retail space. Would also have been willing to pay a photography fee, 

because there are so many different items to engage with in this building that no guide book 

can come near to reproducing a unique experience. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“If you like cathedrals” 

Reviewed 18 June 2013 

Very calming and pleasant . a service was in progress and it was nice to take time to sit and 

reflect. but there was no pressure to do this if you didnt want to. Good embroidery exhibition 

Visited June 2013 

 

“A spiritual experience” 

Reviewed 17 June 2013 

This is a beautiful Cathedral at the heart of the city.I was pleased to visit the tomb of St Bede 

and the shrine of St Cuthbert both of whom I have taught about in my RS lessons. One of the 

outstanding things to see is Prior Castell'sclock.It is certainly a glorious Cathedral and I felt 

moved to be in such a wonderful building.As ever time was not on my side and it was with 

regret I had to leave before I had spent enough time inside. I really will make the effort to 

return with more time to see the treasures I missed this time round. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Beautiful Architecture and rich in history.” 

Reviewed 16 June 2013via mobile 

We went and visited the cathedral today. I could have spent hours admiring the architecture 

and reading all the historical placards. But we only had about 30 minutes. If I ever come back 

I definitely want to go into the monk's library. 

Visited June 2013 
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“A really good place and worth a visit” 

Reviewed 16 June 2013 

Durham Cathedral really is one of the country's gems. Although the architecture is stunning 

and well worth a visit in its own rights the real strength are its people and atmosphere. They 

really go out of their way to make you feel welcome, sadly rare in many of large equivalents. 

Find time to ask some of them about their church and what to means to them as well as about 

its history.  

 

The old monks dormitory is really worth a visit - now a library also the cloister and of course 

St Cuthbert's tomb. 

 

There is a really good library and cafe in the undercroft - both excellent. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Heavenly voices” 

Reviewed 16 June 2013 

Luckily caught choir practice - inspiring. Interesting exhibition of local embroidery craft 

work. All photography forbidden inside. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Cathedral top view and the chimes are must views” 

Reviewed 14 June 2013 

Visited in April and this place is good for photography and view - landscape 

They charge 5 pound to visit the top of the cathedral and we simply loved the view available, 

though the walls on the terrace a wee high to obstruct 360 view. 

 

nevertheless, the climb up the stairs that go on narrowing to give a nice claustrophobia makes 

up for the effort in the climb :-) 

Visited April 2013 

 

“love it” 

Reviewed 14 June 2013 

i love the cathedral in durham! its special. however the cafe isnt worth it and better to go 

elsewhere i feel for a cuppa, but cathedral itself and those serving there are lovely! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“A point of interest not to be missed” 

Reviewed 13 June 2013 
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Free access but a charge for the guided tour. Really recommend that you pay the money, there 

is so much more to this building than you can just observe. 

The tour guide and all the other volunteers are there to ensure that you have an enlightening 

experience. 

Within our 4 hours in this beautiful building we managed to join in a lunchtime communion.  

This was our first visit but it certainly won't be the last 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Beautiful church” 

Reviewed 13 June 2013 

Toured the cathedral by ourselves and really enjoyed exploring. Went to evensong and 

enjoyed that as well--it's in remarkably good shape compared to some cathedrals in Europe 

and the new gift shop area is very well done. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Extraordinary” 

Reviewed 10 June 2013 

I am not one for ecclesiastical architecture but Durham Cathedral is incredible. When we 

visited there was an extraordinary late evening light pouring through the window and up the 

nave towards the altar. It really will take your breath away. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“lovely castle to see in the heart of Durham” 

Reviewed 10 June 2013 

Its a beautiful place with a nice view over the city of Durham. Worth while going in. You step 

back in time. Its a canny walk up, but the results are fantastic.  

Enjoy a nice day in Durham and the castle 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Dominating the City of Durham” 

Reviewed 10 June 2013 

What a wonderful surprise the Cathedral and surrounding Castle, University and various other 

old buildings all making up a beautiful group once we had climbed the hill it is situated on. 

The River runs around Durham and the weather was glorious. We were lucky enough to listen 

to the choir practicing whilst we were there. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Awe Inspiring + Beautiful City” 
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Reviewed 9 June 2013 

This is a World heritage Site worth visiting. Walk along the River Wear to Prebend's Bridge. 

Cross over the river and up the hill to the Cathedral. Enjoy the remarkable color of the stone, 

the tomb of the Venerable Bede and climb the staircase to the top of the church. Great food in 

the undercroft café. Across the yard is Durham Castle. Also worth a visit. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Peaceful reflection” 

Reviewed 9 June 2013 

We arrived just about the time evensong was to start, and I can only say that I was 

overwhelmed by the music and setting. It was beautiful. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“1000 years of history” 

Reviewed 9 June 2013via mobile 

This is a must-visit for anyone with an interest in history, architecture or religion.  

1000 years old, dripping with poignant reminders of the monks who ran it. The timber work 

of the Monks' Dormitory (free!) is amazing. The central tower (£5, no small kids) is fantastic, 

with terrific views after a big narrow climb. The memorial inscriptions in the chapel of the 

Durham Light Infantry can move you to tears.  

Unmissable. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Beautiful!” 

Reviewed 8 June 2013 

We visited whilst staying in the Durham area. A beautiful building, stunning stained glass 

windows and architecture and free entry. We didn’t climb the Tower as unfortunately it was 

quite a grey, damp day when we visited so thought that the views may not have been too 

good. We lit candles to remember our loved ones. Well worth visiting. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Best cathedral in England” 

Reviewed 8 June 2013via mobile 

This is the most amazing and interesting cathedral in England, if not in the EU. The midieval 

ceiling in the Monks Dormitory is stunning. You can visit the tower, but beware its 350+ 

stairs and narrow. 

Visited June 2013 
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“Awesome” 

Reviewed 8 June 2013 

The architecture was very different from any other church or cathedral we have visited. Give 

any other church a miss, but not this one 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Very impressive” 

Reviewed 7 June 2013 

We visited the cathedral and it was stunning inside. Lucky enough to catch a choir rehearsal 

which was amazing. Shame that no pictures can be taken inside. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“A good place to visit even if your not a church person its fine” 

Reviewed 5 June 2013via mobile 

I have been lots since i was about 10 

a great place to visit and if your fit 

you could go up the 300 steps to thr top this costs and is not for people who are not good in 

closed in spaces as it is very tight and small stairs up to the top 

there is nice artwork in thr windows the big window is by far the best and if you wish you can 

light a little candle to remember someone who has passed on (died) you do not have to be 

church people to enjoy this well worth a visit 

And there is a cafe there as well but i never use that so i am not sure what that is like 

Visited May 2013 

 

“V impressive” 

Reviewed 4 June 2013 

Huge, lots to take in - donation based so get the £1 guide on yoru way in - essential part of 

visiting the city - then take in the Uni whilst you are up that way. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“a wonderful place to visit 1 june2013” 

Reviewed 3 June 2013 

yes the inside is excellent i like all the history and also the history of the monks  

the new gift shop and cafe well done to all the staff for being helpful tony mbe 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Awesome view” 
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Reviewed 1 June 2013 

Must see when in Durham, if your VERY fit. Pay the few pound and climb the stairs to the 

top. WARNING its one way and there is no way down if you change your mind, not very 

wide. The view from the top is fantastic. Make sure you have a camera. 

Visited June 2013 

 

“Well Worth A Visit!” 

Reviewed 30 May 2013 

Gorgeous cathedral. Plus, it is free!!! See it. Prominent in most views of Durham. Tower is 

supposed to be a great climb. We didn't make it. Lovely stained glass. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Great setting over river” 

Reviewed 30 May 2013 

Lovely setting on Cathedral Green - very nice interior with lots to see. Very historical 

building with good vibes. Don't miss the Library upstairs - millions of books! 

