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1

An unenclosed Early Bronze Age cremat�on cemetery 
was excavated by CFA Archaeology Ltd (CFA) dur�ng 
a watch�ng br�ef assoc�ated w�th the construct�on of 
a natural gas p�pel�ne from St Fergus to Aberdeen, 
Aberdeensh�re, �n the summer of 2001. The cremat�on 
cemetery conta�ned 41 p�ts, 29 of wh�ch conta�ned 
cremated human bone, and 11 of these were assoc�-
ated w�th Collared or Cordoned Urns. The cremat�ons 

have been rad�ocarbon dated, through a comb�nat�on 
of charcoal and bone apat�te, to 2040 to 1500 bc, and 
the cemetery �s the most comprehens�vely dated �n 
Br�ta�n of th�s per�od. A var�ety of grave goods were 
recovered, �nclud�ng a pa�r of Golden Eagle talons 
and a fl�nt fol�ate kn�fe. A large Mesol�th�c p�t was 
found �n the same locat�on as the cremat�on p�ts and 
was dated to 4510–3970 bc. 

1 ABSTRACT



2

Th�s report presents the results of archaeolog�cal 
excavat�ons undertaken by CFA Archaeology Ltd 
(CFA) on the route of the St Fergus to Aberdeen Gas 
P�pel�ne dur�ng May to July 2001. The work was 
comm�ss�oned by Env�ronmental Resources Man-
agement (ERM) on behalf of Transco (now Nat�onal 
Gr�d). 

An Early Bronze Age unenclosed cremat�on 
cemetery was �dent�fied to the north-east of Sk�l-
mafilly, to the south of Maud (�llus 1), dur�ng a 
watch�ng br�ef on topso�l str�pp�ng of the p�pel�ne 
easement, conducted by K�rsty Sab�ne Archaeology 
act�ng on behalf of Nacap Lawrence. Th�s s�te was 
not known prev�ously and would have been d�rectly 
affected by p�pel�ne construct�on; therefore the a�ms 
of the excavat�on were fully to excavate and record 
the cemetery pr�or to �ts removal. 

Further d�scover�es made dur�ng the p�pel�ne 
watch�ng br�ef compr�sed a r�ng-d�tch of uncerta�n 
date, an arc of three large p�ts of l�kely Late 
Neol�th�c or Bronze Age date, and a ch�pped stone 
scatter conta�n�ng l�th�cs of both early and later pre-
h�stor�c date. These were fully excavated and s�te 
reports and post-excavat�on results are conta�ned 
w�th�n the s�te arch�ve. Further deta�ls relat�ng to 
�solated m�nor s�tes are also conta�ned �n the project 
arch�ve.

The cremat�on cemetery s�te lay on a small saddle 
between two h�lls at about 135m OD, w�th a south-
east fac�ng aspect (NGR: NJ 9088 3990) (�llus 1). 
The H�ll of Sk�lmafilly l�es to the west. The land �n 
th�s area �s currently used for m�xed farm�ng. In the 
local area, an extens�ve field system and settlement 
rema�ns surv�ve at Bellmu�r to the south-west of 
Sk�lmafilly, and �nclude a complex of bur�al mounds. 
The RCHAMS records numerous findspots �n the 
surround�ng area, �nclud�ng axe heads, fl�nt tools, 
carved stone balls and c�nerary urns, many of wh�ch 
are ant�quar�an finds, and ant�quar�an records of 
the removal of bur�al ca�rns and stone c�rcles. A 

recumbent stone c�rcle surv�ves to the north-west 
at North Ma�ns of Auchmal�dd�e, and the Candle 
Stone l�es to the south-west at Drumwh�ndle House. 
Sl�ghtly further afield, between M�ntlaw and Ellon, 
a number of stone c�rcles, stand�ng stones, bur�al 
ca�rns and preh�stor�c field systems and settle-
ments are also Scheduled. Late Neol�th�c settlement 
rema�ns were recorded at Auchmachar Clump 
dur�ng excavat�ons for a p�pel�ne. These s�tes attest 
to the r�chness of preh�stor�c act�v�ty �n th�s area 
and the degree of surv�val of upstand�ng rema�ns.

2.1 Working methods

Topso�l was removed by tracked earth-mov�ng 
mach�nes equ�pped w�th smooth-bladed d�tch�ng 
buckets, to reveal the subso�l surface. Once cleared 
of topso�l the area was cleaned by hand and all 
features were fully excavated. Sampl�ng cons�sted 
of bulk samples for flotat�on and sub-samples 
for rout�ne so�l tests; these were taken from each 
context w�th�n a negat�ve feature. 

The subso�l cons�sted of compacted yellow-orange 
clay, �n places leached to a grey-green colour r�nged 
by �ron pann�ng. Modern ploughso�l 0.2m deep lay 
d�rectly over the subso�l. Desp�te the shallow depth 
of the topso�l, there were few ploughscores v�s�ble 
on the subso�l surface across the s�te. Truncat�on of 
the �nverted pots recorded �n certa�n p�ts �s a clear 
�nd�cat�on that some destruct�on had occurred, 
however.

2.2 Archive

The project arch�ve has been depos�ted w�th the 
RCHAMS. The finds have been cla�med under 
Treasure Trove procedures and have been depos�ted 
w�th the Mar�schal Museum, Aberdeen.

2 INTRODUCTION
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Illus 1   Location map
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A t�ghtly clustered group of 41 c�rcular and oval p�ts, 
all ly�ng w�th�n an area c 12m �n d�ameter, was �den-
t�fied w�th�n the eastern half of the p�pel�ne spread 
(�llus 2 and 3). Th�s group �ncluded 29 p�ts conta�n-

�ng cremated human bone. There was no obv�ous 
overall spat�al layout w�th�n the cremat�on cluster 
and var�ous group�ngs could be postulated. Eleven 
cremat�on urns of both Collared and Cordoned Urn 

3 UNENCLOSED CREMATION CEMETERY AND  
 OTHER FEATURES

Illus 2   Plan of cremation cemetery
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type were found, ten of them in pits. The features 
had been truncated and there was no evidence for an 
enclosing bank or ditch; the cemetery is presumed 
to have been unenclosed. No trace of any covering 
barrow has been ascertained.

The cremations have been extensively dated and 
were found to be Early Bronze Age in date, falling in 
the first half of the second millennium bc. The single 
large pit (036) cut by later features was dated to the 
late Mesolithic through radiocarbon dating.

There are two distinct groups of burials – urned 
and un-urned cremations – and a group of pits 
without cremation deposits. These will be discussed 
in turn below. A summary of the human remains 
found within the pits is provided in Table 1, and a 
summary of the contents of the pits is provided in 
Table 9. Radiocarbon dates are detailed in Tables 6 
and 7. 

3.1	 Urned	cremation	burials,	with	contributions	
by	Melanie	Johnson	and	Kathleen	McSweeney

There were at least 11 urned cremation burials. 
Nine of the pits (003, 00�, 007, 013, 024, 030, 034, 
040, 044) contained inverted urns that varied in size, 
shape and decoration. A single pit (021) contained an 
upright urn. Many fragments of a single vessel were 
found on the surface of the late Mesolithic pit (036) 
and may have come from a further disturbed burial 
cut into this pit (illus 2). Two of the vessels were 
Cordoned Urns (013 and 030) while the remainder 

were Collared Urns. The pits and their associated 
vessels are described individually below.

3.1.1 Pit 003

This pit measured 0.3�m across and 0.1�m deep 
(illus 4). It appears to have been quite severely 
truncated. A single fill, consisting of compacted, 
mottled dark brown/black silt with redder (ashy) 
patches, was found surrounding the vessel (003/2).

It contained a tripartite Collared Urn (illus �). 
The vessel has quite a pronounced overhanging 
collar, with an internal rim bevel. It most closely 
corresponds to Longworth’s Secondary Series Form 
Va (1984). The entire circumference of the collar 
survives but there are portions of the rim missing. 
It was in a very poor condition when taken for con-
servation; the vessel was broken, with some sherds 
dislodged, and was otherwise badly cracked. Once 
the vessel was removed, the deposit below consisted 
of orange-coloured natural, perhaps heated or burnt, 
which contained bone and soil. There is no base and 
the vessel survives to a height of 180mm. The rim 
diameter is 210mm and the collar has a height of 
70mm. It is decorated with impressed twisted cord, 
forming a single horizontal line below the rim and 
at the bottom of the collar, with linked lozenges 
between. On the internal bevel of the rim the deco-
ration is again impressed twisted cord, forming a 
single horizontal line around the upper side of the 
bevel with short parallel diagonal lines beneath, 

Illus	3			General	view	of	the	site	during	excavation
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fa�rly closely spaced. The decorat�on has been neatly 
executed. 

No other artefacts were found �n the p�t or urn. 
The cremated bone was dated to 1880–1530 bc 
(GrA-26519), and compr�sed three �nd�v�duals: two 
ch�ldren (one aged 5–7 years and one aged about 12) 
and an adult; the adult, however, was represented 
by a s�ngle bone. There was no �nd�cat�on of the 
sex of any of these �nd�v�duals. The s�gn�ficance of 
the m�xed rema�ns �s not clear. The major�ty of the 
rema�ns are from the two ch�ldren, and the s�ngle 
mature bone may s�mply be a stray. There d�d not 
appear to be any layer�ng of rema�ns from d�fferent 
�nd�v�duals to suggest that each was depos�ted �n 
the pot at d�fferent per�ods. As there were no obv�ous 
d�fferences �n the colour or texture of the rema�ns, �t 
�s poss�ble that all �nd�v�duals d�ed at the same t�me 
and were cremated together: however, �t �s equally 
poss�ble that the �nd�v�duals d�ed at d�fferent t�mes 
and the rema�ns were stored elsewhere unt�l placed 
�n the pot. The completeness of the rema�ns �nd�cates 
that �t �s l�kely that the ent�re skeletons of the two 
ch�ldren were placed �ns�de the pot.

3.1.2 P�t 005

Th�s p�t measured 0.4m across by 0.13m deep (�llus 
4). The upper fill of the p�t outw�th the pot was 
compacted med�um brown s�lt (005/1). Bone had 

sp�lled out from the vessel when �t was placed �n the 
p�t, beneath wh�ch was a d�st�nct layer of charcoal 
at the base of the p�t (005/2). 

It conta�ned the rema�ns of an �nverted Collared 
Urn (�llus 5). The vessel, badly cracked, surv�ves as 
a complete r�m and collar to a max�mum he�ght of 
65mm. The s�mple rounded r�m has a d�ameter of 
170mm. It �s decorated on the collar w�th a cont�nu-
ous runn�ng z�gzag of �mpressed tw�sted cord. 

A natural quartz�te pebble was found below the 
mouth of the urn �ns�de the p�t. No artefacts were 
found �n the urn or p�t. The cremated bone, of an 
adult, has been dated to 1760–1530 bc (GrA-26520). 
Age at death was at least �n the m�d-20s and the 
�nd�v�dual had arthr�t�s �n the jaw; th�s would no 
doubt have caused pa�n wh�le eat�ng. There were no 
�nd�cators of sex. The homogeneous nature of the 
rema�ns �nd�cates that burn�ng was even through-
out and the colour �nd�cates that �t was at a h�gh 
temperature.

3.1.3 P�t 007

Th�s p�t measured 0.4m across and 0.38m deep 
(�llus 4). Around the top of the p�t, the upper fill 
was very compacted re-depos�ted subso�l of yellow-
orange clay. A charcoal-r�ch fill appeared to l�ne 
the cut and could be seen on the surface as a fa�nt 
r�ng of darker mater�al by wh�ch the feature was 

Illus 4   Sections of pits containing urns
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�n�t�ally �dent�fied. It conta�ned at least one obv�ous 
carbon�sed wood fragment that had been placed 
hor�zontally near the edge of the cut. The lower fill 
of th�s p�t (context 007/3) ly�ng outw�th the pot was 
charcoal-sta�ned dark grey-brown s�lt. It �s poss�ble 
that these charcoal-sta�ned depos�ts may have cor-
responded to a w�cker basket, w�th�n wh�ch the urn 
was or�g�nally set. 

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted tr�part�te Collared 

Urn (�llus 5) wh�ch most closely corresponds to 
Longworth’s Secondary Ser�es Form Ia (1984). Th�s 
vessel �s almost complete but lacks �ts base, and was 
�n poor cond�t�on when taken for conservat�on, w�th 
extens�ve crack�ng and surface craz�ng. The �nter-
nally bevelled r�m has a d�ameter of 280mm and �t 
surv�ved to a he�ght of 280mm. It �s not decorated. 
At the top of the uppermost sp�t (the base of the 
vessel), there were a few broken sherds and the fill 

Illus 5   Cremation urns 003, 005, 007, 013 and 021
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conta�ned l�ttle charcoal or bone. It appeared as �f 
the pot had been damaged; when the base fell �n, 
so�l was depos�ted on top. No artefacts were found 
�n the p�t or urn. 

The cremated bone compr�sed an adult female 
and a foetus; the adult was dated to 1870–1530 bc 
(GrA-26521). The ev�dence for the sex of the adult 
was sl�ghtly confl�ct�ng, however on the bas�s of 
pelv�c morphology th�s �nd�v�dual �s more l�kely to 
have been female and �n her late 20s at the t�me of 
death. The ch�ld was l�kely to be 35–40 foetal weeks. 
Although there �s no �nd�cat�on of the cause of death 
of e�ther �nd�v�dual, the presence of foetal rema�ns 
�n the same urn as a young adult who was probably 
female makes �t tempt�ng to speculate that death 
occurred dur�ng ch�ldb�rth. Some pattern�ng �n the 
d�str�but�on of the rema�ns from the two �nd�v�duals 
suggest that the foetal bones may have been added to 
the urn after the adult rema�ns, and that some sub-
sequently filtered down to become m�xed w�th the 
rest of the rema�ns, wh�ch would �nd�cate that the 
adult and ch�ld had been cremated separately. On 
the other hand, foetal rema�ns were found through-
out the pot and there are no doubt other �mmature 
bones among the un�dent�fied rema�ns, so both may 
have been comm�ngled pr�or to �nsert�on �n the pot, 
or placed �n the pot s�multaneously. 

3.1.4 P�t 013

P�t 013 measured 0.47m across by 0.35m deep (�llus 
4). There were some traces of heat changes, notably 
reddened scorch marks, around the top of the 
p�t. The upper fill (013/1) was very compacted re-
depos�ted subso�l cons�st�ng of fine orange clay, only 
sl�ghtly p�nker than the surround�ng subso�l (�llus 
6). The rest of the p�t was filled w�th fine dark brown 
s�lt w�th a h�gh charcoal content (013/2). Traces of 
burnt bone w�th�n the lower fill and from beneath 
the vessel had perhaps sp�lled from the urn. 

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted Cordoned Urn 
(�llus 5), almost complete but lack�ng �ts base. The 
vessel had a r�m d�ameter of 260mm and surv�ved 
to a he�ght of 290mm. The r�m has a small �nternal 
bevel, sl�ghtly concave. There are two cordons, the 
upper one sl�ghtly more pronounced. The vessel �s 
decorated w�th �mpressed tw�sted cord, form�ng a 
latt�ce between two hor�zontal l�nes between the r�m 
and upper cordon. The cord used was qu�te th�ck. It 
would appear that the vessel was only part�ally filled 
when �t was �nverted. The base e�ther collapsed or 
was damaged by plough�ng and thus earth from the 
�mmed�ate surround�ngs gradually �nfiltrated. 

A natural quartz�te pebble was noted �n the fill 
beneath the urn. A fragment of calc�ned worked 

Illus 6   Urn 013 undergoing excavation
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bone, the po�nt of a p�n, was recovered from �ns�de 
the urn (see McLaren below). 