Visited April 2013 

 

Possibly the most stunning Cathedral after St.Paul's, but dont leave it too late in the day to 

visit” 

Reviewed 30 May 2013 

The Cathedral is a must if you visit Durham. I wasn't expecting it to be quite so huge and 

stunning inside. We also visited when the local school was singing in the evening (Sunday 

5pm) and it transformed the buidling into something quite divine. 

However if you want to do the tour under the cathedral and see the monk's rooms and other 

rooms on display, you need to get there earlier as these all shut at 4pm so we didn't get to see 

them. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Lovely cathedral worth a visit” 

Reviewed 28 May 2013 

Lovely cathedral with fantastic stain glass windows. Worth the walk up steep cobbled streets 

to visit. Guided tours available if required. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Well worth the visit” 

Reviewed 28 May 2013 
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We had been told to visit the Cathedral before visiting Durham, and it was well worth the 

visit. 

I have included a few photos on this review - and if you get the chance and dont mind heights 

make the climb to the top of one of the towers to admire Durham from there 

Visited May 2013 

 

“A lovely old building, but stop asking for money at every turn.” 

Reviewed 26 May 2013 

I went with my family for a day trip to Durham. We decided to visit the cathedral and on 

entering I dropped a 'suggested contribution' in, and my sister then purchased a pamphlet. We 

didn't really need or want one, but the guide at the door offered it and my sister obviously 

bought it just to contribute. We walked around and realised we couldn't take any photos, 

which is ridiculous. A no flash picture from a phone won't do any damage. There are plenty of 

pictures for sale though -_- 

 

We had to pay to walk up to the tower, which I found to be extortionate, especially as it's 

advertised as 'free' and we had already put in a contribution. Anything of real interest was 

roped off, and you had guides telling people off if anyone tried to take a picture or even just 

had a camera in their hands. 

 

It's a beautiful building, full of history and amazing stained glass windows. It would have 

been great to be able to take a couple of photographs of our visit and it's a real shame about 

the no picture rule. I find it amazing that you can take pictures in the Vatican, but you can't 

take any here.  

 

I wasn't impressed with the amount of requests for 'donations' you seemed to encounter at 

every turn, I realise that a place like this needs money to keep it running, but you get to the 

point where you feel pestered. 

 

The gift shop is very expensive, I ended up spending nearly £4 for a jar of jam. We ended up 

leaving the cafe in favour of a nearby restaurant as by that point, we were sick of giving this 

place money.  

 

A truly beautiful piece of history, it's just a shame it's ruined by the near constant requests for 

cash, and the rubbish rule against picture taking. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful and fascinating.” 

Reviewed 25 May 2013 

This is a wonderful place to visit - from the warm welcome at the door to the beauties of this 

huge cathedral church, the cloisters, the monks dormitory and the library. There is no charge 

to enter but it is well worth £5 of anyone's money to enjoy the peace of the place, the 

fascination of its history and the sense of awe and reverence which pervades it. Once you 

have visited the church and climbed the tower ( there is a charge for this and last entry is 

about 3 pm) you will be ready for a cup of tea in the modern extension and a visit to a very 

pleasant bookshop with a good range of devotional books as well as the usual stuff. Visitors 

are asked to respect the nature of the building so it is a quiet and delightful place to visit -the 



445 
 

stained glass windows are stunningly beautiful and the infantry chapel is very moving. It is 

accessible for buggies and wheelchairs but only the very fit should think about climbing the 

tower! 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Be there when the choir are rehearsing” 

Reviewed 24 May 2013 

We visited in the late afternoon and at 4.15 the choir came out to practice, beautiful. A lovely 

cathedral and unusually warm inside. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful building” 

Reviewed 21 May 2013 

We took a guided tour, which cost £4.50 each. It was worth every penny. Our guide Mike has 

an amazing knowledge of the building, which he delivered with humour and enthusiasm. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“wonderful” 

Reviewed 19 May 2013 

wherever we go we visit churches and cathedrals and Durham Cathedral rates within the top 

ten, and a charming cafe and shop as well. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Wonderful!” 

Reviewed 18 May 2013 

Even though it was pouring with rain outside we were welcomed inside. Stunning Cathedral 

with a lot to see. The tower was closed due to the weather which was a shame. Very 

interesting worthwhile visit. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Deservedly, the Top Attraction” 

Reviewed 18 May 2013 

I never tire of visiting Durham Cathedral, sited in a commanding position above the city - 

even the steep walk up, via the Market Place, is part of the experience, feeling almost like a 

modern-day pilgrimage. Weather permitting (as the riverside path can be very muddy), the 

walk through the North Bailey, South Street, across Prebends' Bridge and alongside the river - 

with fine views of the Cathedral and Castle above - is preferable to returning through the 
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unattractive High Street shops, at variance with the character of Palace Green, that line Silver 

Street. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“A wonderful cathedral” 

Reviewed 17 May 2013 

This was a hugely interesting, lovely cathedral. I'd definitely recommend purchasing a 

guidebook (£1 at the time of writing) to get the most out of your visit. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Worth a visit” 

Reviewed 15 May 2013 

We visited the Cathedral on a Tuesday morning. It is worth to call in at the visitors' centre 

first - the staff are very helpful and enthusiastic. The Cathedral is amazing - almost a 1000 

years old. We climbed the tower - which costs a £5 - great views from the top. As admission 

to the Cathedral is free we didn't mind paying to climb the tower. The tower is quite a climb - 

you can leave bags / coats at the bottom. Definitely worth a visit. The cafe and the gift shop 

are good too. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Beautiful setting” 

Reviewed 15 May 2013 

Huge Norman cathedral set close to the castle and overlooking the river. Don't fail to go down 

to the river and take some pictures by the weir. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Good to see a working church” 

Reviewed 13 May 2013 

We visited on a Sunday and came in at the end of a service which was rather lovely as the 

choir was in full voice so it was really atmospheric. The visitors were kept back from the nave 

till the end of the service which is as it should be, but then we mingled in the great cafe 

downstairs. Food is tasty and reasonably priced and seemed very popular with locals and 

tourists. The gift shop is really good as well with local, fair trade and religious gifts. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Somber yet beautiful cathedral” 

Reviewed 12 May 2013 
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We've enjoyed visiting several beautiful cathedrals throughout the UK. Durham Cathedral 

certainly ranks highly amongst them. It is not the prettiest nor the lightest - its dark stone 

presents a somber and serious facade. 

 

It is free to enter the cathedral, but donations are also asked for to assist in the cathedral's 

running costs. You can take a guided tour - again a small charge, but there is also a printed 

guide that you can use on your own. We did not take a guided tour as time did not permit, and 

although useful, I suspect we would have learned far more about the cathedral from a tour 

than we gleaned from the printed guide.  

 

One thing that was disappointing, photography is not allowed inside Durham Cathedral. This 

wasn't the case at other beautiful cathedrals we visited and we missed not having photos to 

remind us of our visit. We'd be happy to pay a small entry fee if photography was permitted. 

 

In all, Durham Cathedral is well worth a visit. Allow at least an hour to wander and reflect. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Interesting architecture” 

Reviewed 12 May 2013 

Extremely interesting architecture and history but during our visit we were asked to leave as a 

children's service was being conducted. Won't return! 

Visited May 2013 

 

“impressive” 

Reviewed 11 May 2013 

The cathedral is up a steep hill, practicaly a mountain  

if you are getting on in years, so thank God for the electronic 

bus to get you there, you can use your bus pass. No entry charge 

but they like a donation. Glad to see a memorial to the Durham 

miners and not everything dedicated to saints and aristoctats. 

A good way to spend an hour and the cafe is very good. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Cathedral of splendour” 

Reviewed 11 May 2013 

No charge!!! But a box was there for donations which is much more realistic. We were 

luckily there while the choir were practising, so had the joy of hearing them. Lovely cafe and 

shop very tasteful decor with good lighting. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“What a fantastic place to visit” 
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Reviewed 11 May 2013 

Extremely interesting, great location with the castle next door. A MUST see place. The city of 

Durham is very nice with good areas and lots of shops and cafes. This was my first vist I will 

return soon I hope. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Magnifigent, wonderful!!” 

Reviewed 9 May 2013 

It makes me so proud to belong to the area, this truly great Cathedral is well worth a visit. 

They do have donation boxes dotted around, it is entirely up to you to donate, nobody is 

forcing you. It annoys me to hear people complaining about a building steeped in history, can 

they not appreciate the beauty of it and the fact it is part of our heritage. Visited a few weeks 

ago with family from Australia, they were in awe of the place. We were offered a tour, well 

worth it, I have visited several times in the past, this time I learned so much more. The guide 

said that he could go on and on as there was so much history to be learned. Our visitors from 

Australia had visited the cathedral a few years ago and could not wait to go back again. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 9 May 2013 

Lovely Cathedral on the Banks of the River Wear. On the day we visited, a choir from 

Sweden was entertaining, the sound was excellant. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Stand in the aisle of a 900 year old cathedral” 

Reviewed 9 May 2013 

What is there not to like? Durham Cathedral is one of the most wonderful buildings in Britain 

and must be viewed with one of the superbly knowledgeable guides. To add to a truly 

awesome experience a guest choir from Sweden sang during our visit. Very moving indeed. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Well worth the trip” 

Reviewed 8 May 2013 

We spend a couple of hours visting the Cathedral. Beautiful build, loads of glass in lead 

masterpieces ( so try to visit on a sunny day), Bede's shrine ( Galilee chapel) and the monks 

dormitory, with its beamed roof were my favourites. Although the visit is free, do leave a 

contribution for the upkeep of this magnificent building. 

Visited May 2013 
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“"A Guided Tour is a must "” 

Reviewed 8 May 2013 

We have visited Durham Cathedral a few time before but this time we went with a guided 

tour with a group of 6. The information given over by the guide added a huge amount to our 

visit . About St Bede St Cuthbet,Neville family, and that Northumbria came before England 

and the Monks where the only ones who could write and read. It took 40 years to build DC on 

a bedrock with no foundations asa fortress and lots of damage done in the years of the 

reformation , Henry viii and Cromwell all featured As you go about the main building its full 

of many interesting facts about the Price Bishops and early England and how important the 

church was in our history . The building itself is inspiring enough but to add the knowlendge 

of a guide is priceless. Just £5 a head and lasts about 1 hour 15 minutes. The fact that early 

engineers produced this massive structure way back in history from Durham stone to minute 

measurements is remarkable. No wonder its a World Heritage site that attracts visitors from 

all round the globe. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Wonderful experience” 

Reviewed 8 May 2013 

The grandeur of the building, very impressive columns and furniture. The history of the 

cathedral was interesting, and we were fortunate to hear a local school choir rehearsing for a 

concert, the accoustics were wonderful to sit and listen to. 

Visited April 2013 

 

Watch your purse....” 

Reviewed 7 May 2013 

This place is free. Honest! Of course the first thing you are met by when you walk in is 

several begging boxes requesting £5.00. And everywhere you turn, and I mean everywhere, 

you are requested to fund this dark, miserable, depressing building . The majority of signs are 

a guilt trip about the cost of running the Cathedral. £60,000 a week apparently! If this figure 

is 10% true then they should close it immediately and stop wasting so much money which 

could be put to much better use. 

Have a bookmark, only a pound. Light a candle? The donation box is over there. You want 

me to tell you about the Cathedral and its history? Get your wallet out. Fancy walking up a 

flight of stairs? How much can you afford? The monks section is free, but a donation is 

appreciated. Have you visited the gift shop? The till is over there. Welcome to the ‘friends’ of 

Durham Cathedral. Please give generously! 

 

Hideous and wasteful-dark and dingy. But free. Honest! 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Perhaps the best Cathedral in the World” 

Reviewed 7 May 2013 



450 
 

Durham Cathedral sits on the promentary overlooking Durham City. Unlike other places of 

worship it is free to visit, although it is always good to leave a gift. Housing the relics of St 

Cuthbert it is a true celebration of how our ancestors expressed their faith. Lots to see and do, 

the Memorial to The Durham Light Infantry is a must do as is the Monks' dormitory. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“well worth a vist” 

Reviewed 6 May 2013 

lovely building, set in a great town.Bit of a hillto get too but not to be missed if visiting 

Durham 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Not just a cathedral but a museum with so much history.” 

Reviewed 5 May 2013via mobile 

The place to visit in Durham. So much a place of worship but also a museum with so much 

history. The story of Cutherbert during and after his death is unique and amazing. The 

cathedral is very well maintained but the beauty for me was how the stone has weathered and 

you really feel that you are in an historic site. No wonder it made it on UNESCO. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Fascinating - well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 4 May 2013 

It's Free to look round and a simply awesome experience. Loads of information on easy to 

read notices as you walk round. No cameras allowed, very sadly. However the mind is a 

wonderful storage receptacle for the wonderful images. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“worth a visit, use a guide.” 

Reviewed 3 May 2013 

Impressive, of course, but well worth having a guide take you round in a party,as it has such a 

long and interesting history. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“my lovely little escape.” 

Reviewed 3 May 2013 

Durham cathedral is extremely important to me, since my mother died in 2008 as I go here 

whenever I can to light a candle in her memory.  
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The whole ambiance of this beautiful piece of architecture is amazing. 

Any one who is visiting the north east would be daft not to go here! 

 

The coffee shop serves lovely cakes and tea and the cathedral book shop is particularly nice 

for children.  

 

I also recommend visiting the cathedral during the Lumiere festival to see the beautiful light 

show on the side of the cathedral. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Interesting” 

Reviewed 3 May 2013 

Beautiful building,so glad i visited.Lots of information on hand and the staff were always 

available if you needed more info.The inside is stunning,you really cant take it all in.Did not 

go up the tower so cannot comment,i believe its a wonderful view. 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Breathtaking!” 

Reviewed 3 May 2013via mobile 

We went to Durham for a day out.  

To walk around it's free, but they appriaciate any donations.  

It's amazing. The building is beautiful. Impressivly big. A stunning view. Worth a look! 

Visited May 2013 

 

“Breathtaking!” 

Reviewed 28 April 2013 

Not a big church goer myself but this building is breathtaking well worth a visit by young and 

old, quite an energetic climb to get there but worth it! 

Visited April 2013 

 

 

 

“Stunning and breathtaking.” 

Reviewed 26 April 2013 

You can see Durham Cathedral from miles around, and keep catching glimpses, or full vistas, 

as you approach. Once on Palace Green, however, it is a building of breathtaking proportions. 

When you go inside it is stunning, and a tour is really worthwhile as this is a place with 

secrets to share. For the fit and adventurous, take the climb up 323 stone steps to the tower 

roof and you'll be rewarded with a view over pretty much everything ever! 
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Visited April 2013 

 

“Beautiful architecture” 

Reviewed 26 April 2013 

Such a lovely and well kept building. The stewards in charge were friendly and 

knowledgeable. A haven and sanctuary for those of faith and others who appreciate a 

beautiful building. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Hugely Impressive” 

Reviewed 26 April 2013 

Steeped in history this cathedral must rank as one of the most interesting in the country and 

well worth a visit. It's location is hugely impressive too. Situated on top of a cliff overlooking 

the River Wear and overshadowing Durham Castle it is arguable as to whether or not there is 

a better sited cathedral in England. The tower is open to the public (at a cost of £5.00). Only 

attempt the stairs if you are fairly fit and happy with heights. It's a hard slog to the top up a 

spiral staircase. The roof isn't particularly well adapted for sightseers either and the brickwork 

around the tower is unnervingly open (though of course perfectly safe). 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Excellent Cathedral, excellent shop, poor cafe.” 