The cremated bone was that of an adult male 
and was dated to 1690–1500 bc (GrA-26523). Age at 
death was at least 25 years; however, the presence 
of w�despread sp�nal degenerat�on po�nts to a more 
advanced age, probably of at least m�ddle or old 
adulthood. A number of patholog�cal les�ons were 
noted, �nclud�ng poor dental health, arthr�t�s of the 
left thumb and poss�bly of the knee, advanced sp�nal 
les�ons and a muscle �njury on the r�ght rad�us. The 
number of les�ons present �nd�cat�ng toothache and 
jo�nt pa�ns suggest that th�s �nd�v�dual must have 
been �ncapac�tated to some degree.

3.1.5 P�t 021

Th�s p�t was �rregular on plan, and although the cut 
was clearly defined �t had been damaged by plough-
dragged stones. On plan �t measured 0.5m across, 
extend�ng to 0.7m where �t was d�sturbed, w�th a 
depth of 0.25m (�llus 4). The upper fill of the p�t 
probably der�ved from the urn’s contents, as th�s pot 
had lost the upper part of �ts r�m, probably dur�ng 
plough d�sturbance. The upper fill (021/2) of the p�t 
external to the pot cons�sted of compacted m�xed 
med�um brown s�lt and re-depos�ted subso�l. The 
lower and ma�n fill (021/3) was dark brown s�lt w�th 
charcoal sta�n�ng. 

The p�t conta�ned an upr�ght tr�part�te Collared 
Urn (�llus 5). One s�de of the pot had been crushed 
and stones had been placed aga�nst �t where parts 
of the wall were m�ss�ng. There appeared to be four 
of these l�n�ng the �ns�de of the vessel, set �nto the 
fill �n vert�cal pos�t�ons, wh�le a fifth stone lay hor�-
zontally. These may have been �nserted del�berately 
to seal the broken wall, wh�ch appears to have been 
damaged �n ant�qu�ty. The area of m�ss�ng wall 
appears to have been replaced by these stones and 
a layer of re-depos�ted natural placed around the 
�nner wall of the vessel to seal �n the cremat�on; 
then the rest of the vessel was filled w�th natural. 
As the re-depos�ted natural �s clay and as the 
stones were so t�ghtly packed w�th�n th�s mater�al, 
�t �s poss�ble that the clay and conta�ned stones 
were wet when the stones were �nserted �nto the 
vessel. The pot may have been broken before be�ng 
placed �nto the p�t or damaged wh�le �t was be�ng 
�nserted.

The vessel’s r�m d�ameter �s about 260mm, 
basal d�ameter 105mm, and �t surv�ves to a he�ght 
of 300mm. It �s decorated w�th a double row of 
�mpressed tw�sted cord at the bottom of the collar, 
w�th a mot�f of tw�sted cord above wh�ch appears to 
be a latt�ce. The vessel corresponds most closely to 
Longworth’s Form Va (1984).

No other artefacts were found w�th�n the p�t or 
urn. The cremated bone was dated to 1890–1660 bc 
(GrA-26524), and compr�sed a ch�ld of about 10–12 
years old. Two oak charcoal dates from the same 
p�t cal�brate to 1970–1740 bc (Poz-7690-1). A s�ngle 

odonto�d process of ax�s vertebra that d�d not belong 
w�th the rest of the mater�al was found. Th�s bone 
belonged to an �nd�v�dual over 12 years and �t would 
seem that th�s bone �s a stray unassoc�ated bone 
and that there were essent�ally only the rema�ns of 
one �nd�v�dual present �n the pot. No patholog�cal 
les�ons were found.

3.1.6 P�t 024

Th�s p�t lay close to 022 and was pos�t�oned between 
that p�t and 030 and 034, wh�ch also conta�ned urns. 
The p�t was sub-rectangular on plan, measur�ng 
0.36m by 0.52m by 0.3m deep (�llus 4). It was steep-
s�ded, w�th a rounded base. Its upper fill (024/1) was 
a med�um brown s�lt w�th occas�onal fragments of 
burnt bone and charcoal. A fill of cremated bone 
(024/2), deeper on the south s�de, was present across 
the ent�re p�t. Underly�ng th�s and ly�ng on the base 
of the cut was a lens of burnt red ash (024/3). A trace 
of a charcoal-r�ch depos�t (024/4) ly�ng aga�nst the 
north s�de of the p�t cut was noted on the surface as 
an arc of darker mater�al mark�ng the edge of the 
p�t.

An �nverted Collared Urn (�llus 7–9) was found at 
the west s�de of the p�t. Urn 024 �s the smallest of 
all the urns, hav�ng a r�m d�ameter of only 130mm, 
base d�ameter of 80mm and surv�v�ng to a he�ght 
of 140mm. Its complete profile surv�ved. It was too 
small to conta�n a complete adult cremat�on, and 
most of the cremat�on depos�t was found spread 
between the basal fill of the p�t and the fill sur-
round�ng the urn. 

The vessel �s complete and corresponds most 
closely to Longworth’s Form IIIb (Secondary Ser�es, 
1984). It �s decorated on the collar w�th tw�sted cord 
�mpress�ons form�ng panels of rad�at�ng tr�angles; 
each alternate tr�angle �s filled w�th l�nes of cord. A 
s�ngle hor�zontal l�ne �s found at the top and bottom. 
Immed�ately below the r�m are short d�agonal 
l�nes. 

Ins�de the urn was found an �ntact, small cyl�n-
dr�cal accessory vessel (�llus 7), stra�ght-s�ded w�th 
a sl�ghtly rounded base, 60mm �n d�ameter. It has 
one short length of wh�pped cord decorat�on on the 
exter�or near the r�m top. It was found ly�ng on 
�ts s�de. Some of the cremated bone was conta�ned 
w�th�n the accessory cup. 

It appeared that the urn had been only partly full 
when �t was �nverted �n the p�t and had broken �n 
ant�qu�ty; the basal sherds appear to have dropped 
�nto the urn, after wh�ch the pot gradually filled 
w�th so�l. A perforated stone d�sc was found w�th�n 
the cremat�on mater�al �n the p�t (see below).

The cremated bone was that of an adult male and 
was dated to 1750–1530 bc (GrA-26525). Although 
there were no pa�red or match�ng bones that would 
prov�de an �nd�sputable l�nk between 024/1 and 
024/2, s�m�lar�t�es �n age and patholog�cal les�ons 
and the absence of dupl�cated bones suggest that the 
two sub-depos�ts were from the same �nd�v�dual. The 
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small quant�ty of �dent�fied bone fragments from the 
pot make �t d�fficult to say for certa�n whether they 
relate to that from 024/1 and 024/2. A s�ngle pa�r 
of dupl�cated bones �s present w�th�n the rema�ns 
found �ns�de the pot, wh�ch may be ev�dence for a 
second �nd�v�dual or may s�mply be a stray bone. A 
number of patholog�cal les�ons were noted, compr�s-
�ng dental d�sease, arthr�t�s of the hands and feet 
and sp�nal d�sease.

3.1.7 P�t 030

P�t 030, wh�ch lay very close to P�t 034, measured 
0.35m across and conta�ned a s�ngle fill of m�xed re-
depos�ted natural w�th very l�ttle v�s�ble charcoal. 
Some cremated bone towards the base of the cut �s 
l�kely to have sp�lled from the urn.

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted Cordoned Urn 
(�llus 7). The complete r�m c�rcumference surv�ves 

Illus 7   Cremation urns 024, 030, 034, 036, 040 and 044
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though part of the c�rcu�t has sprung. Its d�ameter 
�s 200mm and �t surv�ved only to a he�ght of 90mm. 
The vessel was very d�storted and cracked. The r�m 
of the pot was found to be covered w�th p�nk/orange-
coloured natural, wh�ch had perhaps been heated 
or burnt. There �s a cordon on the r�m exter�or at 
the top, w�th a second cordon 50mm below. Decora-
t�on, all �mpressed tw�sted cord, �s found both above 
and below the second cordon �n two separate panels, 
each defined by double rows of cord. The upper 
panel �s decorated w�th a latt�ce wh�le the lower has 
chevrons. There are four hor�zontal bands of tw�sted 
�mpressed cord on the �nternal r�m bevel. The deco-
rat�on has been carefully and evenly executed. 

No other artefacts were found w�th�n the p�t or 
urn. The cremated bone was dated to 1920–1690 bc 
(GrA-26528) and compr�sed an adult female. Age at 
death �s l�kely to be the early to m�d-20s. Fourteen 
fragments of cran�um had sl�ght p�tt�ng on the 
external surface, wh�ch may �nd�cate the presence 
of �ron-defic�ency anaem�a dur�ng ch�ldhood. The 
roots of the upper and lower th�rd molars had fused 
�nto s�ngle con�cal masses; these are fa�rly common 
morpholog�cal var�at�ons.

3.1.8 P�t 034

P�t 034 lay very close to P�t 030. It measured 0.4m 
across. The upper fill (034/1) of the p�t ly�ng outw�th 
the urn cons�sted of compacted re-depos�ted subso�l, 
w�th a l�m�ted charcoal content (�llus 4). The lower 
fill (034/2) was dark brown-black s�lt conta�n�ng 
charcoal chunks and burnt bone, wh�ch had poss�bly 
sp�lled from damaged parts of the vessel. The vessel 
was la�d on a layer of stones placed at the base of the 

p�t. Th�s layer compr�sed s�x large and one smaller 
stone, all of wh�ch were s�tt�ng below the mouth 
of the vessel as excavated. The stones had been 
spl�t from one larger rock that appeared to have 
been smashed; these stones were placed �n the p�t, 
mak�ng a platform for the vessel to s�t on. However, 
the stones had not been placed �n the p�t �n the�r 
or�g�nal relat�ve pos�t�ons.

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted b�part�te Collared 
Urn (�llus 7), largely complete except for �ts base. 
Its form corresponds most closely w�th Longworth’s 
Form Vb (Secondary Ser�es, 1984); �t �s not decorated. 
The r�m d�ameter �s c 300mm and the vessel 
surv�ved to a he�ght of 270mm. The vessel was �n a 
very poor cond�t�on when taken to be conserved. The 
collar was much d�splaced, broken up and d�storted: 
much of �t was supported by the fill as the wall was 
m�ss�ng.

An unburnt fl�nt fol�ate kn�fe (see Ball�n below) 
was found �n the centre of the urn, along w�th the 
cremated bone of an elderly man. The bone was 
dated to 1920–1690 bc (GrA-26529), wh�le charcoal 
dates from the same context cal�brated to 1940–1690 
bc (Poz-7679-80). Several patholog�cal les�ons were 
noted, �nclud�ng cran�al p�tt�ng wh�ch may s�gn�fy 
the presence of anaem�a dur�ng ch�ldhood, osteo-
phytes of the knee and heel wh�ch may or may not 
have resulted �n pa�n or st�ffness, and sp�nal degen-
erat�on (osteophytos�s).

3.1.9 P�t 036

Th�s vessel was found as a scatter of sherds across 
the surface of P�t 036 (�llus 2). The vessel does not 
or�g�nate from th�s p�t, wh�ch �s of late Mesol�th�c 

Illus 8   Urn 024 undergoing excavation
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date, but �s l�kely to have been d�sturbed from another 
p�t, perhaps by plough�ng. The vessel �s a Collared 
Urn (�llus 7), and has a r�m d�ameter of 235mm and 
surv�v�ng he�ght of 150mm. It �s decorated w�th 
�mpressed tw�sted cord. On the �nternal r�m bevel 
there �s a cont�nuous z�gzag. On the collar �s a mot�f 
of opposed tr�angles �nfilled w�th d�agonal parallel 
l�nes, wh�ch �s bordered by a s�ngle hor�zontal l�ne 
at both top and bottom. There was no assoc�ated 
bone nor any artefacts.

3.1.10   P�t 040

P�t 040 measured 0.34m across by 0.32m deep and 
was cut �nto P�t 036 (�llus 4). The cut was relat�vely 
stra�ght-s�ded w�th a flat base. Its upper fill was 
re-depos�ted natural (040/2), wh�ch masked the pot 
and appears to have filled the p�t after the pot lost 
�ts base. The rema�n�ng lower p�t fill surround�ng 
the vessel was a med�um brown s�lt conta�n�ng occa-
s�onal p�eces of bone and charcoal (040/1). 

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted Collared Urn (�llus 
7). Although the full c�rcu�t of the r�m �s present w�th 
a d�ameter of 310mm, the base �s m�ss�ng (surv�v�ng 
he�ght 190mm). The pot �s not decorated. One s�de 
of the vessel had been crushed and a large sherd 
had broken off and had been pushed �nto a hor�zon-
tal pos�t�on. The pot was extremely d�storted when 
removed. 

The vessel was s�tt�ng on the naturally weathered 
s�de of a large p�ece of metamorph�c sch�st, �dent�fied 
as andaluc�te spotted sch�st of local or�g�n (Dr N�gel 
Trew�n, Aberdeen Un�vers�ty Geology Department, 
pers comm). It �s not clear whether the slab was 
�n�t�ally la�d at the bottom of the p�t, or whether �t 
had been used to conta�n the urn’s contents and was 
fl�pped over �n tandem w�th the urn. No artefacts 
were found �n the urn or p�t. 

There �s ev�dence to suggest that there were two 
�nd�v�duals, one �ns�de the urn and the other from 
the surround�ng p�t fill. The �nd�v�duals were both 
adults; the �nd�v�dual conta�ned w�th�n the pot was 
male and was dated to 1900–1690 bc (GrA-26530). 
Oak charcoal from the same context was dated to 
1900–1660 bc (Poz-7681–2). Although not ent�rely 
unamb�guous, two molars appeared to have been 
lost dur�ng l�fe. A Schmorl’s node on a vertebral 
body surface probably s�gn�fies a traumat�c �njury 
to an �ntervertebral d�sc of the sp�ne. There was one 
fragment of par�etal bone w�th blue colour�ng on the 
�nternal surface. Th�s colour-change occurs when 
bone �s burned at a h�gh temperature. Two bones 
had blue/green sta�n�ng wh�ch �s probably due to 
contam�nat�on w�th metal.

3.1.11   P�t 044

P�t 044 measured 0.4m across by 0.4m deep and 
the cut was steep-s�ded w�th a rounded base (�llus 
4). The upper contents of the p�t and vessel were 

excavated pr�or to the l�ft�ng of the pot as the urn 
was not �mmed�ately v�s�ble. Three fills were ev�dent 
w�th�n the vessel, the upper fill (044/1) cons�st�ng 
of re-depos�ted subso�l sta�ned w�th charcoal, the 
m�ddle depos�t (044/2) compr�s�ng cremated bone, 
and the lower fill (044/3) charcoal-r�ch black s�lt. 
Surround�ng the vessel and fill�ng the p�t was an 
upper fill (044/4) of clean re-depos�ted natural and a 
lower fill of black-brown s�lt w�th occas�onal traces 
of bone (044/5), aga�n poss�bly sp�lled from the urn. 

The p�t conta�ned an �nverted Collared Urn (�llus 
7). The vessel was �n very poor cond�t�on and �ts 
surface was extremely crazed w�th numerous cracks. 
The r�m d�ameter �s 230mm and �ts surv�v�ng he�ght 
�s 300mm. The collar �s decorated w�th a mot�f of 
�mpressed tw�sted cord, bounded by double hor�zon-
tal rows, and formed around lozenges. The �nternal 
r�m bevel has short d�agonal l�nes of tw�sted cord.

It appears that the vessel’s base was already 
m�ss�ng �n ant�qu�ty. Its loss was not a product of the 
excavat�on and �s unl�kely to be due to plough�ng, 
g�ven the presence of und�sturbed depos�ts at the 
top of the p�t fills. It �s poss�ble that there was a 
pr�mary cremat�on �ns�de the pot and a secondary 
one �nserted on top wh�ch resulted �n the removal 
of the pot’s base. There �s however no clear ev�dence 
for a re-cut �n any of the upper p�t depos�ts. There 
were no artefacts w�th�n the urn or p�t.

There was clear ev�dence that there were two �nd�-
v�duals �n two separate depos�ts, one from �ns�de the 
urn and one from the surround�ng p�t fill. They were 
both male, the �nd�v�dual �ns�de the urn be�ng an 
adult �n h�s m�d to late 20s, wh�le the �nd�v�dual �n 
the p�t fill was a sub-adult aged 12–16 years old. The 
adult male was dated to 1890–1680 bc (GrA-26531). 
Oak charcoal from the same context was dated to 
2870–2490 bc (Poz-7706) and 1930–1740 bc (Poz-
7708). No patholog�cal les�ons were noted on the 
ch�ld wh�le on the adult there was cran�al p�tt�ng 
that may �nd�cate �ron-defic�ency anaem�a. A pa�r of 
upper second premolars belong�ng to the adult had 
part�ally b�furcated roots, a common var�at�on. The 
same �nd�v�dual had a large vastus notch on the 
r�ght patella, aga�n a fa�rly common var�at�on.

3.2 Un-urned cremations

N�neteen further p�ts y�elded a cremat�on depos�t. 
Most of these were c�rcular on plan, but there are 
some except�ons. P�t 043 was oval and, at 0.92m by 
0.48m, was one of the largest p�ts on s�te (�llus 2). 

3.2.1 Excavat�on and fill�ng of the p�ts

The fills of these p�ts var�ed, but most conta�ned a 
charcoal-r�ch depos�t as well as a cremat�on depos�t 
and an upper fill of redepos�ted subso�l. Although 
s�m�lar�t�es occurred, the p�t fill sequences d�ffered 
and some were strat�graph�cally more complex than 
the others (004, 006). The presence of redepos�ted 
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Illus 10   Pit 010 showing the sequence of fills

Illus 9   Cremation pits containing a charcoal-rich deposit
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natural as the upper fill of these cremat�on p�ts was 
common, be�ng noted �n the major�ty of the p�ts, 
wh�ch often made locat�ng them very d�fficult. 

The p�ts can be d�v�ded �nto three broad types, d�f-
ferent�ated on the bas�s of the�r fills:

1. conta�n�ng a charcoal-r�ch depos�t as well as a 
cremat�on depos�t (�llus 9–10);

2. conta�n�ng only a cremat�on depos�t (�llus 11);
3. w�th und�fferent�ated fills (�llus 11).

Most of the p�ts fall �nto the first category. In th�s 
group (001, 002, 004, 006, 010, 012, 017, 020, 022, 
025, 026, 033, 035, 039) �t was common for the fill 
to cons�st of a charcoal-r�ch depos�t, wh�ch extended 
up the s�des of the p�t and �n some cases (010, 020) 
caused a dark r�ng to be v�s�ble on the (surv�v�ng) 
surface of the p�t (�llus 10). Depos�ts of th�s k�nd 
often conta�ned bone fragments and, �n the case of 
039, burnt so�l (039/3) (�llus 9). The upper fill often 
cons�sted of re-depos�ted subso�l and the cremated 
bone depos�t was found e�ther between these two 
fills or r�ght on the base of the p�t, w�th the charcoal-
r�ch depos�t l�n�ng the cut above, surv�v�ng as a loose 
fill almost solely of cremated bone. 

Th�s sequence of fills suggests that once the p�t 
was excavated, charcoal-r�ch mater�al perhaps 
taken from the pyre was added to the p�t first; then 
the cremat�on was placed �n the p�t, perhaps �ns�de 
an organ�c conta�ner (eg a leather bag); thereafter 
more pyre mater�al was added around th�s bag to 
fill the p�t. Alternat�vely, the charcoal fill was d�shed 
to accommodate the cremat�on or compressed by the 
we�ght of the cremat�on. F�nally, the rest of the p�t 
was backfilled w�th the so�l that had been excavated 
from the hole. 

Th�s burnt depos�t l�n�ng the p�t was, �n the best 
preserved examples, seen to �nclude charred vegeta-
t�on placed hor�zontally around the cut. One such 
depos�t (P�t 006/8) was so clearly preserved as to 
suggest a roughly woven basket l�n�ng the re-cut. 
Lay�ng such a depos�t would seem to �nd�cate that 
extreme care was taken or that the charred rema�ns 
were fa�rly robust. The depos�t d�d not appear to 
have been burnt �n s�tu. 

The largest of the cremat�on p�ts (025; �llus 9) 
showed ev�dence for burn�ng around the p�t cut and 
conta�ned five separate, clearly defined fills �nclud�ng 
a charcoal-r�ch p�t l�n�ng (025/2, 025/5), a cremated 
bone depos�t (025/3), a bone-free charcoal-r�ch so�l 

Illus 11   Pits containing only a cremation deposit; pits with undifferentiated fills; and other pits
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(025/4) and redd�sh ashy mater�al w�th both bone 
and charcoal traces (025/1).

The second group of p�ts �s a small group. The 
fills of these p�ts (029, 042, 043) d�d not �nclude a 
charcoal-r�ch depos�t. For example, P�t 042 had a 
d�screte, t�ghtly-packed cremat�on depos�t at �ts 
base (042/2); th�s was surrounded by a pale brown-
orange fill of m�xed re-depos�ted subso�l and brown 
med�um-textured s�lt (042/3) conta�n�ng occas�onal 
fragments of cremated bone, and was capped w�th 
redepos�ted natural (042/1; �llus 11). Th�s sequence 
suggests that the p�t was backfilled only w�th the 
mater�al wh�ch came out of �t and that no pyre 
mater�al was added to the fill.

A further type of p�t may be represented by P�ts 
027 and 031 (�llus 11). These p�ts conta�ned a s�ngle 
fill of soft dark brown and black s�lt w�th an occa-
s�onal patch of re-depos�ted subso�l. Charcoal and 
cremated bone were present, suggest�ng no d�fferen-
t�at�on between fills, and no sort�ng of the contents 
pr�or to depos�t�on. However, �n P�t 027 there was 
clear ev�dence of an�mal d�sturbance, wh�ch may 
have caused the m�x�ng, and �n P�t 031 root �ntrus�on 
was noted.

3.2.2 Re-cutt�ng

Desp�te the close assoc�at�on of the p�ts, there was 
l�ttle ev�dence for re-cutt�ng. Th�s may be seen �n 
just three p�ts: 004, 006 and 022.

P�t 004 was oval on plan and conta�ns e�ght fills 
(�llus 9). It appeared to have a secondary cremat�on 
re-cut �nto �ts northern end. Th�s p�t, measur�ng 
0.48m by 0.97m by 0.35m deep, was the largest on 
plan �n the cemetery. Its northern and southern 
port�ons had d�fferent sequences of fills. The upper 
fill (004/1) to the north cons�sted of pale grey clay 
w�th d�spersed chunks of cremated bone and small 
patches of re-depos�ted subso�l. Underly�ng th�s 
was a deep ashy fill (004/2) cons�st�ng of burnt red, 
fine-textured s�lt conta�n�ng d�spersed fragments of 
str�ps of charcoal, and a small pocket of cremated 
bone (004/6). The basal depos�t here (004/7) was 
s�m�lar to the overly�ng 004/2 but conta�ned a 
greater proport�on of charcoal. The ma�n upper fill 
of the southern part of the p�t (004/3) cons�sted of 
re-depos�ted subso�l. Underly�ng th�s was 004/4, 
a charcoal-r�ch depos�t of mottled black, brown 
and burnt red compact s�lt. 004/1 was poss�bly cut 
through th�s layer. Th�s depos�t l�ned the edges of 
the cut to form a dark per�pheral r�ng v�s�ble on 
the surface. Below 004/4 but overly�ng the basal fill 
was a compacted depos�t of m�xed brown s�lt and re-
depos�ted subso�l (004/8). The basal fill (004/5) of the 
p�t here cons�sted of loose cremated bone.

The major�ty of the cremated bone from th�s 
feature was recovered from contexts 004/1 (an adult 
female) and 004/5 (an adult male). The rema�ns from 
contexts 004/2 and 004/6 were from a s�ngle ch�ld.

P�t 006 (�llus 9), wh�ch measured 0.48m by 0.32m 
deep, appeared to d�splay three ep�sodes of re-

cutt�ng. The pr�mary fill was represented by contexts 
006/4 and 006/2, cremat�on depos�ts conta�ned 
w�th�n dark brown and black s�lts w�th occas�onal 
speckles of redd�sh ash. The first re-cut appeared to 
be represented by contexts 006/8 and 006/6, form�ng 
a shallow U-shaped cut through context 006/2. 
A second re-cut was represented by context 006/5 
wh�ch truncated contexts 006/6 and 006/8. The final 
re-cut was defined by a th�n layer of charcoal-r�ch 
so�l (006/3) form�ng a U-shaped cut towards the top 
of the p�t, and conta�n�ng a fine-textured brown s�lt 
(006/1).

Desp�te the apparent re-cutt�ng, there �s only 
sl�ght ev�dence for the presence of two �nd�v�dual 
cremat�ons (see McSweeney below). Two cases of 
dupl�cated bones were found, �n 006/1, the final re-
cut, and 006/4, the basal p�t fill. S�m�lar�t�es �n the 
morphology and pathology observed �nd�cate the 
depos�ts found �n 006/2, 006/3, 006/4 and 006/5 were 
from the same �nd�v�dual. Perhaps the complex 
strat�graphy seen �n the p�t sect�on was a result of 
the cremated bone hav�ng been depos�ted �n a ser�es 
of organ�c conta�ners, around wh�ch were packed 
pyre mater�al and so�l.

P�t 022 perhaps also conta�nd a re-cut (�llus 9). 
The shallow bowl-shaped cut measured 0.29m 
across by 0.12m, �ts depth g�v�ng the �mpress�on of 
truncat�on so that the ent�re sequence of fills may 
not have surv�ved. The basal fill (022/1), extend�ng 
up one s�de of the cut, was a dark brown-black fill of 
crushed charcoal fragments and gr�t conta�n�ng most 
of the bones, and above th�s was a depos�t of brown 
clay (022/2). A clearly defined depos�t of compacted 
clay conta�n�ng bone fragments and charcoal (022/3) 
was poss�bly cut �nto the top of the p�t.

3.3 Other pits

A number of other small p�ts d�d not appear to hold 
cremat�ons: these were 008, 009, 011, 015, 016, 018, 
019, 023, 028, 032 and 038. 

A s�ngle bone was found �n 009 (�llus 11). Th�s 
may be res�dual and relate to another cremat�on 
but, recovered from a depth of 0.16m, �t may also 
be the only surv�v�ng ev�dence for a ploughed-
out cremat�on p�t. Some of the others may be the 
ploughed out remnants of cremat�on p�ts on account 
of the nature of the surv�v�ng fills (011, 015, 016, 018, 
019, 023, 028). These features were only 0.01m to 
0.16m �n depth, suggest�ng that they were severely 
truncated. P�t 016 (�llus 11), for example, was very 
s�m�lar �n profile to the defin�te cremat�on p�ts. It 
conta�ned a th�n l�n�ng of charcoal-r�ch mater�al, 
but as the p�t was only 0.1m deep, �t had lost any 
trace of a cremat�on, �f there ever was one. P�t 023 
(�llus 11) conta�ned a s�ngle fill of dark grey-brown 
s�lt w�th large charcoal flecks but only surv�ved to a 
depth of 0.07m; the remnants of both pyre mater�al 
and cremat�on may have been ploughed away. P�t 
028 (�llus 11) conta�ned a black charcoal-r�ch depos�t 
but no cremated bone. 
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Two p�ts, 019 (�llus 6) and 038 (�llus 11), lacked 
cremated bone but d�d conta�n artefacts. Three 
burnt fl�nts and one unburnt quartz p�ece were 
�dent�fied �n 019, and one burnt fl�nt �n 038. P�t 
038 was dated from charcoal to 2040–1690 bc 
(Poz-7704-5) and therefore certa�nly seems to be 

contemporary w�th the cemetery. Th�s vert�cal-
s�ded p�t, measur�ng 0.28m across by 0.24m deep, 
appeared bell-shaped �n sect�on. It conta�ned three 
depos�ts: an upper fill (038/1) of m�xed re-depos�ted 
natural w�th some charcoal sta�n�ng; a m�ddle fill 
of redd�sh-brown fine textured s�lt w�th charcoal 

Illus 12   Section of Pit 036

Illus 13   Pit 036 with Pit 040 cut into its upper edge
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(038/2); and a basal depos�t (038/3) cons�st�ng of a 
m�xed fill of dark brown and black s�lt w�th red ashy 
patches and charcoal. A per�pheral fill occupy�ng the 
rema�nder of the feature cons�sted of clean redepos-
�ted natural. 

A small p�t (008), poss�bly a stakehole, was found 
bes�de 009. It measured 0.09m across by 0.19m deep 
and had vert�cal s�des w�th a tapered base. Its fill 
conta�ned charcoal. Th�s may �nd�cate the former 
pos�t�on of a wooden marker.

Other features are l�kely to have had other or�g�ns; 
for example P�t 032 appears to have been caused by 
an�mal d�sturbance.

3.4 Mesolithic pit

Th�s large and strat�graph�cally complex p�t (036) 
measured 3.2m by 2.8m and had a depth of 1.4m 
(�llus 12). S�x cremat�on p�ts (029, 033, 038, 039, 040, 
042) had been cut �nto �ts upper surface (�llus 2 and 
13) and post-dated �ts upper fills. 

The surface of the p�t (036) was poorly defined. 
Its upper fills (036/3, 036/4, 036/5, 036/23, 036/29) 
cons�sted of depos�ts s�m�lar �n colour and make-up 
to subso�l. The ma�n fill sequence (contexts 036/1–2, 
15–22, 24–28, 30) cons�sted of steep t�p-l�nes form�ng 
a roughly V-shaped profile �n the centre of the p�t 
(�llus 12). These fills cons�sted of pale brown, orange 
and purple clays and s�lts, often ster�le though 
some conta�ned charred organ�c rema�ns; 036/2, for 
example, lay towards the base of the p�t and was a 
charcoal-r�ch layer w�th small redd�sh burnt stones. 
M�cro-band�ng v�s�ble throughout some of the 

contexts (036/15) �nd�cates a gradual fill process. A 
patch of stones (036/30) measur�ng 0.25m by 0.4m 
at the base was composed of small densely packed 
sub-angular stones. These could have been del�ber-
ately placed or tr�ckled �n when the p�t was freshly 
dug. The latter suggest�on �s favoured, as a number 
of other fills here conta�ned large stones and the�r 
angle of rest �nd�cates t�pp�ng. 

Th�s p�t appeared to have two re-cuts w�th�n 
�ts upper layers (�llus 12). The first conta�ned fill 
036/29 – and perhaps 036/23 – a m�xed, mottled 
depos�t conta�n�ng redepos�ted subso�l, wh�ch 
appears to have been cut �nto the top of the p�t 
to a depth of 0.3m. The second re-cut appears 
to have cut through 036/29 and 036/23, and 
conta�ned contexts 036/3–14, thereby form�ng a p�t 
measur�ng 1.7m across by 0.4m deep. These upper 
fills conta�ned many small bands of charcoal and 
ash, and were generally more burnt, charcoal-r�ch 
and ashy �n appearance than those form�ng the 
pr�mary fills. 