Reviewed 23 April 2013 

If you havenever been here one word GO! Immediately, the Cathedral is stunning.  

 

There is a strange congestion /toll /harge payment to get up to the cathedral by car but if you 

are ablebodied just park in the main car park andwalk up the pretty old streets to the cathedal. 

 

I was a little uncomfortable with on entering the cathedral to be confronted with a line of 

"heavies" looking at a donation box which suggested a payment of £5. I am of course joking 

these people are not heavies but it did feel a little like that and although you should pay the 

suggested fee I have to say I feel a little uncomfortable with people standing there obviously 

trying to make you feel guilty for not paying. Is this really a christian thing, perhaps if I came 

to worship would I feel uncomfortable by not paying; if I was poor would I feel uncomfortabe 

coming into the cathedral but not having the meansto pay. You should pay but I'm 

uncomfortable with people hanging around at that spot.  

 

Whilst here make sure you see the resting place of St Cuthbert and Bede. In good weather the 

tower can be climbed. I think there is a fee for photography....but check this, someone told me 

I couldn't take pictures but he was not a member of staff. Harry Potter was filmed in the 

cloisters area. I found the DLI chapel really moving the pages of the rememberance books are 

turned showing who died on that very day years ago. You can also find an original wooden 

cross from the WW1 battlefield The shop is excellent with a wide range of topial books and 

gifts but unfortunately the cafe which could be great is a complete let down. There are toilets 

here but they are not the best. 
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The cathedral is definately worth a visit but make sure you have your £5 note ready on 

entering, but it is worth it. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“taken aback by its beauty” 

Reviewed 23 April 2013 

Heard that the Cathedral was well worth a visit but was still overwhelmed by its size and 

beauty! Free to go in though you can make a donation if you wish. A must see if you are in 

the area! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Top of the tower walk....awesome!” 

Reviewed 23 April 2013 

Me, my wife and our 5 children walked to the top of Durham Cathedral tower on Saturday 

20th April 2013, it was sensational, if not very difficult at times, due to the very very small 

passageway and people coming in the opposite direction at times! However, we made it! The 

views of the county were superb, I must add be aware of the height restriction, small people 

aren't allowed in, so check before travelling!! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“If you're into into cathedrals, forget the rest and go to the best!” 

Reviewed 22 April 2013 

Unlike many cathedrals, you don't have to pay to get in. They suggest you slip them a fiver 

which you will do gladly when you see the cathedral. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Could do a lot better” 

Reviewed 17 April 2013via mobile 

The cathedral is interesting but marred by the bossy guides who run around telling people off 

and generally acting like schoolmasters. I was told off for taking a photograph, I genuinely 

didn't see the little signs and, anyway, what us that all about, I wasn't using a flash and other 

religious buildings including the Vatican allow photographs, I'm not going to sell it!! My 

partner was told off for looking towards an area that was roped off on the basis that he was 

going to walk down there, he was only looking and had not moved one single step. It was nice 

to see the building but would never go back or recommend anyone to visit. 

Visited April 2013 
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“spiritual” 

Reviewed 16 April 2013 

What an amazing building this is. It is at least as good as Notre Dame in Paris. The sense of 

peace and awe the beautiful building emanates is amazing. The choir were practising when we 

were there and it was just awesome - so serene and magical and I'm not really religious or into 

church music but it was so uplifting 

Visited April 2013 

 

“peacefull” 

Reviewed 16 April 2013 

we often visit Durham and always visit the cathedral I did my usual tour this visit was no 

exception I did not go to the top this time last time I tried I was breathless ( a bit too old now I 

think ) if you are young and fit go to the top the views are magnificent , if that's not your thing 

sit and have a quiet moment even light a candle but sit and take it all in , then visit the café 

they do lovely carrot cake and not bad prices 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Top attraction” 

Reviewed 16 April 2013 

Amazing architecture, especially when you consider when it was built. 

 

If you're fit, it's worth paying £5 to climb the 325 steps up to the top of the cathedral or great 

views of Durham. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Tranquility and Great Architecture” 

Reviewed 15 April 2013 

Tranquility is the best description for the cathedral. It doesn't matter whether you are religious 

or not, you cannot help but feel relaxed and tranquil when you are inside. Let all the normal 

noise of life go on outside the door's whilst you enjoy the great stained windows and the 

architecture.  

 

You can even eat in the cathedrals restaurant which provides good quality food although I 

think the prices are a little on the steep side. Definitely worth a visit, you won't regret it. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“great” 

Reviewed 14 April 2013 
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lovely place for a mornings wander, tho no photos, grounds were good too.Durham is a lovely 

city to wander about in, good view of canal. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Excellent guides” 

Reviewed 13 April 2013 

I would not normally presume to write a review of one of England's greatest cathedrals, but 

felt that the degree of help and kindness I received from the guide and staff generally obliged 

me to comment. Durham is one of the greatest examples of early Norman architecture in 

England. No one who comes to the area should omit a visit to see the tombs of Bede and St 

Cuthbert. The purpose of my visit was a reconnaisance for leading American undergraduates 

around the cathedral as part of an oversea's programme. I was quickly approached by a guide, 

a retired schoolmaster from Hartlepool, who offered me a more detailed and extended tour. 

He took me around for the next two hours and taught me an extraordinary amount about this 

fine old building which was of considerable benefit to me personally and to my programme. I 

was touched and grateful for this devotion to duty. The other staff were also very helpful and 

friendly, especially in the gift shop. Alas, I did not visit the cafe which has a fine reputation. 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Stunning building in a jaw dropping setting.” 

Reviewed 13 April 2013 

I've visited many of the UK's cathedrals over the years, but this has become my no 1. Firstly 

the setting on the river bank is incredible; don't leave without taking a walk along the river 

bank and seeing the cathedral from the Prebend bridge. The cathedral itself is awe inspiring, 

but what made it stand out for me was the incredible friendliness and enthusiasm of all the 

staff I met. 

Was also impressed that their was no admission charge; certain other cathedrals have become 

Disney attractions charging a fat fee, not conducive to the atmosphere. Please look out for the 

discreet invitation to donate and contribute and use the tax reclaim envelope if you are a UK 

tax payer. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 13 April 2013 

Entry to the cathredral was free - a freshing change from many others. The building is very 

impressive and the staff were very helpful with information. You can climb to the top of the 

tower (costs £5 per person) up 325 steep steps up a spiral staircase - hard work but worth the 

effort as the views were excellent. The cathedral obviously costs a huge amount to maintain 

but I was more than happy to make a donation as it was well worth a visit. We were also very 

lucky as the brass section of the national youth orchestra were playing in the cloisters and the 

acoustics were amazing. 

Visited April 2013 
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“Excellent !” 

Reviewed 12 April 2013 

Fantastic Cathedral with knowledgeable staff, the Monks dormitory roof with the 13th 

century oak beams was particularly stunning, and don't  

New modern gift shop and reasonable coffee shop / restaurant Don't miss the cloisters! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Simply awe-inspiring” 

Reviewed 12 April 2013 

This piece of history is remarkable and magnificent and totally inspirational. Worth a visit for 

sure. 

Visited April 2013 

“DURHAM CATHEDRAL” 

Reviewed 12 April 2013 

Stunning!!!!! Go there NOW!!! Take your family, friends, neighbours and anyone else. Drag 

them there, they will thank you. It is the most stunning Cathedral in the whole of the world!!! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Wonderful place to visit - even with children!” 