It was assumed dur�ng the excavat�on that th�s 
p�t was part of the cremat�on cemetery and that �t 
had perhaps held a pyre. However, the rad�ocarbon 
dates from charcoal �n both lower and upper fills 
�nd�cate that �t �s late Mesol�th�c �n date (see Sect�on 
6 below), w�th a cal�brated date range of 4510–3970 
bc for the s�x dates obta�ned. Only one small p�ece 
of cremated human bone was recovered, from fill 
036/15, wh�le small quant�t�es of poorly preserved 
oak, b�rch and hazel charcoal were present. No other 
artefacts were recovered. The Bronze Age cremat�on 
p�ts cut �nto �ts upper surface are, on balance, s�mply 
co�nc�dental. 
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The follow�ng reports are �n some cases abr�dged 
vers�ons of more comprehens�ve reports wh�ch 
�nclude tables of numer�cal data. All th�s add�t�onal 
data �s access�ble �n the s�te arch�ve depos�ted w�th 
RCAHMS. 

4.1 Pottery, by Melanie Johnson

The group of vessels compr�ses both Collared 
and Cordoned Urns. Only two of the vessels are 
Cordoned (013, 030) wh�le the rema�nder are 
certa�nly or very probably Collared (003, 005, 007, 
021, 024, 034, 036, 040, 044). However, Urns 005 and 
024 have strong s�m�lar�t�es w�th Cordoned Urns �n 
some respects. The �ncomplete profile of Urn 005 
makes �ts �nclus�on �n the Collared Urn group less 
certa�n. Urn 024, desp�te hav�ng a full profile, �s also 
not firmly attr�butable to the Collared rather than 
Cordoned Urn ser�es. 

The d�str�but�ons of Collared and Cordoned Urns 
�n Br�ta�n have d�st�nct reg�onal patterns. Wh�le 
Collared Urns are common throughout Br�ta�n �n 
the Early Bronze Age, Cordoned Urns have a more 
restr�cted d�str�but�on, largely l�m�ted to Scotland 
and Ireland. 

Collared Urns have rece�ved cons�derable study, 
part�cularly w�th the publ�cat�on of Longworth’s 
(1984) corpus, but Cordoned Urns have been rather 
more neglected �n recent preh�stor�c stud�es. The 
cons�derat�on of Cordoned Urns has swung from a 
bel�ef that they were s�mply a degenerate form of 
Collared Urn, and thus later �n date (eg Abercromby 
1912), to a hypothes�s that they were a d�st�nct�ve 
reg�onal form w�th close l�nks to Collared Urns (eg 
Burgess 1986; G�bson & Woods 1990), w�th a few 
wr�ters suggest�ng that Cordoned Urns were an 
unrelated and completely separate archaeolog�cal 
trad�t�on (Longworth 1984; ApS�mon 1969). 

More recently, Waddell (1995) has lent support 
to the argument that Cordoned Urns are a d�st�nct 
group, stat�ng ‘�t �s d�fficult to �dent�fy any s�gn�fi-
cant Collared Urn contr�but�on’ (�b�d, 116), before 
go�ng on to d�scuss a number of urns wh�ch have 
proven d�fficult to class�fy.

The uncerta�nty surround�ng the pos�t�ve �den-
t�ficat�on of Urns 005 and 024 as Collared Urns 
would seem to suggest that, here at least, there �s 
a cons�derable degree of overlap �n form and des�gn 
between Collared and Cordoned Urns, �n contrast to 
Waddell’s (�b�d) �nterpretat�on. The closest parallel 
that has been �dent�fied for the decorat�on on Urn 
024 �s found on a Cordoned Urn from Ireland 
(unprovenanced; �n the Ulster Museum), �llustrated 
by Waddell (�b�d, 117, fig 11.1:5).

The accessory vessel, or pygmy cup, �s one of a 
well-known group of such small pots generally 
found �ns�de urns dur�ng the Early Bronze Age. 
These vessels can repl�cate urns, such as m�n�ature 
Food Vessels (Scott 1951), be perforated, decorated 
or pla�n, and there has been much speculat�on as 
to the�r funct�on, w�th recent res�due analys�s 
be�ng undertaken (G�bson & Stern 2006). About 90 
examples are known from Scotland. 

Three of the vessels, all Collared Urns, are 
undecorated (007, 034, 040). The decorated urns 
(003, 005, 013, 021, 024, 030, 036, 044) all d�splay 
�mpressed tw�sted cord. On the major�ty of the 
vessels the decorat�on �s based around latt�ces, 
chevrons and tr�angles, wh�le decorat�on on the 
�nternal r�m bevel �s based on l�nes and z�gzags. 
All these mot�fs are common on Collared and 
Cordoned Urns. 

More unusual �s the decorat�on on Urn 044, a mot�f 
of mult�ple lozenges w�th latt�ce wh�ch �s d�fficult to 
parallel. It has some s�m�lar�t�es w�th vessel 1017 
�n Longworth’s corpus (1984, pl. 146), a pot from 
Rothwell, Northamptonsh�re.

Vessel 024 also has unusual decorat�on, a rad�at�ng 
tr�angle mot�f set �n panels. Th�s �s not paralleled 
w�th�n the vessels �llustrated by Longworth (�b�d). 
It �s, however, very s�m�lar to an unprovenanced 
Cordoned Urn from Ireland �n the Ulster Museum, 
�llustrated by Waddell (1995, 119, fig 11.1:5).

The two Cordoned Urns are s�mple forms. Urn 013 
has an �nternal r�m bevel on a sl�ghtly �nturn�ng 
r�m. The bevel �s undecorated but the upper panel of 
the pot, as defined by the upper cordon, �s decorated 
w�th a double latt�ce. There �s ev�dence of a m�stake 
hav�ng been made w�th the decorat�on, one of the 
port�ons of double latt�ce hav�ng an extra, th�rd 
l�ne, placed sl�ghtly crookedly. Th�s may have been 
the start�ng po�nt for the decorat�on and when the 
potter completed the des�gn the decorat�on d�d not 
qu�te match up. Urn 030 has an �nternal bevel and 
an external mould�ng to the r�m, suggest�ng an 
upper cordon. Its decorat�on �s not typ�cal of Scott�sh 
Cordoned Urns as �t occurs on the �nternal r�m bevel 
and both above and below the cordon, where both 
latt�ce and chevrons are d�splayed. The cordons 
have been defined by hav�ng a l�ne of tw�sted cord 
set e�ther s�de of them. 

The vessel fabr�cs are very s�m�lar, the urns 
tend�ng to be buff or orange-brown �n colour, w�th 
th�ck walls (up to 15mm) and coarse fabr�cs w�th 
hackly fractures. Inclus�ons of local rock and quartz 
were noted, generally at less than 2% of the fabr�c. 
The surfaces, where suffic�ent deta�l rema�ned, were 
carefully fin�shed and smoothed, some perhaps even 
pol�shed. There were no d�fferences noted between 

4 THE FINDS
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urn types, suggest�ng that they were all made locally 
from the same clay sources.

There was no pos�t�ve ev�dence of the urns hav�ng 
been used �n a domest�c context pr�or to the�r depo-
s�t�on. Some sl�ght soot�ng was noted on the external 
r�m of Urns 003, 005, 030 and 036, suggest�ng that 
perhaps these vessels had been s�tt�ng by the pyre 
and had come �nto contact w�th the fire. The external 
surface of Urn 044 may have been scorched.

The surv�val of the urns was var�able. Only Urn 
024 had a complete profile, probably due to �ts be�ng 
much smaller than the other urns and therefore more 
fully protected by �ts p�t. The rema�n�ng urns had lost 
the�r bases and �n some cases qu�te a large port�on of 
the�r profile, result�ng �n the vessel be�ng reduced to 
a surv�v�ng r�ng of collar and r�m. Urn 021, unusually 
placed upr�ght w�th�n �ts p�t, had lost �ts r�m. 

A number of objects were found w�th�n the urns, 
most notably a fl�nt fol�ate kn�fe (034), a small p�nch 
accessory pot (024) and a bone po�nt or p�n (013). A 
stone d�sc was also found assoc�ated w�th 024. 

Most of the pots had been carefully placed w�th�n 
the p�ts but the real�ty of plac�ng such a heavy object 
ups�de down w�th�n a p�t of s�m�lar d�mens�ons 
meant that some of the pots may have been dropped 
l�ghtly �nto pos�t�on. Some of the crack�ng and d�s-
tort�on v�s�ble on some of the urns may bear w�tness 
to th�s procedure. Two of the pots had been placed on 
stones; Urn 040 was set on a flat slab, that may have 
acted as a l�d dur�ng �nvers�on and placement; and 
Urn 034 was pos�t�oned on a bed of angular stones. 
The upr�ght urn �n P�t 021 was pressed hard aga�nst 
the s�de of the cut and propped up by a ser�es of 
angular stones, �nclud�ng some large quartz p�eces. 

It �s l�kely that some form of organ�c l�d was 
attached to some of the urns, such as a p�ece of 
leather t�ed on and secured under the collar or 
cordon, to prevent the contents from sp�ll�ng when 
the urn was �nverted. However, there �s no archaeo-
log�cal ev�dence to support or refute th�s as �t would 
not have surv�ved.

The sequence of fills �n each of the p�ts was very 
s�m�lar, often w�th an upper fill of re-depos�ted 
subso�l and a lower fill of charcoal-r�ch so�l also con-
ta�n�ng some bone fragments. Th�s sequence of fills 
suggests that as the urn was placed ups�de down, 
some sp�llage of �ts contents occurred or subse-
quently, once the organ�c cover had rotted, settl�ng 
of the contents took place. Once the vessel was �n 
place, the p�t was then backfilled w�th the mater�al 
wh�ch had come out of �t, presumably result�ng �n a 
small mound.

A deta�led conservat�on report and a full catalogue of 
the urns have been depos�ted w�th the s�te arch�ve. 

4.2 Human bone, by Kathleen McSweeney

4.2.1 Background and methods

Cremated human rema�ns from 31 contexts were 
exam�ned. The results are summar�sed here and 

a full catalogue �s �ncluded w�th the s�te arch�ve. 
Table 1 summar�ses the find�ngs from the anthro-
polog�cal analys�s of the cremated human rema�ns 
from Sk�lmafilly. Table 2 summar�ses the �dent�fica-
t�ons made.

The un-urned mater�al had been s�eved pr�or to 
rece�pt �n 10mm, 4mm and 2mm s�eves. In most 
cases, there were small flakes of bone �n the mater�al 
from the 2mm s�eve and res�due. These were checked 
so that any small d�agnost�c p�eces, such as tooth 
roots, could be extracted. The rema�nder of the bone 
flakes was not otherw�se removed from the res�due. 
The contents of the urns had been excavated by the 
conservator �n sp�ts of vary�ng depths, and s�eved �n 
2mm mesh. 

Regardless of the method for extract�ng the 
bone, each fragment of bone from each context was 
exam�ned and sorted accord�ng to anatom�cal area. 
In some �nstances, only a general area of or�g�n could 
be establ�shed. For example, some fragments, wh�ch, 
from the�r s�ze, shape and fracture pattern, clearly 
or�g�nated from one of the s�x major long bones of the 
body, but were too �ncomplete to be more pos�t�vely 
�dent�fied, have been class�fied s�mply as ‘long bone’. 
Where, because of s�ze or d�stort�on, even a general 
anatom�cal provenance could not be establ�shed, 
fragments have been class�fied as ‘un�dent�fied’. 
Once �dent�fied, the bones were we�ghed. 

General methods of age�ng and sex�ng used are 
those outl�ned �n Bass (1995), Brothwell (1981) and 
Wh�te & Folkens (2000), for sub-adults Scheuer 
& Black (2004) and for foetal rema�ns Fazekas & 
Koza (1978). Grad�ng used �n the assessment of sex 
�s based on the method advocated by Bu�kstra & 
Ubelaker (1994). The sex�ng of �mmature rema�ns �s 
problemat�c, even w�th �ntact skeletons, and has not 
been attempted here. The �dent�ficat�on and assess-
ment of age of the dental rema�ns �s based on van 
Beek (1983). 

The cond�t�on of the rema�ns �n terms of the degree 
of fragmentat�on �s compared w�th McK�nley’s 
find�ngs �n her analys�s of 15 modern cremat�ons 
(1993, 284), where p�eces of skull of up to 95mm and 
long bone fragments of up to 195mm were found. 
As cremated bone �s very frag�le and further post-
depos�t�onal d�s�ntegrat�on may well have occurred, 
a smaller fragment s�ze than that or�g�nat�ng from 
recent cremat�ons �s to be expected. Mays (1998, 
209) reports that, �n h�s exper�ence, fragments of up 
to 100mm are only occas�onally found. 

The we�ght of the rema�ns �s also compared w�th 
those of McK�nley’s study of modern cremat�ons 
(1993, 284). Total we�ght ranged from 1227.4g for an 
83-year-old female, to 3001.3g for a 90-year-old male. 
She est�mated that, �n an archaeolog�cal sett�ng, a 
real�st�c range would be 1001.5g to 2422g. 

It has been well establ�shed that the colour of bone 
changes w�th �ncreas�ng temperature (Ubelaker 
1978, 34; Mays 1998, 217). Burnt bone can occur 
�n shades of red, brown, black, blue, grey, yellow or 
wh�te. Although there are some sl�ght d�fferences 
�n reported results, �n the ma�n, the h�gher the 
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temperature, the l�ghter the colour. L�ght grey or 
wh�te colour�ng occurs w�th temperatures �n excess 
of 645°C (Mays 1998, 217). Sh�pman et al (1984, 

as c�ted by Mays) found that wh�te or l�ght grey 
colour�ng occurred w�th temperatures of 645–940°C, 
wh�le Mays’ exper�ments showed no change �n 

Table 1   Summary of human remains

Pit Wt (g) Max. Frag. 
Size (mm)

% Id 
(g)

No. 
Indiv.

Age Sex Pathology

Urned cremation burials

003 1991 70 42 3? 5–7, c 12 + 
adult ?

? ante mortem tooth loss

005 1091 50 29 1 adult ? arthr�t�s of the jaw

007 1225 80 58 2 adult +
foetus

?F + les�on of sacro�l�ac jo�nt

013 2051 90 53 1 older adult M poor dental health, arthr�t�s of the left thumb, 
advanced sp�nal les�ons, muscle �njury r�ght rad�us

021 848 80 42 1+? 12 + ? none

024 1062 70 48 1+? m�d-adult M dental d�sease, arthr�t�s of hands and feet, sp�nal 
les�ons

030 1179 40 41 1 adult F cran�al p�tt�ng

034 1869 70 37 1 elderly adult M? cran�al p�tt�ng, osteophytes knee and heel, sp�nal 
degenerat�on

040 1517 110 40 1+1? 2 adults M + ? ante mortem tooth loss, sp�nal �njury

044 1883 110 55 1 Young adult M? cran�al p�tt�ng

Un-urned burials

001 427 50 48 1 adult ? none

002 544 40 32 1 adult M cran�al p�tt�ng

004 4318 120 44 3 9, adult, 
adult

M + ?F 
+ ?

2 adults w�th cran�al p�tt�ng, 2 adults w�th sp�nal 
les�ons

006 1245 90 59 1+ older adult ?M orb�tal and cran�al p�tt�ng, �sch�al burs�t�s?, sub-
g�ng�val calculus, sp�nal les�ons

010 318 30 19 1 adult ? none

012 561 40 42 1 c 10 none

017 211 40 41 1 12–13 cran�al p�tt�ng

020 946 30 30 1 ? ? cran�al p�tt�ng

022 280 30 44 1 young adult M none

025 809 90 51 1+? adult ? cran�al p�tt�ng

026 781 30 35 1 14–16 ? cran�al p�tt�ng

027 91 70 81 1 ? ? none

029 576 50 47 1 adult M none

031 44 40 75 1 sub-adult ? none

033 375 40 35 1 ? none

035 801 40 33 1+? 10–12 + 5? none

039 398 40 45 1 16–20 ? none

042 359 30 26 1 adult M none

043 2779 50 39 2 2 adults M + ? none

044 1470 80 46 1 12–16 M?

Single bones

009 1 eroded fragment, not �dent�fied

036 1 und�agnost�c p�ece of cran�um
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colour over 645°C. Wells found that black colour�ng 
occurs w�th temperatures of less than 800°C, wh�le 
temperatures above 800°C produced calc�ned bone, 
wh�ch ranged �n colour from blu�sh-grey to wh�te. 
Furnaces �n modern cremator�a were sa�d to operate 
at between 820°C and 980°C (Wells 1960, 35). The 
colour of the Sk�lmafilly rema�ns �s compared w�th 
these find�ngs.

4.2.2 Bur�al type

The exam�ned rema�ns or�g�nated from n�ne urned 
cremat�ons, n�neteen un-urned cremat�ons, one 
context cons�st�ng of both an urned and an un-urned 
cremat�on and two s�ngle bones that were presum-
ably stray losses.

4.2.3 We�ght of the rema�ns

Total we�ght of any s�ngle context var�ed from 44g to 
4318g, those at the lower end of the range e�ther pre-
sumably be�ng token depos�ts or cremat�ons where 
the or�g�nal depos�ts have been vastly depleted, and 
those at the upper end conta�n�ng mult�ple crema-
t�ons. There were four of the latter – 003, 004, 043 
and 044, as well as 007 that conta�ned an adult and 
a foetus. 

Tak�ng �nto account only those depos�ts that 
appeared to cons�st of s�ngle full cremat�ons, the 
average we�ght for un-urned cremat�ons was 905g. 
Th�s �s clearly below McK�nley’s (1993) est�mated 
range of 1001.5g to 2422g; �ndeed there was only one 
depos�t that fell w�th�n the range, 006, wh�ch had 
1245g of cremated rema�ns. Although there were 

Table 2   Summary weights of identified bone types

Pit Skull Trunk Limb 
bones

Hands/feet Immature 
bones

Sub-total Unident. Total

P�t 001 127 6 71 0 204 (48%) 223 (52%) 427

P�t 002 69 14 86 3 172 (32%) 370 (68%) 542

P�t 003 300 150 340 39 829 (42%) 1162 (58%) 1991

P�t 004 581 372 860 73 1886 (44%) 2432 (56%) 4318

P�t 005 92 17 193 10 312 (29%) 779 (71%) 1091

P�t 006 195 90 439 6 730 (59%) 515 (41%) 1245

P�t 007 326 362 477 50 10 1225 (58%) 870 (42%) 2095

P�t 010 30 4 26 0 60 (19%) 258 (81%) 318

P�t 012 64 50 115 6 235 (42%) 326 (58%) 561

P�t 013 242 207 602 37 1088 (53%) 963 (47%) 2051

P�t 017 24 12 48 2 86 (41%) 125 (59%) 211

P�t 020 101 4 176 1 282 (30%) 664 (70%) 946

P�t 021 118 28 199 9 354 (42%) 494 (58%) 848

P�t 022 67 5 48 2 122 (44%) 158 (56%) 280

P�t 024 152 38 292 25 507 (48%) 555 (52%) 1062

P�t 025 177 19 211 6 413 (51%) 396 (49%) 809

P�t 026 62 29 164 17 272 (35%) 509 (65%) 781

P�t 027 36 3 35 0 74 (81%) 17 (19%) 91

P�t 029 92 33 135 8 268 (47%) 308 (53%) 576

P�t 030 132 89 259 6 486 (41%) 693 (59%) 1179

P�t 031 3 9 20 1 33 (75%) 11 (25%) 44

P�t 033 31 6 92 4 133 (35%) 242 (65%) 375

P�t 034 112 62 492 31 697 (37%) 1172 (63%) 1869

P�t 035 70 43 143 7 263 (33%) 538 (67%) 801

P�t 039 59 30 87 4 180 (45%) 218 (55%) 398

P�t 040 249 83 264 19 615 (41%) 902 (59%) 1517

P�t 042 38 14 37 3 92 (26%) 267 (74%) 359

P�t 043 218 77 752 34 1081 (39%) 1698 (61%) 2779

P�t 044 383 427 859 82 1751 (52%) 1602 (48%) 3353
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vary�ng quant�t�es of t�ny fragments of bone m�xed 
w�th the so�l matr�x that could not be extracted 
and were therefore not �ncluded �n the total bone 
we�ghts, �t �s unl�kely that these would make much 
d�fference to the results.

Of the urned cremat�ons, the average we�ght was 
1462g, well w�th�n the est�mated range. Indeed the 
we�ghts of all of the urned cremat�ons, wh�ch ranged 
from 1062g to 2051g, fell w�th�n the est�mated l�m�ts. 
A h�gher we�ght for urned cremat�ons �s expected 
because of the protect�on from post-depos�t�onal 
eros�on and d�sturbance prov�ded by the urn.

It �s �nterest�ng to note that none of the s�ngle 
cremat�ons from Sk�lmafilly was anywhere near 
McK�nley’s (�b�d) upper range.

4.2.4 Ident�ficat�on rate

The rate of �dent�ficat�on �s closely related to the 
s�ze of the surv�v�ng fragments – the larger the 
fragment, the more chance of �dent�fy�ng �t – and �s 
an �nd�cator of general cond�t�on. McK�nley (1994a) 
assoc�ates fragment s�ze w�th two factors: bur�al 
method and post-depos�t�onal d�sturbance. 

The overall �dent�ficat�on rate of the Sk�lma-
filly rema�ns, based on the relat�ve we�ghts of 
the �dent�fied to un�dent�fied rema�ns, var�ed 
from 19% (010) to 81% (027). The average for 
the urned cremat�ons was 44.5% and that of the 
un-urned cremat�ons was 43.6%. The small d�ffer-
ence between the two �s surpr�s�ng. From personal 
exper�ence (see, for example, McSweeney 1997) 
the �dent�ficat�on rate from urned cremat�ons �s 
normally much better than that from un-urned 
cremat�ons. In th�s case, the poor rate of �dent�-
ficat�on �n the urned cremat�ons probably relates 
to the cond�t�on of the urns, most of wh�ch were 
damaged, some severely.

4.2.5 Total number of �nd�v�duals

There �s a m�n�mum of th�rty-five �nd�v�duals present 
from all of the contexts, w�th a probable further 
seven whose presence could only be confirmed from 
one or more dupl�cated bones. It �s l�kely, therefore, 
that 42 �nd�v�duals were present, at least �n part.

4.2.6 Age at death

There were th�rteen sub-adults: one foetus, e�ght 
ch�ldren (5–12 years), three adolescents (12–17 
years) and one sub-adult whose age could not be 
accurately determ�ned. No neonates or �nfants were 
present.

There were twenty-two adults: two young adults 
(17–35 years), three m�ddle-aged adults (35–45 
years), one old adult (45+) and s�xteen who were 
adults but whose age could not be accurately 
determ�ned. 

4.2.7 Sex

Of the twenty-n�ne adolescents and adults for whom 
sex�ng could have been attempted had the relevant 
bones surv�ved, there were one female, two poss�ble 
females, n�ne defin�te males, four poss�ble males 
and th�rteen adults whose sex was unknown. The 
h�gh number of males �s probably not of great s�g-
n�ficance; male character�st�cs, generally more 
pronounced than those of females, are more l�kely to 
be recogn�sed �n cremated rema�ns. 

4.2.8 Pathology

A fa�rly large number of patholog�cal les�ons, 
normally d�fficult to detect on cremated rema�ns, 
were �dent�fied. These can be grouped roughly 
as follows: cran�al/orb�tal p�tt�ng, dental d�sease, 
sp�nal degenerat�on, arthr�t�c and m�scellaneous 
cond�t�ons.

The presence of p�tt�ng on the external surfaces 
of the cran�um (porot�c hyperostos�s) and/or orb�t 
(cr�bra orb�tal�a) from 11 contexts, roughly a 
quarter of the �nd�v�duals, �s h�gh. Such changes 
may be caused by �ron-defic�ency anaem�a dur�ng 
ch�ldhood. The presence of such changes, however, 
may not necessar�ly �nd�cate an �ron-defic�ent d�et, 
as d�sease may also play a part �n the development 
of such bony changes (Roberts & Manchester 1995). 

Dental d�sease was noted �n five �nd�v�duals and 
�ncluded teeth lost dur�ng l�fe (003 and poss�bly 
also 040), sub-g�ng�val calculus �nd�cat�ng severe 
recess�on and poss�bly also per�odontal d�sease (006) 
and two cases of dental abscesses (013 and 024).

Sp�nal degenerat�on (osteophytos�s) was present 
on seven �nd�v�duals. Degenerat�on of the sp�ne �s 
a normal part of age�ng and �n many cases can be 
asymptomat�c. The presence of the cond�t�on �s used 
�n the assessment of age �n adults. In some cases the 
degree of degenerat�on can be accelerated by heavy 
manual work or �njury, and there was ev�dence of a 
traumat�c l�nk w�th d�sc hern�at�ons hav�ng occurred 
�n four of the seven affected �nd�v�duals. 

There were three cases of arthr�t�s, probably osteo-
arthr�t�s: one of the jaw (005), one of the thumb 
(013) and another case of w�despread les�ons on 
several hand and foot bones �n the male from 024. 
Because of the fragmented nature of the rema�ns, 
arthr�t�c changes would be d�fficult to detect and the 
prevalence of arthr�t�s was probably greater than 
�nd�cated.

Of the m�scellaneous cond�t�ons, the most �nter-
est�ng �s the case of the large protrus�on of bone on 
the med�al s�de of a left �sch�al tuberos�ty (the lower 
port�on of the pelv�s) of the �nd�v�dual from 006. Th�s 
may �nd�cate the presence of a cond�t�on known as 
�sch�al burs�t�s or ‘weaver’s bottom’, thought to be 
caused by long per�ods of movement wh�lst s�tt�ng – 
hence the name (Kennedy 1989). Alternat�vely, 
�t may be an enthesophyte, assoc�ated w�th bone 
format�on �n old age.
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4.2.9 Cremat�on techn�que

In most cases �t was qu�te apparent that cremat�on 
techn�que was well understood and that h�gh 
and even temperatures were ach�eved dur�ng the 
burn�ng process. There were very few �nstances 
of uneven burn�ng, and curved lateral spl�nter-
�ng, thought to �nd�cate that the body was burned 
wh�le fresh, was present on most l�mb bones. In 
many cases there were h�gh degrees of d�stort�on 
such as spl�tt�ng of the tables of the cran�um, and 
�n at least two cases there were several bones that 
had folded completely �ns�de out. Most depos�ts 
�ncluded small hand and foot bones and tooth 
roots were often present �n large numbers, �nd�cat-
�ng that the rema�ns had been carefully collected 
before be�ng placed �n the urn or p�t. Full deta�ls 
are recorded by �nd�v�dual skeleton �n the arch�ve 
report.

4.3 Lithic artefacts, by Torben Bjarke Ballin

4.3.1 Introduct�on

Twenty-three l�th�c artefacts were recovered, one 
(a fol�ate kn�fe) from an urned cremat�on (P�t 034) 
and e�ghteen from un-urned cremat�ons, and four 
l�th�c p�eces were unstrat�fied (Table 3). Th�s report 
character�ses the l�th�c assemblage, w�th spec�al 
reference to raw mater�als, typolog�cal compos�t�on 
and technology. A full catalogue has been depos�ted 
w�th the s�te arch�ve. Numbers �n square brackets 
below correspond to catalogue numbers.

Table 3 shows the general typolog�cal compos�t�on 
of the Sk�lmafilly assemblage. The defin�t�ons of the 
ma�n l�th�c categor�es are as follows:

Ch�ps: All flakes and �ndeterm�nate p�eces the 
greatest d�mens�on (GD) of wh�ch �s ≤ 10 mm.

Flakes: All l�th�c artefacts w�th one �dent�fiable 
ventral (pos�t�ve/convex) surface, GD > 10mm 
and L < 2W (L = length; W = w�dth).

Indeterm�nate p�eces: L�th�c artefacts wh�ch cannot 
be unequ�vocally �dent�fied as e�ther flakes or 
cores. 

Tools: Artefacts w�th secondary retouch 
(mod�ficat�on). 

4.3.2 Raw mater�al

The l�th�c assemblage cons�sts ent�rely of fl�nt and 
quartz, w�th the major�ty �n fl�nt. The s�te’s 23 
p�eces of worked fl�nt are pr�mar�ly déb�tage (20) 
and exped�ent flake tools (2), supplemented by an 
except�onally fine fol�ate kn�fe, whereas the small 
quartz sub-assemblage cons�sts of one ch�p and one 
�ndeterm�nate p�ece.

The fl�nt �tems are ma�nly �n fine-gra�ned, homo-
geneous fl�nt w�thout �mpur�t�es. F�ve have abraded 
cortex, �nd�cat�ng procurement from a local pebble 
source (beach or �nland gravel depos�ts; W�ckham-
Jones & Coll�ns 1978; Sav�lle 1994 and 1995), but 
the relat�vely large s�ze of the fol�ate kn�fe (�llus 
14.1) suggests that raw mater�al for th�s p�ece may 
have been procured from the nearby Buchan R�dge 
Gravels. These gravel beds, between Ellon and 
Peterhead, were probably ma�nly explo�ted dur�ng 
the late Neol�th�c and Early Bronze Age per�ods 
(Sav�lle 1995, 365–8), and the nearest known quarry 
(Skelmu�r H�ll; Sav�lle 1995, fig. 1) �s located less 
than 10km east of the H�ll of Sk�lmafilly. However, 
mater�al from th�s source tends to be comprom�sed 
by �nherent cracks (A Sav�lle, pers comm), and the 
flawless character of the fol�ate kn�fe’s raw mater�al 
makes �mportat�on from a more southerly source 
l�kely.

Most of the worked fl�nt from Sk�lmafilly �s burnt 
(c 70%, Table 3), and �t �s �n most cases �mposs�-

Table 3  Lithic artefact list by pit. Numbers in bold represent burnt artefacts.

Pit 004 019 020 027 033 034 035 038 039 Unstrat. Total

Débitage

Ch�ps, fl�nt 3 3

Ch�ps, quartz 1 1

Flakes, fl�nt 2 1 1 1 1 1 3 2 9/3

Indeterm�nate p�eces, fl�nt 1 1 2

Indeterm�nate p�eces, quartz 1 1

Platform rejuv. flakes, fl�nt 1 1

Tools

Fol�ate kn�ves, fl�nt 1 1

Truncated p�eces, fl�nt 1 1

Edge-retouched p�eces, fl�nt 1 1

TOTAL 4 4 1 1 1 1 2 1 4 4 23
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ble to assess the colours of the raw mater�al. The 
burn�ng �s generally severe, and most of the affected 
p�eces are crackled and heav�ly d�scoloured (com-
pletely wh�te). Pract�cally all the wh�te-burnt fl�nt 
�s v�tr�fied, wh�ch means that �t has been exposed 
to such h�gh temperatures that �ts surfaces melted 
�n places and turned glass-l�ke. These p�eces are 
clearly more h�ghly burnt than one would expect 
from ord�nary settlement contexts, where fl�nts may 
have fallen �nto the ashes dur�ng knapp�ng by the 
camp fire. Most l�kely the v�tr�fied p�eces represent 
grave-goods that accompan�ed the deceased onto 
the funeral pyre. The fl�nt kn�fe �s unaffected by fire 
and must have been placed �n Urn 034, from wh�ch 
�t was recovered, after the cremated mater�al had 
been recovered from the pyre.