Reviewed 11 April 2013 

Visited at the end of the day. Full of people willing to answer any questions (and my 12yo 

was full of them!). Find out what happened to the whitewash on the pillars, who was 

imprisoned there, what happened to criminals if there was no boat for them to leave the 

country...fascinating. And the walk up the tower was excellent - and the top is enclosed well 

enough to make my vertigo not completely debilitating (though I needed to hold on to 

someone to cross to each side!) Brilliant. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Terrific guide” 

Reviewed 11 April 2013 

We were lucky to get a guided tour with Lilian an engaging and knowledgeable guide. A 

great way to find out about this excellent Cathedral. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Great place to visit” 

Reviewed 9 April 2013 
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Such a lovely cathedral to visit, staff are very nice n friendly to chat to. Glad to have given a 

donation to help the upkeep of this building. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Astounding!” 

Reviewed 9 April 2013 

As this approaches it's 1000 year birthday it seems to grow more impressive. There are 

services every day and the choir can be heard every day except Monday. Despite it being a 

Saxon notion it is a clear example of Norman architecture and the sumptuous features 

synonymous with it. Well worth the climb up the 217 foot central tower to soak in the views 

of beautiful Durham City. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“I LOVE DURHAM” 

Reviewed 9 April 2013 

Durham Cathedral is fantasic, i have always loved Durham, the Cathedral is magnificent, i 

only stopped there to fill some time in before an appointment and started wondering round 

and ended up missing my appointment completely, i was taken in by the history, i was there 

all day. 

Brilliant. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Awesome” 

Reviewed 9 April 2013 

It's easy to see why this is a world heritage site. Visitors are really made welcome and, unlike 

some other cathedrals, there is no admission charge. You are asked to make a 

donation...please do as it costs in the region of 3 million a year to maintain. Cathedral staff are 

easily identified and are very helpful.  

The Cathedral is simply breathtaking and it's impossible not to be inspired by the architecture 

and sheer size of the building itself. The patterns on the stone piers, the vaulting of the roof 

and the variety of stained glass all contribute to the overall beauty. The Cathedral is home to 

the Durham Light Infantry memorial chapel and also the miners memorial.  

Don't rush your visit...you won't be disappointed. As far as I can recall, no photography is 

allowed inside the cathedral. After your visit, there is a shop and restaurant in the undercroft. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“cold” 

Reviewed 8 April 2013 

nice to see and nero coffee shop :) was bit cold but would be nice in the summer,stayed at 

ramside hall and that is a loverly place 
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Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral” 

Reviewed 8 April 2013 

The Cathedral is stunning. There is lots of information available for visitors, and the staff are 

very friendly and helpful. There are signs asking for donations from visitors, however these 

are not as large or obvious as with many other Cathedrals in the area. Well worth a visit. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“The best cathedral in the world” 

Reviewed 8 April 2013 

If you want to visit a world heritage church site then, this is a must. There is simply nothing 

that matches it for atmosphere and splendour. The guides are friendly and knowledgable. On 

top of this, it is absolutely free - there are donation boxes but, there is absolutely no pressure 

to donate. However, please do donate as this incredible national asset relies entirely on 

donations. Don't wait, visit it now !! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 6 April 2013 

Do the tour its worth it or all the history will be lost so much to take in great staff too so 

helpful thank you!!! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“A truly wonderful and spiritual building” 

Reviewed 5 April 2013 

When in Durham the catherdral,is a must to visit. It is a beautiful building with and enormous 

sence of spirituality . You need to take your time to walk around , and look at all the side 

chapels, then just sit back and look up at the ceiling! Also visit the shrine of St. Cuthbut. The 

whole area around the catherdral and Palace Green, is worth spending time walking arround . 

Also the cloister gives a sence of the monastry it once was. Dont miss the areas behind the 

cathedral, and the small chapel at the back. Alow enough time to take it all in. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Best Birthday Day Out” 

Reviewed 5 April 2013 

It is several years since we were at Durham Cathedral and we were as enthralled as we were 

the last time we were there. There was even a communion service at the high altar and it was 
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just beautiful. It has to be one of the places you need to visit before you die. The sheer size 

and beauty and it has an ambience second to none. One of my best birthdays ever. Unlike 

other places like Westminster Abbey who charge £18 entrance fee Durham only asked for a 

donation of £5 per person. It should be more like £20 as that is the value of the visit. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Beautiful day out” 

Reviewed 4 April 2013 

Beautiful place to visit. will be going back in the summer. There was a service as it was good 

Friday however you were still aloud to walk around. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“The reason Durham exists?” 

Reviewed 4 April 2013 

Focal point of a stay in Durham. The area around the Cathedral worth a stroll from North 

Bailey down to the river. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Awe-inspiring, tranquil, majestic” 

Reviewed 3 April 2013 

I am always fascinated by cathedrals, for their sheer size and beauty. Durham cathedral is 

over 1000 years old and it is amazing to think of the sheer numbers of workers who must have 

been involved in its construction, the intricate skills of the craftsmen, and that all this was 

done with no machinery, no electricity, none of the modern building tools available today. 

The cathedral is truly wondrous, even if you are not at all religious, like me. There is so much 

to see, you need several hours at least to explore everything. You can wonder at the amazing 

stained glass windows, the stone figurines on the tombs, the amazing carved stone work. You 

can learn about St Cuthbert and the Venerable Bede. There are many corners and different 

altars to investigate. You can explore the priests' dormitory, or even climb the 365 steps to the 

top of the tower. There is a lovely gift shop and an excellent cafe serving a wide range of hot 

food and some amazing cakes. The cathedral is not to be missed. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“spectacular” 

Reviewed 3 April 2013 

Just walking about the cathedral was a history lesson all by itself. Learn't a lot just talking to 

the Cathedral volunteers who were spotted throughout the Cathedral. They really make the 

visit more interesting and were very knowledgeable and cheerful. Joined the Easter Service on 

Sunday and loved the choir. 

Visited March 2013 
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“A must see” 

Reviewed 3 April 2013 

This is an absolutely amazing building, I was in awe the whole time, so much to see and read. 

Definitely go and visit if you are in Durham, I have nearly felt so overcome it is inspiring to 

say the least. I unfortunately had not time to do the tower. Donations are accepted but you are 

not made pay in but at £60,000 a week a donation is reasonable. 

Visited April 2013 

 

“The Heart of Durham” 

Reviewed 2 April 2013 

For those that have never been, you are missing out. This building has been on the same site, 

in various forms for over a thousand years. There is a majesty about this cathedral as well as a 

tranquillity about the whole area. I would describe the view down to the Rose window as awe 

inspiring from the inside. The view from the top of the tower is spectacular. Be aware, those 

of the unfit disposition will need a break on the way up as this is not a small tower! Just look 

at the next step or you will be dizzy by the time you get to the top. 

The tomb of St.Cuthbert is very special to the North-East in general; some say it is a place of 

pilgrimage. All people of the North-East should visit once in their lives. I have seen all faiths 

worshipping in this cathedral. Yes it is an Anglican Cathedral, but the people there regard it as 

a place of worship rather than stalwart of then English Church. I once saw an Islamic 

Gentleman praying in one of the quiet areas. This cathedral is for all folk and all 

denominations. 

If you can get there, get there when the organ is playing. This adds a wonderful extra to the 

atmosphere. Go there whether to listen, pray or have a dose in the pews. The kids can also 

look around the cloisters where Harry Potter was filmed. 

Altogether, this place is dripping in history, modern and ancient. Go and find it!! 

Visited April 2013 

 

“Do not miss” 

Reviewed 2 April 2013 

The Cathedral is a magnificent building which houses the remains of St cuthbert. 