The two faces of the kn�fe (�llus 14.1) d�splay a 
sl�ght gloss, wh�ch may be due to depos�t�on �n a 
sandy matr�x (‘glossy pat�na’, Keeley 1980; Donahue 
& Burron� 2004), but �t may also be due to the appl�-
cat�on of heat-treatment. SF 3136 from Fordhouse 
Barrow �n Angus (Ball�n forthcom�ng) �s a related 
fl�nt object (see below), also depos�ted �n a Collared 
Urn, but �n th�s case the lustre has, �n certa�n areas, 
altered from typ�cally v�treous to sh�ny and chert-
l�ke. Th�s lustre �s character�st�c of �ntent�onally 
heat-treated fl�nt (Pr�ce et al 1982; Er�ksen 1999). 
It �s poss�ble that l�th�c heat-treatment was used to 
allow the product�on of th�n, �nvas�vely retouched 
prest�ge objects, such as arrowheads, daggers and 
kn�ves.

The two quartz artefacts (contexts 019/1 and 
035/4) are both �n wh�te m�lky quartz and w�thout 
cortex; they both appear unburnt. As �nd�cated by 
the frequent comb�nat�on of abraded surfaces and 

�rregular shapes, most of the quartz was acqu�red �n 
the form of errat�c blocks or nodules. 

4.3.3 Déb�tage and exped�ent tools

Most of the artefacts recovered are déb�tage (Table 
3): four are ch�ps, twelve are flakes, three are �ndeter-
m�nate p�eces, and one platform rejuvenat�on flake 
was found. One ch�p and one �ndeterm�nate p�ece 
are quartz, the rema�nder are fl�nt. The average 
d�mens�ons of the �ntact flakes are 25mm × 24mm × 
8mm; and the average d�mens�ons of the �ndeterm�-
nate p�eces are 22mm × 15mm × 8mm. 

Two of the flakes are b�polar, w�th four hav�ng been 
detached by the appl�cat�on of hard percuss�on; �n 
s�x cases �t was not poss�ble to determ�ne the appl�ed 
percuss�on techn�que. A fl�nt platform rejuvenat�on 
flake (�llus 14.2) �s a part�al core tablet from a large 
regular platform core, and was recovered from P�t 
004 (004/5).

Only two pla�n flake tools were recovered. One of 
these �s an unburnt p�ece (�llus 14.3) w�th a concave 
truncat�on at the prox�mal end, most probably rep-
resent�ng blunt�ng. F�ne macroscop�c use-wear along 
the r�ght lateral s�de, prox�mal end, suggests use as 
a kn�fe. Th�s �mplement was made on an �ndeterm�-
nate flake (27 × 18 × 8mm). The other flake tool �s a 
fragmented �ndeterm�nate flake (58 × 25 × 14mm) 
w�th fine retouch along one lateral s�de (�llus 14.4). 
It �s heav�ly burnt. The unburnt p�ece (�llus 14.3), 
was recovered from a level between topso�l and 
subso�l and does not relate to any cremat�on bur�als, 
whereas the burnt p�ece was retr�eved from P�t 004 
(004/2).

Illus 14   Lithics
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The finds from Sk�lmafilly comb�ne a number of 
technolog�cal approaches, such as hard platform 
techn�que, b�polar techn�que and b�fac�al knapp�ng 
(only the kn�fe, see below). In general, the relat�vely 
low qual�ty of the déb�tage and the flake tools define 
th�s �ndustry as an exped�ent one, but the presence 
of core tablet (from a regular platform core) and 
fol�ate kn�fe (produced by the appl�cat�on of �nvas�ve 
retouch) adds elements of control and soph�st�ca-
t�on. Blades and blade tools are absent.

4.3.4 The fol�ate kn�fe

The l�th�c object from urned bur�al 034 �s best charac-
ter�sed as a fol�ate (or b�fac�al) kn�fe, wh�ch measures 
79 × 35 × 12mm (�llus 14.1). Its outl�ne �s a po�nted 
oval, w�th the broadest po�nt approx�mately central 
to the p�ece, and the cross-sect�on �s b�-convex, d�s-
t�ngu�sh�ng �t from plano-convex kn�ves. One end 
(the t�p) �s acutely po�nted, the other (the base) 
blunt. One corner of the base has broken off, but th�s 
probably happened dur�ng product�on, rather than 
dur�ng use; w�thout th�s damage, the p�ece may 
have been double-po�nted, as s�m�lar p�eces tend 
to be (�llus 15). Both faces are completely covered 
by scars from �nvas�ve retouch, w�th no cortex 
surv�v�ng. The lateral edges are regularly serrated, 
w�th three to four teeth per cm. It �s not poss�ble to 
say whether the serrated edges represent the end 
status of a reduct�on process a�m�ng at produc�ng 
an �mplement for saw�ng, or whether the p�ece �s an 
unfin�shed �mplement for cutt�ng, wh�ch has not yet 
had �ts edges ‘smoothed out’ by final fine retouch. 
There �s no v�s�ble edge damage or other �nd�cat�on 
that th�s �mplement was used.

If the object had been recovered dur�ng 
field-walk�ng �t would most probably have been char-
acter�sed as a leaf-shaped po�nt, but the d�scovery 
of the p�ece �ns�de a Collared Urn rules th�s out. 
Leaf-shaped po�nts were produced dur�ng the Early 
Neol�th�c, after wh�ch per�od they were replaced 
by ch�sel-shaped and obl�que po�nts (cf Hard�ng & 
Healy 2007).

A close parallel to the Sk�lmafilly p�ece �s the 
fol�ate kn�fe from a Collared Urn �nserted �n Barrow 
5, near Raunds �n Northamptonsh�re (�b�d). Th�s 
�mplement �s, however, sl�ghtly narrower (90 × 30 × 
7mm) and double-po�nted, and as the broadest part 
of the p�ece �s sh�fted sl�ghtly towards one end, �t 
d�splays the shape of a m�n�ature dagger (�llus 15). 

A s�m�lar object (S�mpson & Coles 1990, 40–41, 
�llus 10), class�fied as a Bronze Age leaf-shaped 
po�nt, was recovered from a Collared Urn (P�t 1) 
near Grandtully �n Perthsh�re. It �s relat�vely broad 
(86 × 39 × 10mm) and double-po�nted. Unl�ke the 
Sk�lmafilly p�ece, th�s object had been burnt before 
depos�t�on �n the urn. 

In terms of formal development, the fol�ate kn�ves 
clearly do not der�ve from the Early Neol�th�c leaf-
shaped arrowheads, though they are morpholog�cally 
s�m�lar to double-po�nted leaf-shaped po�nts. Leaf-

shaped arrowheads are an ent�rely Early Neol�th�c 
artefact type, and the Late Neol�th�c per�od and the 
�n�t�al parts of the Early Bronze Age const�tute a 
h�atus, dur�ng wh�ch t�me leaf-shaped forms were 
not produced. The fol�ate kn�ves are thus more 
l�kely to have developed from plano-convex kn�ves; 
alternat�vely, they may have developed as a form of 
‘m�n�atur�sat�on’ of Early Bronze Age daggers (eg the 
p�ece from Raunds). At present, the ev�dence l�nks 
the fol�ate kn�ves w�th Early Bronze Age Collared 
Urns.

4.3.5 Conclus�on

Th�s l�th�c assemblage makes an �mportant contr�bu-
t�on to the understand�ng of l�th�c artefacts �n Early 
Bronze Age r�tual or bur�al contexts. It appears that 
some select�on took place pr�or to depos�t�on �n the 
Sk�lmafilly cremat�on p�ts. 

More than 90% of the l�th�cs are fl�nt, and over 
80% of those from the cremat�on p�ts are burnt. 
The quartz appears not to have been exposed to 
fire. Some of the unburnt l�th�cs found �n the p�ts, 
�nclud�ng the quartz, may have been �ncorporated 
dur�ng back-fill�ng.

It �s qu�te l�kely that an elegant p�ece such as 
the apparently unused fol�ate kn�fe may have been 
produced spec�fically for depos�t�on �n P�t 034. Fol�ate 
kn�ves are qu�te rare, but the few known spec�mens 
are from bur�al contexts. It �s thought that the best of 
the known plano-convex kn�ves, a related type, may 
have been manufactured for �mmed�ate depos�t�on 
�n bur�als rather than domest�c use (F�nlayson 1997, 
311), as they usually show no or l�ttle use-wear.

Though �t �s thought that some of the s�mpler 
unburnt p�eces may have entered the cremat�on 

Illus 15   Comparison between the Skilmafilly knife 
and other foliate knives from the British Early 
Bronze Age.
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p�ts as part of the back-fill, the Sk�lmafilly fol�ate 
kn�fe �s ev�dence that unburnt as well as burnt 
l�th�c artefacts were depos�ted as a component 
of the funerary r�tual. If the unburnt l�th�c �tems 
can be d�scounted as res�dual, almost all the l�th�c 
bur�al goods had accompan�ed the deceased onto the 
funeral pyre, and the fol�ate kn�fe clearly represents 
an except�on, hav�ng been depos�ted after the pyre. 
The fact that some plano-convex kn�ves recovered 
w�th ‘sepulchral depos�ts’ had been burnt and others 
not (�b�d, 309), suggests that some degree of cho�ce 
may have ex�sted as to how bur�al goods were treated 
and depos�ted �n the Early Bronze Age. 

4.4 Worked bone and antler objects, by Dawn 
McLaren

4.4.1 Burnt p�ns, probably of bone

A curved and calc�ned �ncomplete p�n was recovered 
as three conjo�n�ng fragments from context 004/5 
(�llus 16). The fragments are from the head, shaft 
and po�nt, and the�r overall length �s 148mm, and 
we�ght 7.8g. The head and shaft are oval-sect�oned, 
measur�ng 7.5 × 5mm and 6.5 × 5mm respect�vely, 
and the p�n tapers to a fine narrow po�nt 0.5mm �n 
d�ameter. The p�n’s or�g�nal length �s unknown but 
�n s�ze and shape �t conforms to Longworth’s defin�-
t�on of a Type 1 skewer p�n (Longworth 1984, 63). 
The p�n’s surfaces, part�cularly �ts edges and �nner 
surface, are covered �n fine str�at�ons, result�ng from 
abras�on dur�ng manufacture. Desp�te compar�ng 
the artefact w�th skeletal spec�mens der�ved from 
modern an�mals �t was not poss�ble to determ�ne the 
raw mater�al w�th certa�nty, other than to say that 
�t �s composed of burnt mammal�an bone or antler 
(C Sm�th, pers comm); �t �s l�kely to be bone, s�nce 
a sl�ght concave bevel on the �ns�de surface towards 
the head of the p�n may be the rema�ns of an or�g�nal 
art�cular surface l�ke that seen �n a more pro-
nounced fash�on at Burnfoot Plantat�on, Dumfr�es 
and Galloway (Cow�e et al 1981, 34), Brackmont 
M�ll, F�fe (Mears 1937, 266) and K�rkbean, Dumfr�es 
and Galloway (B�shop 1919, 46), suggest�ng that the 
p�n was made from a spl�nter of long bone. Areas 
of sl�ght pol�sh rema�n on the shaft, �nd�cat�ng that 
the p�n was or�g�nally h�ghly fin�shed. 

That the p�n had passed through the pyre, probably 
as a fastener for a shroud or garment worn by the 
deceased, �s clear from �ts calc�ned appearance: �t �s 
wh�te, br�ttle, and has transverse crescent�c cracks 
near �ts po�nt (as seen elsewhere, for example on 
the aforement�oned p�n from Burnfoot Plantat�on 
and on p�ns from Ca�rnpapple H�ll, West Loth�an: 
P�ggott 1948, 110). Its curvature �s also almost 
certa�nly a result of heat d�stort�on. The head has 
lost some of �ts surface through flak�ng, and �t may 
be that, be�ng more exposed dur�ng the conflagra-
t�on than the rest of the p�n (wh�ch would mostly 
have been covered by the funerary garment), �t has 
suffered greater heat damage. 

A fragment of the po�nt of another probable 
bone p�n was found �n urn 013, sp�t 5. It �s c�rcular 
sect�oned, measur�ng 19mm long by 3mm th�ck, 
taper�ng to a blunt po�nt wh�ch appears to have a 
sl�ght bevel on one s�de. The p�n’s or�g�nal length �s 
unknown. The surface of the fragment appears to 
have been pol�shed. L�ke the example from context 
004, the p�n �s calc�ned and so has also passed 
through the pyre, aga�n probably on the shroud or 
garments of the deceased. It �s wh�te and br�ttle and 
has a long crack present runn�ng along the shaft of 
the p�n from where �t has broken. Some abras�on and 
surface loss around the break �nd�cates that �t was 
broken �n ant�qu�ty, perhaps dur�ng �ts cremat�on. 
Although the object �s broken at both ends, �ts small 
d�ameter �nd�cates �t may have been made from a 
p�g fibula (C Sm�th, pers comm). Although �t could 
feas�bly have or�g�nated from a long bone spl�nter 
from any large mammal, a p�g fibula �s �deal raw 
mater�al because of �ts long, sl�m shaft and sol�d 
structure.

4.4.2 Burnt perforated object (short p�n, toggle or 
pendant) of bone or antler

An �ncomplete, taper�ng object of bone or antler, 
burnt, broken across �ts narrow transverse perfor-
at�on, was found �n context 004/6 (�llus 16; length 
23mm, w�dth 6mm, taper�ng to 3.5mm, th�ckness 
6.8mm, taper�ng to 3mm; d�ameter of perforat�on 
1.2mm; we�ght 0.8g). The w�de end has been squared 
off, leav�ng a smooth, sl�ghtly rounded surface; the 
shaft �s tr�angular �n sect�on. The surface does not 
appear to have been pol�shed, and fa�nt str�at�ons 
result�ng from the process of abrad�ng �t to shape are 
v�s�ble. As none of the or�g�nal surfaces of the parent 
mater�al rema�n �t �s not poss�ble to determ�ne w�th 
certa�nty whether th�s �tem �s of bone or antler. 

Th�s artefact �s d�fficult to parallel but �t �s l�kely 
to have been a garment fastener – a short p�n or 
a toggle – worn by the deceased on the pyre. One 
other poss�b�l�ty �s that �t was a pendant; a burnt, 
pol�shed bone object of roughly s�m�lar shape but 
larger, rounder and more bulbous, was found �n a 
barrow cemetery at West Ashby �n L�ncolnsh�re 
(F�eld 1985, 123, 125, fig 13:1). Unfortunately, the 
West Ashby example was not �n s�tu.

4.4.3 Antler toggles

S�x fragments of burnt antler from up to four 
artefacts, �nclud�ng two probable toggles, were found 
�n 012/3:

1. Half of a toggle w�th transverse and long�-
tud�nal perforat�ons, both w�th crescent�c 
heat-cracks around the�r edges; length 31.5mm; 
w�dth 16.5mm; th�ckness 12.6mm (or�g�nal 
th�ckness est�mated at c 24mm); d�ameter of 
perforat�ons 13.5mm and 5mm respect�vely. The 
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object’s w�dth suggests that �t was manufac-
tured from the t�p of an antler t�ne. The shape of 
the mater�al has been heav�ly mod�fied, w�th �ts 
ends and s�des squared off and w�th l�ttle of the 
or�g�nal surface rema�n�ng. The central porous 
arter�al channel has been del�berately hollowed 
out to create the long�tud�nal perforat�on (A 
K�tchener, pers comm). Th�s may have been done 
when the spongy channel was st�ll soft but there 
�s no way of confirm�ng th�s. The larger, trans-
verse perforat�on has been bored hor�zontally 
through the t�ne. Its �nter�or surface �s smooth 
towards the edges, perhaps through wear but 

more l�kely as the result of tool�ng dur�ng manu-
facture. Although of less elaborate shape, and of 
antler rather than bone, th�s object �s rem�n�s-
cent of the barrel-shaped collared bone toggles 
from Segg�ecrook, Aberdeensh�re (Callander 
1908, 218), Dalmore, H�ghland (Jolly 1879, 257), 
Ma�ns of Carnous�e, Aberdeensh�re (Longworth 
1984, 305), Over M�gv�e, Angus (Callander 1930, 
30–31), and two tubular bone objects from New 
K�lpatr�ck, East Dunbartonsh�re (Callander 
1908, 218) and Brackmont M�ll, Leuchars, F�fe 
(Waterson 1941, 205–8), all w�th transverse and 
long�tud�nal perforat�ons (�llus 16).

Illus 16   Antler, bone and stone artefacts
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2. Poss�ble toggle, w�th poss�ble transverse and 
long�tud�nal perforat�ons; length 20.7mm; w�dth 
15.5mm; th�ckness 8.9mm. One end has been 
cleanly squared off and the edges may have been 
mod�fied. A small bevel can be seen on the edge, 
co�nc�d�ng w�th an abrupt stop �n the spongy 
�nter�or surface, wh�ch �s of s�m�lar character 
to the beg�nn�ngs of the hor�zontal perforat�on 
on the toggle above, but there �s not enough of 
the artefact rema�n�ng to enable clar�ficat�on. 
Th�s may be of s�m�lar form to 1); the d�fferent 
th�ckness of the parent mater�al makes �t clear 
that �t �s a d�screte artefact, and not part of 1 
(�llus 16).

3. Three conjo�n�ng fragments. L�ttle of the spongy 
bone �nter�or rema�ns but �t �s not poss�ble to 
confirm whether th�s �s the result of del�berate 
mod�ficat�on. L 29.8mm; W 21.1mm; T 12.9mm.

4. Small elongated narrow fragment of antler w�th 
spongy bone �nter�or �ntact. W�dth of fragment 
�nd�cates that th�s was manufactured from a 
th�n t�p of an antler t�ne. No ev�dence to �nd�cate 
perforat�on. Or�g�nal r�bbed surface of the t�ne 
rema�ns over most of the artefact. L 28mm; W 
14.9mm; T 8mm. 

4.4.4 D�scuss�on

Seven burnt bone/antler ornaments from four bur�al 
contexts compr�se a large and �nterest�ng assem-
blage. The burnt bone p�n was assoc�ated w�th an 
un-urned adult cremat�on �n the lower depos�t of 
004/5; th�s depos�t was later re-cut for the depos�-
t�on of the cremated rema�ns of a ch�ld accompan�ed 
by a bone toggle/pendant/short p�n. Although the 
relat�onsh�p between the three �nd�v�duals w�th�n 
th�s depos�t �s unknown �t �s �nterest�ng that, be�ng 
one of only three re-cut bur�als �n the cemetery, 
two of the �nd�v�duals were accompan�ed by burnt 
bone ornaments. The assoc�at�on of the poss�ble 
bone pendant w�th the n�ne-year-old ch�ld �s par-
t�cularly �nterest�ng �n l�ght of the recovery of burnt 
eagle talons from the same depos�t (see below). Th�s 
assoc�at�on could suggest that the bone object and 
the talons formed part of a necklace. However, as 
the form of the perforated bone object �s not defi-
n�tely known, th�s �nterpretat�on �s necessar�ly 
conjectural.

The un-urned p�t bur�al (012/3) of a ten-year-old 
ch�ld was accompan�ed by four burnt antler objects, 
two of wh�ch have been �dent�fied as toggles. The 
bone p�ns from bur�als 004/5 and 013 and object 
from 004/6 can do l�ttle more than suggest a s�mple 
shroud, but the potent�al four toggles from 012/3 
suggest that the garment worn by the deceased on 
the pyre may have been far more elaborate. 

Ident�ficat�on of these objects as non-human bone 
was made dur�ng skeletal analys�s of the cremated 
rema�ns. It �s well attested that �n the past a general 
lack of care and attent�on was taken to the recovery 
and �dent�ficat�on of cremated bone �n bur�al depos�ts 

wh�ch has not only led to the loss of �nformat�on �n 
regard to the human rema�ns but also the potent�al 
loss of s�m�lar worked bone artefacts. It �s often only 
through the thorough, systemat�c analys�s of the 
cremated rema�ns that such artefacts are �dent�fied: 
how many of these objects have been m�ssed �n the 
past?

None of the artefacts from th�s assemblage are 
complete, suggest�ng the poss�b�l�ty of the�r part�al 
destruct�on dur�ng cremat�on, or of a lack of care 
dur�ng the recovery of the mater�al from the pyre, 
w�th only token or selected �tems retr�eved from the 
pyre for depos�t�on. Unfortunately, the scope of th�s 
report does not allow for further d�scuss�on of th�s 
top�c. 

Ornamental objects made from antler are rare 
�n Scott�sh bur�al contexts and no further antler 
toggles are known. The base of an antler from c�st 
6 at Barns Farm, F�fe (Barnetson 1982, 100–1) has 
been rejected as be�ng a foss�l coral (Clutton-Brock & 
MacGregor 1988, 27) although late Neol�th�c antler 
skewer p�ns are known from Ca�rnpapple, West 
Loth�an (P�ggott 1948, 101). Fragments of burnt 
antler are known from cremat�on 2 at Horsbrugh 
Castle Farm, Peeblessh�re (Petersen et al 1974, 47), 
worked fragments are noted amongst the rema�ns of 
an adult w�th�n cremat�on bur�al 3, ca�rn 1 at La�rg, 
H�ghland (McK�nley 1998, 119) and a burnt antler 
p�n came from a cremat�on depos�t at Seafield West 
cemetery, H�ghland (Cressey & Sher�dan 2003, 66, 
�llus 13:1). 

The Sk�lmafilly perforated antler fragments are 
comparable to barrel-shaped bone examples noted 
prev�ously and d�scussed extens�vely by P�ggott 
(1958). Several funct�ons have been proposed for 
these objects such as beads (Callander 1923, 156), 
ornaments (Callander 1930, 30), buttons (Callander 
1908, 218) and toggles (Waterson 1941, 205): 
however the second perforat�on at r�ght angles to 
the first makes the �nterpretat�on of these be�ng 
s�mple beads unl�kely and the funct�on as toggles �s 
favoured. Mult�ple burnt bone/antler �tems are also 
known from New K�lpatr�ck, East Dunbartonsh�re 
(Callander 1908, 218–20) where two tubular bone 
toggles w�th transverse and long�tud�nal perfora-
t�ons, two segmented cyl�ndr�cal bone beads and five 
fl�nt arrowheads accompan�ed a cremat�on depos�t 
conta�ned w�th�n a Collared Urn; all had been burnt. 
A s�ngle grave depos�t at Moncre�ffe �n Perthsh�re 
(Close-Brooks 1985) �s another example: a perforated 
bone p�n and two perforated flat plate bone toggles 
were assoc�ated w�th a cremat�on w�th�n a Cordoned 
Urn. Unfortunately the cremated rema�ns were not 
�dent�fied at the t�me of the or�g�nal report and have 
s�nce apparently been lost (A Sher�dan, pers comm). 
Close-Brooks �dent�fied the vessel as a Cordoned 
Urn but noted that aspects are s�m�lar to a Collared 
Urn from Ca�rnpapple H�ll (P�ggott 1948, 143) and �t 
should perhaps be regarded as a Collared/Cordoned 
Urn not unl�ke some of the urns from Sk�lmafilly. 
The major�ty of the collared bone toggles w�th trans-
verse and long�tud�nal perforat�ons are assoc�ated 
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w�th Collared Urns. The Collared/Cordoned Urn 
from Segg�ecrook (Callander 1908, 213, fig 1) and 
the Enlarged Food Vessel from Dalmore, H�ghland 
(Cow�e 1978, 133) are notable except�ons. Rad�o-
carbon dates for cremated rema�ns assoc�ated w�th 
bone toggles from Ma�ns of Carnous�e, Aberdeen-
sh�re (1960–1690 cal bc at 2-s�gma: Sher�dan 2003, 
218), Lesmurd�e Road, Elg�n (1890–1680 cal BC at 
2-s�gma: Suddaby forthcom�ng) and from Collared 
Urn cremat�on bur�al 1 at Segg�ecrook, Aberdeen-
sh�re (1940–1680 bc at 2-s�gma: Sher�dan 2003, 220) 
show the use of these ornaments to be contempor-
ary w�th the Sk�lmafilly antler toggles of wh�ch the 
assoc�ated cremated rema�ns have prov�ded a date 
of 1880–1520 bc (GrA-24021). 

Comparable p�ns to the Sk�lmafilly example come 
from Ca�rnpapple H�ll, West Loth�an (P�ggott 1948, 
110), Burnfoot plantat�on, Dumfr�es and Galloway 
(Cow�e et al 1981, 34), Brackmont M�ll, F�fe (Mears 
1937), K�rkbean, Dumfr�es and Galloway (B�shop 
1919), Mu�rk�rk, East Ayrsh�re (Fa�rba�rn 1924, 
338), Seafield West, H�ghland (Cressey & Sher�dan 
2003, 66, �llus 13:1) and from cremat�on 3 at 
La�rg, H�ghland (McCullagh 1998, 92). Fragmen-
tary curved p�ns come from cremat�on bur�als at 
Aberdour Road, Dunferml�ne, F�fe (Close-Brooks et 
al 1972, 129), H�ll of Doune, Aberdeensh�re (Cow�e 
1978, 113), and an �nhumat�on bur�al at Beech H�ll 
House, Perth and K�nross (Stevenson 1995, 219). 
Due to the�r fragmentary nature �t �s not poss�ble to 
be more prec�se �n �dent�fy�ng the�r form but the�r 
general shape and d�mens�ons can be seen to be 
s�m�lar to the Sk�lmafilly p�n. Unfortunately, bone 
p�ns of th�s form are only broadly datable. They are 
generally, but not exclus�vely, found �n assoc�at�on 
w�th Collared Urns. The cremated rema�ns from 

Burnfoot plantat�on have recently been rad�ocarbon 
dated to 1880–1630 bc (Sher�dan 2007) and those 
from cremat�on 3 at La�rg g�ve a date of 1945–1520 
bc (McCullagh 1998, 94), �nd�cat�ng that the�r use �s 
broadly contemporary w�th the Sk�lmafilly p�n. 

Kavanagh (1976, 312) has suggested that the 
curved form was ach�eved del�berately by soak�ng 
the bone �n water to make the mater�al more 
malleable; however, �t may s�mply be the result of 
d�stort�on dur�ng cremat�on. The skewer p�n from 
Mu�rk�rk (Fa�rba�rn 1924, 338), although s�m�lar 
�n form, �s not curved l�ke the other examples 
noted above, mak�ng �t �mposs�ble at th�s stage to 
confirm whether the curvature �s a natural feature 
of the bone, the result of calc�nat�on or del�berate 
mod�ficat�on. 

4.5 Perforated stone disc, by Melanie Johnson

A perforated stone d�sc was found �n context 024/2 
(�llus 16). The d�sc measures 19mm by 17mm by 
2mm th�ck, and we�ghs 1.1g. It �s c�rcular, w�th one 
flattened s�de. The c�rcular perforat�on measures 
5mm across and l�es off-centre. It �s made of a l�ght 
brown, soft stone, probably sandstone, and does not 
appear to have been burnt. Th�s object �s l�kely to 
have been a personal ornament, worn on the �nd�-
v�dual bur�ed �n th�s p�t. No ready parallels for th�s 
object were found, although an oblong sandstone 
pendant was recovered from a cremat�on depos�t 
at the enclosed cemetery at Loanhead of Dav�ot 
(K�lbr�de-Jones 1936) and a decorated oblong 
pendant of slate was found w�th�n a p�t conta�n�ng 
an upr�ght Cordoned Urn at Segg�ecrook (Callander 
1905).



30

5.1 Bird bone, by Catherine Smith

Two bones from 004/6 (ch�ld, n�ne years) were 
pos�t�vely �dent�fied as talons (th�rd phalanges) of 
Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), after compar�son 
w�th spec�mens of that spec�es and the Wh�te-ta�led 
Sea Eagle (Halieetus albicilla) �n the collect�on of 
the Nat�onal Museum of Scotland. Part of a second 
phalange of the foot was also recovered (context 
004/2) and found to art�culate w�th the more frag-
mentary of the two talons (�llus 17).

The talons appear to be burnt, but they are not 
as badly affected as the other bone artefacts. They 
were not calc�ned but had certa�nly been affected 
by heat; the p�nk�sh-yellow colour and the chalky 
texture of the bone �nd�cate some degree of fir�ng. 
They appeared to be �dent�cal �n s�ze to the compar-
at�ve eagle spec�men so d�d not seem to have shrunk 
much, �f at all, and they d�d not seem d�storted.

Although no other skeletal parts were recovered 
wh�ch m�ght �nd�cate the bur�al of a complete b�rd, 
the second phalange �nd�cates a whole or part�al 
foot was or�g�nally present, rather than a collect�on 
of d�sart�culated talons. If the talons formed part 
of a necklace or other �tem of personal adornment, 
they may st�ll have been encased �n the horny outer 
sheath of the claw, wh�ch would serve to hold the 
art�culat�ng phalanges together. Alternat�vely, 
the bones may have been placed �n a bag or pouch 

wh�ch d�d not surv�ve cremat�on and bur�al. The 
find �s unusual, and seems to �nd�cate some assoc�a-
t�on between the bur�ed �nd�v�dual and the eagle. 
Whether th�s assoc�at�on was an �nd�cat�on of the 
occupat�on or preferences of the dead person or was 
of a purely symbol�c nature cannot be known.

At Sk�lmafilly, the assoc�at�on between the eagle 
bones and the bur�ed human need not necessar-
�ly have been emblemat�c, however. A parallel may 
ex�st at Kellythorpe �n Yorksh�re. Here, a beaker 
grave group excavated �n 1851 conta�ned a male 
crouched �nhumat�on whose grave-goods �ncluded a 
stone wr�stguard and the ‘head and beak of a hawk’, 
poss�bly �nd�cat�ng a falconer (Clarke et al 1985, 263–
4). Eagles may be used �n falconry, although males 
are preferred s�nce they we�gh less than females and 
are thus less exhaust�ng to carry on the wr�st (Parry-
Jones 2003, 58). Although the assoc�ated bur�al at 
Sk�lmafilly was that of a ch�ld, mak�ng �t unl�kely 
that the ch�ld was the falconer, there may have been 
a fam�ly connect�on or apprent�cesh�p �n place.

Sea Eagle bones found �n the chambered tomb 
at Isb�ster on Orkney had prev�ously been �nter-
preted as hav�ng had a totem�c s�gn�ficance for the 
commun�ty who used the tomb. However, recent 
rad�ocarbon dat�ng of two samples of Sea Eagle 
bone have produced dates w�th the range 2450–2050 
bc, �nd�cat�ng that they were not contemporary 
w�th the or�g�nal construct�on of the tomb and were 
added to the tomb at a much later date (Br�t�sh 
Archaeology 2006). At Isb�ster the bones came from 
all parts of the skeleton, not just the talons, and rep-
resented at least e�ght �nd�v�dual b�rds (Bramwell 
1983). However, at both Isb�ster and a stalled ca�rn 
at Po�nt of Cott, Westray (Harman 1997, 50), where 
Sea Eagle bones were found, �t m�ght perhaps be 
noted th�s was not the only b�rd spec�es found, nor 
�ndeed the only vertebrate spec�es. Sea Eagle bones 
have also been found at the Neol�th�c hab�tat�on 
s�te at the L�nks of Noltland, Westray, where the 
spec�es was part of a large assemblage of b�rds and 
mammals (Armour-Chelu 1985).