It is free to enter but photography is not allowed in the main part of the church. It has 

numerous stained glass windows and towering columns and also has the first gothic style 

arches built. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 2 April 2013 

If there is no service in progress they allow you to look all over the Cathedral, it is fantastic. 

Donations only unless you wish to brave the Tower which is good value for £5 per adult. 

Excellent views but you must be fit for the steps. 
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Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful atmosphere” 

Reviewed 29 March 2013 

I was delighted to be able to join the Good Friday Service on my visit to Durham. The 

cathedral is quite simply stunning has a very peaceful atmosphere despite the number of 

visitors. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Iconic Cathedral” 

Reviewed 28 March 2013 

I once visited Chartres Cathedral in France and the English tour guide extolling its virtues 

said that the only Cathedral that came near it was (I mouthed Durham). He said, "Durham" 

Anyone who has visited Durham Cathedral would probably say that we have the best 

Cathedral. 

There is a warmth and friendliness about Durham. The architecture is spectacular and modern 

additions such as the revamped shop and make it a pleasure to visit time and time again. 

The new lighting outside gives it a special aura on an evening.  

It's well worth a visit at any time but with the Lindisfarne Gospels arriving soon it will be 

more special than ever. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Enjoyed it” 

Reviewed 27 March 2013 

Worth a look - we are not hugely into historic buildings but really were in awe of this and 

found the visit very enjoyable 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Breathtaking” 

Reviewed 26 March 2013 

There are a lot of grand cathedrals around the world which are impressive but simply have a 

museum atmosphere. Durham is the antithesis of that. Magnificent architecture yes, but also a 

feeling of being a used, vibrant, parish church. I'm not religious but felt there was a real 

spirituality about the place. The people who were part of the place (vergers? Choir people? 

sorry - don't know the terminology!) were all very friendly and knowledgeable. I suspect you 

could visit week after week after week and still be finding new things to wonder at. Awesome 

is the right word. Also thank you to the reception desk staff for taking in our bags - very 

helpful. 

Visited March 2013 
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“Must see!” 

Reviewed 25 March 2013 

A visit to Durham would not be complete without a visit to the Cathedral. We were 

immediately welcomed by the Cathedral Stewards as we entered, and we purchased the short 

Guide for £1, which clearly shows all the points of interest, which are numbered in the guide. 

We found the stewards all around the Cathedral to be really helpful, and wanting to share 

their knowledge. It costs £5 to go up the 325 steps to the top of the Tower - and if you can do 

it, it is well worth the effort. ( I am not good with heights, but the stairs are all enclosed, so it 

was not a problem) 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Awesome Architecture” 

Reviewed 25 March 2013 

Well worth an extended visit - the highlight of Durham. As you might expect, Sunday is not 

the preferred day to visit, as the tower climb is not available, and religious observance takes 

precedence over tourism. Nevertheless it was an outstanding experience! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Magnificent Cathedral” 

Reviewed 24 March 2013 

A trip to Durham wouldn't be complete without a visit to it's magnificent Cathedral. Only 

downside was our timing as we had to cut short our tour as a service was about to start. Could 

have stayed longer. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Great view & so much to see.” 

Reviewed 23 March 2013 

Great view & so much to see. This a must for any visitor to Durham. A look in the cathedral 

is free & you can see alot of art & history here. However to complete it you should go up the 

tower (£5 pp but it is for a good cause - running this fabulous building) & look around at the 

views of Durham. Great. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“POOR SERVICE DURING THE SERVICE!`” 

Reviewed 22 March 2013 

Poor signage in the Cathedral. We entered and began to walk around the Cathedral, having 

put £10 in the donations box, (£5 recommended donation). A service was about to begin, but 

not a beliver we chose to walk around, quietly and respectfully. 

We were chased and shouted at by a guide who told us we would have to sit or get out. Guess 
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what we did! 

One appreciates the Service was about to commence and we were being respectful, and would 

have halted out tour if we were aware there was a ban on visitors coming into the Cathedral 

when Services were about to commence. 

Will not return to Durham Cathedral, but will not miss the reception of the Guides. MUCH 

WORK TO BE DONE HERE!! 

 

Why not visit Ripon Cathedral and take a lead from their guides. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful building and friendly guides” 

Reviewed 22 March 2013 

Walked into the cathedral, and we were give a lovely welcome by one of the volunteer guides. 

The building is spectacular and well looked-after. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 22 March 2013 

I'll start by saying that I don't have a religious bone in my body and refuse to enter cathedrals 

that charge admission, given the vast wealth of the CoE. Durham doesn't do so, although there 

are the usual attempts try to wring a donation out of visitors. Architecturally this place is 

stunning and the atmosphere created by the soaring ceiling is remarkable.  

 

The cathedral close is a wonderful open space bordered by the castle and, I suspect would be 

a lovely place to spend a summers evening (it was freezing when we visited!). Sadly the 

castle was closed for a private event. 

 

It's also worth viewing the cathedral from one of the many bridges where it can be seen in it's 

full glory, soaring above the city. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Absolutely fantastic” 

Reviewed 20 March 2013 

This is the best cathedral of its period in the UK, if not in Europe. Visit St. Cuthbert's tomb, 

the cathedral close (known as "college") and the crypt restaurant 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful place” 

Reviewed 19 March 2013 
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Really great way to spend a couple of hours. The staff were very polite and helpful. I 

recommend paying the £1 for the mini guide and another fiver for the colour guide. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“place of sanctuary” 

Reviewed 16 March 2013 

The Durham Cathedral knocker (even though it is now a replacement) is renowned as giving 

sanctuary in past ages.The cathedral is still a place of quiet and sanctuary where even though 

one might not be Christian or in fact a person of any religion, one can find a little corner 

somewhere for reflection. The tomb of St Cuthbert is special to the people of the North East 

of England because he is a very revered Saint locally. Durham itself offers lovely views of the 

river Wear and good shopping in the town. It's a quaint University town with many winding 

streets and interesting features. Enjoy, I do frequently! 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Recommended even for the the most secular!” 

Reviewed 15 March 2013 

You have to see this cathedral to appreciate why it is listed as a world heritage site. 

Apparently it is the greatest Norman structure in Europe! Its impressive location in a 

peninsula in the River Wear and its external architecture with iconic spire is worth the visit 

alone.The interior is awesome (in the true sense of the word with its rich history dating back 

to St Columbus. We were lucky enough to watch & hear a choir practice, bringing the 

cathedral to life. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“The Wow Factor” 

Reviewed 13 March 2013 

We went here while on a trip to see our son and it was amazing! So much to see and learn, the 

staff were very helpful and the whole place is beautiful. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“a Gem to see” 

Reviewed 13 March 2013 

A brilliant and tranquil place to spend and advice anyone visiting Durham must reserve a hour 

or more to appreciate the way it is looked after with tender loving care. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 
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Reviewed 11 March 2013 

This is a beautiful cathedral containing several impressive sculptures and lots of magnificent 

stained glass windows. When we were there, the local school was practising "Noah's Ark" and 

the sound (and performance!) was really impressive. You can buy a guide to the cathedral for 

£1, which I would recommend as it gives you further information on the building, so you can 

appreciate what you are seeing. Plus, it's a donation to the cathedral which is no doubt most 

welcome. We paid the extra £5 each and climbed the 300 odd steps to the top. The climb was 

a little difficult, however it was nonetheless do-able and you are able to take your time if you 

need to. The only problem is that the steps are narrow and there are few places to stand in if 

you are meeting people coming the other way. The views were beautiful as it was a lovely 

day. The grounds of the cathedral are also lovely and peaceful. It was definitely worth a visit. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Beautiful Cathedral” 

Reviewed 9 March 2013 

Durham is a lovely cathedral, with a couple of historic tombs (St Bede and St Cuthbert). 

We happened to be in the cathedral when the student choir and orchestra started practicing a 

piece of music. The setting and acoustics were brilliant. 

 

We'd recommend it to everyone who just wants a small piece of peace and quiet and if you 

are lucky some lovely music. 

 

If you are feeling fit and it is a half decent day go up the tower and see the view. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Impressive history but no photos allowed” 

Reviewed 7 March 2013 

Amazing history like any cathedral but unlike most, Durham don't allow photos inside. Shame 

as otherwise it's an impressive visit . 

Visited March 2013 

 

“fabulous visit” 

Reviewed 7 March 2013 

If you like history, your guide is very knowledgeable, So much to see and take in. Nothing to 

dislie 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral 06.03.13” 

Reviewed 7 March 2013 
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Really interesting. Free to get in. Lots to see. Tombs of Venerable Bede and Saint Cuthbert 

included. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Number one thing to do in Durham!” 

Reviewed 7 March 2013 

You can't visit Durham and not take in this incredible building. Free entry is such a bonus. 

Some interesting references to Bede aswell. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Impressive View” 

Reviewed 4 March 2013 

The cathedral itself is amazing, the architecture is so fine and beautiful that I wonder how 

they did such a fine art hundreds of years age. This cathedral is one of the most beautiful ones 

that I've visited in the UK. Visiting the Cathedral is free. 

The very interesting part of this place is the famous tower. 325 stairs in a very narrow 

staircase and you find yourself on top of the world. the view on the top is breath taking. You 

can see the whole city and beyond. There is £5 entrance fee for the tower. Don't carry heavy 

bags and don't go with flip flops or high heels as you wouldn't be allowed in the tower. 

The staff are so friendly and helpful. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Well worth avisit.” 

Reviewed 3 March 2013 

Durham Cathedral is well worth a visit. The walk up to the Cathedral is very steep but you 

can get a bus. The tomb of St Cuthbert is what the cathedral was built to house and it is still 

there. Go up the tower the view is spectacular of Durham city and surrounding area. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“Lovely.” 

Reviewed 2 March 2013 

It is lovely!!! There is nothing better than coming home and seeing the Cathedral from the 

train or A690. If you  

come to Durham you have to visit it. Scenic setting, very peaceful. 

Visited March 2013 

 

“A superb visit” 

Reviewed 28 February 2013 
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A small bus will take you to the door of this splendid cathedral for 50p. With no entry fee(!) 

the beautiful architecture and many varied artifacts made it a very interesting visit and you 

could easily spend half a day wandering around. I had only one gripe and that was that taking 

photographs was forbidden necessitating the purchase of the official visitor book at £5. 

Swings and roundabouts I suppose as you didn't have to buy it if you didn't want to. A tour 

was held at regular times through the day but we couldn't take advantage of it due to time 

restraints. The bus takes you back to the town, railway station or coach station - again for 50p. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Very Peaceful” 

Reviewed 26 February 2013 

The whole experience was really good. Couldnt fault anything, lovely building. Strongly 

recommend a visit. 

Visited February 2013 

“Stunning cathedral” 

Reviewed 25 February 2013 

The cathedral is a beautiful building and from its vantage point at the top of the hill 

overlooking out from the city you get goosebumps just taking in the splendour of it. Entrance 

is free and you can enjoy the tranquility of this stunning building. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“beautiful cathedral” 

Reviewed 24 February 2013 

Lovely place to visit, well kept and full of wonderful information regarding paintings and 

sculptures on display. Disappointed that you couldn't take any photos of the beautiful 

Windows as a reminder of our trip. Area of the nine alters particularly lovely. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“BEWARE OF THE STAIRS :-D” 

Reviewed 24 February 2013 

A must see if you're in Durham. Lots of information around for you to read and staff always 

on hand to help if you have any questions. We went up the stairs to the top of the tower/spire 

and it was worth the climb HOWEVER it was VERY hard going, Certainly not good for very 

young children or people with respiratory problems due to the uneven nature of the stairs and 

the amount of stairs (about 300 I think) ...that said, if you can do it, well worth it. I've stated 

this as average based purely on the fact it doesn't differ in many ways from all the other 

Cathedrals we've visited and York Minster is still my favourite. 

Visited February 2013 
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“Stunning!” 

Reviewed 22 February 2013 

A beautiful building. We climbed the 300+ steps to the top of the tower - not for the faint-

hearted but well worth the effort. It was a really clear day when we visited and the view from 

the top was stupendous. We had a snack in the undercroft restaurant which serves excellent 

homemade cakes. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Visit to Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 21 February 2013 

Over the years I had heard many people say how wonderful Durham Cathedral is, but none of 

this had prepared us for just how magnificent the building is. We didn't see it under the best 

conditions - on the day of our visit it was freezing cold and snowing heavily, but this did not 

detract from our enjoyment at all. You could quite easily spend a whole day taking in all the 

wonderful art and architecture of this superb building. 

The cathedral shop is well stocked and the cafeteria has good quality and reasonably priced 

food. A bonus is that they allow you to take you dog in - provided you carry him/her! 

Visited January 2013 

“A wonderful and special place” 

Reviewed 20 February 2013 

This is a positively splendid cathedral which has the relics of the Venerable Bede and St. 

Cuthbert within it's glorious walls. The cathedral dominates Durham and rightly so. Highly 

recommended for the breath taking quality of all within. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“beautiful building” 

Reviewed 18 February 2013 

we visit the cathedral at least once a month, it is so peaceful. I am always amazed at how this 

beautiful building could have been built so long ago. after you have looked around the cafe is 

a lovely place to finish your visit 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Wonderful history” 

Reviewed 17 February 2013 

Beautiful Norman Cathedral. Stunning both inside and outside. The staff inside are very 

enthusiastic and friendly. 

Could not recommend enough. 

Visited February 2013 
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Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 15 February 2013 

This was enjoyed by all the family. Could spend quite a while here. Make sure you pay the 

extra to climb the tower - well worth it 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Norman masterpiece” 

Reviewed 15 February 2013 

Hard not to be impressed by the sheer scale of this Norman building and its elevated position 

above the river. No admission charge(good) but donation suggested and gift aid encouraged. 

Warm welcome by informed volunteers. Outstanding shop and good cafe facility just off the 

cloisters. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Durham cathedral should be experienced” 

Reviewed 15 February 2013 

Massive structure that will appeal to everybody.No photography allowed (I saw an American 

tourist in Prague who rudely disregarded this request and I was quite disgusted). Very active 

place: students were about to perform Romeo and Juliet and were setting up lights and sound 

systems as we left. You probably know the usual things to find in such churches and they are 

all there in spades. Walk through to the cloisters and find your way to the tearoom and shop in 

the crypt. Take the weight off your legs and consider how much to put in the contributions 

box on the way out. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Stunning view form top of Cathedral Tower” 

Reviewed 15 February 2013 

Went with grand-daughter for first trip to Durham and made for the cathedral complex. Good 

bus service very close to attractions. Spent time in the excellent visitor centre first - watched a 

good dvd on the history, then played dressing up in the medieval clothes. The Cathedral had 

much to offer a bright 7 year old, with lots of windows, carvings and famous names to 

discover. Best was the chance to climb 325 stone steps to the top of the tower to enjoy the 

scary but splendid view of the setting with the river meander, castle, historic town and 

surrounding countyside - then a reward of a large badge at the bottom of the steps. Nice cafe. 

Child friendly, but it does need some uphill walking! 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Well worth a visit” 

Reviewed 14 February 2013 



470 
 

Very interesting and well maintained Cathedral with some interesting features. It is obviously 

very large so even when it is busy it holds the right atmosphere. 

Visited February 2013 

 

“Truly a World Heritage Site” 

Reviewed 30 January 2013 

Durham Cathedral is an absolutely amazing place to visit. Its size and scale is simply 

awesome, especially when you try to comprehend its age and historical significance. No 

matter how many time you visit, it still manages to impress, making the free entry all the 

more refreshing! Not just a great 'attraction' to visit in its self, the Cathedral's prominence 

above Durham makes for beautiful views all across the city. A must is a walk along the River 

- the setting is beautiful whatever time of the year. In combining such rich history (two 

saints!) and architectural beauty, this Cathedral deserves to be a World Heritage Site 

alongside the very best! 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Stunning” 

Reviewed 27 January 2013 

Visit the Anne Frank exhibition while it's still on. It was very emotional reading the story of 

Anne Frank and her family with the beautiful sound of organ music playing in the 

background. 

Our one disappointment was that we couldn't go up the Tower for "health and safety" reasons. 

(it was snowy underfoot on the day we visited - but was the most clear, bright and sunny 

day!). 

Visited January 2013 

 

“stunning” 

Reviewed 27 January 2013 

A stunning city with beautiful streets and a gorgeous photogenic cathedral . 

An old indoor market with a good selection of stalls ,and a town centre which retains a unique 

sense of identity 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 23 January 2013 

We had a guided tour that was so interesting. The guide was well informed and we enjoyed 

every minute of the 1hr and half spent with her. 

Visited January 2013 
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“History on your doorstep” 

Reviewed 22 January 2013 

Great for children and adults a like, truly breathtaking, wonderful that there is no charge to 

enter as so many Cathedrals charge an entrance fee. Children really enjoyed looking for the 

clues set on the walk. The tower is superb but not for the faint hearted, the steps seem endless 

but the view is worth it once you have your breath back! 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Amazing” 

Reviewed 15 January 2013 

Well set out and explained by plenty of info frames. We visited both during the evening and 

during the daytime. Lovely setting and atmosphere, very reverent with extremely helpful 

staff. Cathedral itself is incredible. Must-see. 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Losing your wallet at Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 9 January 2013 

I have nothing to add about how this is a world architectural masterpiece, but we had our best 

experience there after losing a wallet. The cathedral stewards had found it, made an 

announcement for us (which we didn't hear for some reason), and eventually put it away for 

when we returned. When we did, after sunset, we were led down the nave as it echoed with 

the sounds of a choir. The steward fetched a person to help us, who it turned out had been 

ringing the cathedral's bells with a series of very long ropes. She led us to the corner where 

they had put the lost wallet. It was dark, atmospheric, and magical, and all animated by the 

goodwill of the people who take care of this beautiful place. Except for the risk of someone 

actually stealing it (in a church, no less), I'd recommend losing your wallet in Durham 

Cathedral to anybody. 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Durham Cathedral” 

Reviewed 7 January 2013 

The welcomers were lovely - really friendly without being pushy, and gave us free bookmarks 

as a reminder of the visit. You can donate any amount after your visit, but entry is free and 

donations are therefore not compulsory. It's a magnificant building but very gloomy indeed. 

Good to see it, but donlt plan your trip to Durham around this unless you really are an 

afficianado! 

Visited January 2013 

 

“Definitely worth a visit” 

Reviewed 6 January 2013 
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Very warm welcome and fascinating place to look around. The windows and architecture are 

fantastic. The restaurant is also really good and reasonably priced. 

Visited January 2013 

 

“WOW” 

Reviewed 5 January 2013 

What a beautiful Cathedral - inside is absolutely amazing - volunteers are available if you 

have any questions - 

Visited January 2013 
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Appendix Four – Interview & Research Proposal Examples 

 

Housesteads example 

Hello, I am researching visitor experience at World Heritage Sites. Do you mind if I speak to 

you for a moment about your visit? 

This is a plan of the fort and the area around it. Here is the museum, that is the car park and 

the entrance to the fort is here. Inside the fort this is the commandant’s house, the 

headquarters building is here and the hospital here, the granaries and barracks are here and the 

latrines down here.  

1. Could you tell me where you visited?  

2. Now could you tell me a little more about your visit? 

3. What made you come to Housesteads? 

4. What was the most memorable aspect of your visit? 

5. Do you feel you understand the site? 

6. Do you think you have a feel for life here in the past? 

6. And finally, have you been to any other heritage sites recently, or are you planning to visit 

any? 
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Research Proposal: 

 

Durham Cathedral and Castle World Heritage Site and environs  

24
th

-27
th

 September 2012 

The aim of this research is to examine the modern experience of this WHS and compare the 

movement and experience today with current archaeological thinking regarding the way in 

which this sites and its landscape may have been experienced in the past. This is being 

undertaken as part of my PhD thesis with the University of the Highlands and Islands (“The 

Experience of Space and Place in World Heritage Site Management”).  

I have already undertaken the equivalent research at Housesteads Roman Fort as part of the 

Roman Frontier WHS and at the Ring of Brodgar, Ness of Brodgar and Stones of Stenness as 

part of the Heart of Neolithic Orkney WHS. I would be happy to provide text of a conference 

poster I gave recently on the preliminary results from Housesteads as an example of the way 

in which this research will be used.  

 

Durham Cathedral 

 

Visitors 

 Visitor observation – visitor movement will be observed from a discrete distance and 

recorded maps of the site, general observations will also be noted.  

 Visitor Interviews – visitors will be approached as once they have left the cathedral and 

asked if they are happy to talk for a few moments about their visit. The interviews are 

semi-structured and initially involve asking the visitor to point out on a plan of the WHS 

and its immediate environs (the town centre, riverbanks and Baileys) what route they ad 

taken and where they had visited. This is followed by a short series general questions 

covering their motivation for visiting; which parts of WHS they have visited/plan to visit; 

which other sites in Durham City/the Durham area they have visited and then move into 

the specifics of their visit. This is followed by brief series of questions on their 

expectations of the visit and their understanding of the site. Thanking them for their time 

and asking if they have any questions ends the interview. The entire interview takes a 

maximum of 5 minutes unless visitors wish to elaborate and discuss their visit further.  

 Photography – I would like to take a small number of photographs within the cathedral, 

however I do appreciate this is a sacred space and will be guided by the Cathedral in terms 

of when and where these can be taken. All photographs would purely be used for the 

purposes of my PhD and not for financial gain. However if photography is not possible I 

seek permission to use suitable photographs from Cathedral stock in my thesis. 
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 Guided tour routes – the official guided tour(s) of the Cathedral will be followed, their 

routes noted and behaviour of visitors observed. This will be done discretely as participant 

observation. The focus here is less on the content of the tour as on the route followed 

around the Cathedral. 

 I realise this is a working church and sacred space, visitors will not be approached within 

the Cathedral and observation of visitor movement will be done generally and discretely 

from a distance, no-one will be actively followed.  

 

Interviews 

 If at all possible I would like to speak to a member of the clergy regarding the current use 

of the Cathedral as a working church and the way in which this compares with its use as a 

church in the past (focussing on movement and access to different areas). 

 

Participation 

 I would seek permission to attend a service during the time I am here and discretely 

observe as a participant how the space is used.  

 

Palace Green, Prebends Bridge and the Riverbanks 

 General visitor observation will be undertaken in these areas, some visitor interviews will 

be undertaken in the vicinity of Palace Green. 

 

NB. The total number of visitor interviews around the whole site will be less than 20, so there 

will be a low number of visitors approached at any one area of the WHS and interviews will 

be undertaken at varying times of the day on different days. I have been very lucky so far with 

my visitor response rate standing at 100% agreeing to be interviewed at the other sites, but 

obviously visitor wishes will always be respected in this regard.  

  

Please do not hesitate to contact me for further details.  
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