At the present day, the breed�ng dens�ty of the 
Golden Eagle �n Scotland var�es w�dely, depend�ng 
on ava�lab�l�ty of food and the level of persecut�on 
the spec�es rece�ves from humans (Thom 1986, 144–
5). It �s currently more abundant �n the west of the 
country than �n the east. In 1982 there were thought 
to be only 30 breed�ng pa�rs �n an area approx�mat�ng 
to the former count�es of Angus and Aberdeensh�re 
(�b�d). V�ctor�an gamekeep�ng pract�ces d�d much 
to reduce the populat�on, and there can be l�ttle 
doubt that �n preh�stor�c and even Early H�stor�c 
t�mes the spec�es was more w�despread than �t �s 
today. Archaeolog�cal ev�dence of the Golden Eagle 

5 ENVIRONMENTAL EVIDENCE

Illus 17   Golden Eagle talons
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has been noted at two s�tes of med�eval date �n the 
north-east of Scotland, at 16–18 Netherk�rkgate 
w�th�n the burgh of Aberdeen (Ham�lton-Dyer et 
al 2001) and at Perth H�gh Street (Sm�th & Clark 
forthcom�ng).

Seton Gordon, �n h�s class�c work on the spec�es 
�n Scotland, has sa�d ‘there are more myths woven 
around the eagle than any other b�rd’, wh�ch he 
attr�butes to the power of �ts w�ngs (Gordon 2003, 
152). Eagle feathers must have been regarded as 
possessed of some of th�s power, and were worn as 
a badge of rank �n the H�ghlands (�b�d, 157). A more 
pract�cal use was �n arrow fl�ghts, but �t �s also easy 
to �mpute mag�c to the arrow wh�ch �s carr�ed aloft by 
the feather of such a powerful b�rd. Thus the talons 
at Sk�lmafilly may have had dual mean�ng: they 
may have been symbol�c of the power of the dead 
person w�th whom they were bur�ed, yet they may 
also have been a s�gn of h�s earthly occupat�on.

5.2 Archaeobotany, by Mhairi Hastie

The bulk samples were all fully processed, through 
a system of wet s�ev�ng and flotat�on, and each flot 
was d�v�ded �nto two ma�n fract�ons, 1F (1mm mesh) 
and 0.3F (0.3mm mesh). The ava�lable flots from 
25% of the cremat�on p�ts (n�ne p�ts) were randomly 
selected, �nclud�ng some wh�ch conta�ned several 
d�screte fills. Flots were ava�lable from each d�screte 
fill and �n total 30 flots were assessed. Each flot was 
scanned us�ng a b�nocular m�croscope to assess the 
preservat�on and quant�ty of palaeoenv�ronmental 
rema�ns present.

All the flots were dom�nated by wood charcoal 
and modern plant rema�ns. Occas�onal degraded 
charred seeds of Spergula arvensis (corn spurrey) 
and nutlets of w�ld taxa �nclud�ng Chenopod�aceae 
(goosefoot) and Carex sp. (sedge) were found. In 
add�t�on, small quant�t�es of fungal sclerot�a were 
recovered from n�ne samples. 

The w�ld taxa are spec�es commonly assoc�ated 
w�th arable land and waste places. The quant�-
t�es present are extremely small. There are two 
probable explanat�ons for the presence of carbon�sed 
seeds/nutlets w�th�n the pyre rema�ns: e�ther the 
cremat�on pyres were placed on grassland where the 
seeds were burnt �n s�tu, or dr�ed grass was used for 
k�ndl�ng. Small quant�t�es of charred fungal sclerot�a 
were also present. These hard spher�cal mycel�a are 
usually present �n so�l or turfs and the presence 
of such mater�al suggests that the cremat�on p�ts 
conta�ned burnt so�l. There �s no ev�dence to suggest 
that any of the archaeobotan�cal rema�ns were the 
result of del�berate r�tual depos�ts, the mater�al 
present be�ng der�ved from natural accumulat�on.

5.3 Charcoal, by Mike Cressey

Analys�s was undertaken to obta�n an �ns�ght 
�nto local woodland cover and to �dent�fy su�table 

spec�mens for rad�ocarbon dat�ng. The ent�re >4mm 
charcoal assemblage recovered from flotat�on 
samples has been assessed to determ�ne the relat�ve 
frequency of the spec�es explo�ted for pyre fuel. The 
degree of abras�on was also noted; where so�l mass-
movement �s ev�dent, typ�cally the charcoal w�ll be 
rounded and the edges worn.

Charcoal was collected by hand dur�ng the exca-
vat�on and by post-excavat�on flotat�on of bulk so�l 
samples. Large samples of charcoal (over 100g) were 
spl�t �n a r�ffle-box to produce sub-samples. Smaller 
samples were processed us�ng rout�ne methods. In all 
cases, counts were l�m�ted to 25 �dent�ficat�ons per 
sub-sample us�ng a b�nocular m�croscope at magn�-
ficat�ons rang�ng between ×10 and ×200. Generally, 
�dent�ficat�ons were carr�ed out on transverse cross-
sect�ons. Anatom�cal keys l�sted �n Schwe�ngruber 
(1992) and �n-house reference charcoal were used 
to a�d �dent�ficat�ons. Asymmetry and morpholog�-
cal character�st�cs were recorded. V�tr�fied charcoal 
fragments, poss�bly a result of secondary burn�ng, 
were recorded but th�s mater�al �s not usually �den-
t�fiable, ow�ng to �ncreased fus�on of the vascular 
structure. Where appl�cable, wood-work�ng ev�dence 
such as squar�ng and tr�mm�ng has been noted. 
Samples <4mm are cons�dered to be below the level 
of �dent�ficat�on (BLOI).

5.3.1 Late Mesol�th�c P�t 036

P�t 036 y�elded 25.7g of charcoal (Table 4). Th�s 
assemblage was extremely poor �n both the qual�ty 
of the charcoal and the volume of mater�al recovered 
dur�ng the flotat�on process. Oak and b�rch w�th 
small quant�t�es of hazel are represented. In general 
the charcoal was amorphous �n shape, suggest�ng 
some rework�ng dur�ng depos�t�on, presumably by 
earthworm act�v�ty. None of the mater�al from the 
p�t prov�ded ev�dence of tr�mm�ng. 

5.3.2 Cremat�on p�ts

Charcoal from the cremat�on p�t assemblage has 
produced 802.65g of charcoal and 3708 �nd�v�dual 
�dent�ficat�ons were obta�ned from th�s mater�al. 
The deta�led results are l�sted �n the project arch�ve 
and summar�sed �n Table 4 and Table 9. 

The assemblage �s dom�nated by Quercus sp. (oak). 
Betula (b�rch) atta�ns the second h�ghest frequency 
followed by Corylus avellana (hazel). Alnus glutinosa 
(alder) �s present but only �n trace amounts. The level 
of preservat�on w�th�n the charcoal assemblage was 
very good, w�th only a m�n�mal amount of abras�on 
or degradat�on recorded �n one or two samples. No 
extraneous non-charcoal (c�nder/coal) was present 
and very l�ttle �ron (Fe) sta�n�ng was recorded. 

The oak charcoal assemblage �s dom�nated by 
mature mater�al that has fragmented �nto mult�ple 
blocky fragments. Mature oak charcoal tends to 
fracture along �ts large mult�ser�ate rays and 
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commonly forms regular un�form blocks. The b�rch 
and hazel assemblage �s much smaller and �s repre-
sented by small branch and tw�g mater�al.

The cremat�on p�t assemblage �ncluded e�ght oak 
fragments and one b�rch fragment that prov�ded 
pos�t�ve ev�dence of tool�ng, �n the form of a s�ngle 
obl�que cut. Th�s form of cut �s typ�cal where a sharp 
blade has been used to slash the branch from l�v�ng 
stems.

5.3.3 Cremat�on fuel

The results from �dent�ficat�on of the cremat�on p�t 
assemblage confirm that oak was the most abundant 
spec�es explo�ted for pyre fuel. B�rch, hazel and 
alder are represented but �n lower amounts. All four 
spec�es are nat�ve to NE Scotland and were well-
d�str�buted w�th�n Bronze Age Scotland. Oak, b�rch 
and hazel thr�ve on well-dra�ned so�ls, whereas 
alder �s a tree found alongs�de r�vers and streams. 
Oak �s at the apex of cl�max forest and would have 
been an abundant source of local fuel. B�rch �s a 
l�ght-demand�ng p�oneer typ�cal of open areas such 
as glades. Hazel �s an under-storey shrub that can 
form small trees �f not altered by tr�mm�ng.

Oak �s thought to have been commonly used 
dur�ng the cremat�on process as spars placed across 
cremat�on p�ts to support a body (J McK�nley pers 
comm). Mult�ple spars of only small d�ameter oak 
would support a body as th�s part�cular spec�es 
�s very strong, even when �t �s not green wood (�e 
deadwood). Th�s m�ght expla�n why oak was selected. 
Cremat�on P�t 027/1 produced three fragments of 
hazelnut shell. Unfortunately there �s �nsuffic�ent 
mater�al here to assess whether th�s was part of the 
funerary r�tual or whether the shells were s�mply 
attached to smaller t�nder mater�al. Hazelnuts 
mature by autumn, although they could have been 
stored from the prev�ous year. 

The results of pollen analyses from three of the 
cremat�on p�ts have prov�ded an �ns�ght �nto the 
types of mater�al explo�ted for fire start�ng fuel 
(Cressey below). The pollen results strongly suggest 

that both ferns and heather formed the ma�n 
t�nder component �n at least two of the cremat�ons 
exam�ned. 

5.3.4 Charcoal convers�on

The charcoal surv�v�ng �n any cremat�on p�t �s l�kely 
to be only a small fract�on of the or�g�nal volume of 
wood requ�red to cremate a body. The reduc�ng con-
d�t�ons necessary to produce charcoal could occur 
del�berately �f the pyre were clamped by throw�ng 
so�l on top of the fire, or could occur naturally w�th�n 
a d�s�ntegrat�ng pyre. Th�s would produce the smoul-
der�ng anaerob�c cond�t�ons that would help convert 
wood to charcoal. 

5.3.5 Conclus�on

The charcoal assemblage from the cremat�on p�ts 
�s dom�nated almost exclus�vely by oak, most of 
wh�ch appears to have been der�ved from mature 
wood. The qual�ty of preservat�on w�th�n the p�ts �s 
very good, w�th very l�ttle ev�dence of abras�on. So�l 
pollen (see below) obta�ned from the urns �ncluded 
heather and fern pollen (probably bracken). Both 
plants w�ll burn well �f dry, and �t �s h�ghly l�kely 
that these plants, along w�th grass, were selected 
for t�nder fuel.

5.4 Pollen, by Mike Cressey

5.4.1 Introduct�on and method

Sc�ent�fic analys�s assoc�ated w�th cremat�on p�t fills 
has �n the past ma�nly been confined to b�ostrat�-
graph�c descr�pt�ons and, later, charcoal analys�s 
dur�ng post-excavat�on. Prev�ous work elsewhere 
has shown that pyre depos�ts more often than not 
conta�n well-preserved human bone, artefacts and 
an abundance of charcoal and plant macrofos-
s�l rema�ns. To date, however, very l�ttle work has 

Table 4   Charcoal species, weight and number of identifications

Context Species Weight (g) No. of identifications

P�t 036 Betula 8.2 15

Corylus avellana 0.6 4

Quercus 17 95

25.8 114

Cremat�on p�ts Alnus 0.6 3

Betula 154.05 379

Corylus avellana 41.9 53

Quercus 606.1 3273

802.65 3708
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been undertaken on the exam�nat�on of so�l pollen 
obta�ned from these types of depos�t. 

Ten samples were extracted from three cremat�on 
bur�als (002, 005, 022). The samples were processed 
us�ng acetolys�s and hydrofluor�c ac�d accord�ng to the 
method descr�bed by Moore et al (1991). Pollen was 
�dent�fied us�ng an Olympus BX40 l�ght m�croscope 
at ×400 magn�ficat�on w�th cr�t�cal �dent�ficat�ons 
made at ×1000 and ass�sted by a pollen reference col-
lect�on and photom�crographs (Moore et al 1991).

The preservat�on assessment method us�ng five 
categor�es: normal, broken, crumpled, corroded 
and degraded (Berglund & Ralsa-Jas�ew�czowa 
1986; T�pp�ng 1987) was �n�t�ally adopted but was 
abandoned when �t was found that most of the 
pollen gra�ns had undergone some form of degrada-
t�on. Where pollen was found to be low �n frequency 
w�th�n a sample then that sample was cons�dered 
to be barren and no further work on �t was under-
taken: only those samples that were cons�dered to 
conta�n enough pollen gra�ns to prov�de a val�d sta-
t�st�cal sample are cons�dered here. A summary of 
the results �s prov�ded �n Table 5.

5.4.2 Preservat�on factors

In most cases the pollen samples conta�ned pollen 
w�th var�able preservat�on. Many of the gra�ns 
were poorly preserved. Factors �nfluenc�ng the pres-
ervat�on of so�l pollen are var�ed and �nclude the 
res�stance of pollen gra�ns themselves, so�l m�crob�al 
act�v�ty, ox�d�sat�on and des�ccat�on. 

5.4.3 Pr�nc�pal d�fferences �n pollen types and uses 
of t�nder

There are some �nterest�ng d�fferences between the 
three so�l pollen assemblages der�ved from the three 
cremat�on p�ts (002, 005, 022). The first po�nt �s that 
arboreal pollen �s very low throughout. It �s �nterest-
�ng to note that charcoal analys�s (Cressey above) 
�dent�fied, �n decreas�ng order of abundance, oak, 
b�rch and hazel. W�th�n the shrub pollen component, 
hazel �s well represented w�th the Corylo�d group 
(P�t 005). Hazel was �dent�fied w�th�n the charcoal 
assemblage and shows that th�s spec�es was 
probably local. W�th�n the same group, Er�caceae 
(heather) type pollen dom�nates the assemblage 
from P�t 002. No heather was �dent�fied w�th�n the 
charcoal assemblage from th�s context. The absence 
of th�s part�cular shrub m�ght be expla�ned by the 
fact that dry heather burns feroc�ously and �n the 
r�ght cond�t�ons, w�th plenty of w�nd, �t �s l�kely that 
heather would not surv�ve as a macrofoss�l, albe�t 
represented �n the surv�v�ng pollen. That �t was a 
useful t�nder mater�al would not have gone unrecog-
n�sed. A small quant�ty of heather �n flower dur�ng 
late summer and early autumn could produce a 
large amount of pollen that was read�ly released, for 
example dur�ng �ts collect�on as t�nder for �gn�t�ng 

the cremat�on pyre. Th�s may g�ve an �nd�cat�on of 
the t�me of year for the cremat�on w�th�n P�t 002.

Grasses are present w�th�n all three cremat�on p�ts 
but other herbaceous plants are low, all be�ng below 
4% TLP. Pollen der�ved from spores �s h�gh, espe-
c�ally �n P�t 022. F�l�cales and Polypodium pollen 
are well represented. The latter �s a fern reach�ng 
fa�r alt�tudes, grow�ng on peat banks, trees, drystone 
walls and on the tops of rocky outcrops and cl�ffs. 
Its spores r�pen �n the summer (Jermy & Camus 
1991). Dry fronds of th�s fern would also have made 
a su�table t�nder mater�al.

5.4.4 Conclus�on

The results of pollen analyses from three of the 
cremat�on p�ts have prov�ded an �ns�ght �nto the 
types of mater�al explo�ted for �gn�t�ng the pyres. 

It �s l�kely that the local env�ronment close to the 
cremat�on s�te prov�ded all the wood and t�nder to 
supply the cremat�ons. The pollen ev�dence strongly 
suggests that both ferns and heather formed the 
ma�n t�nder component �n at least two of the crema-
t�ons exam�ned. The pollen results are also �n accord 
w�th the charcoal record, show�ng that hazel was 
abundant �n the surround�ngs.

5.5 Magnetic susceptibility, by Lucy Verrill

5.5.1 Introduct�on

Magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty samples were taken along 
two axes at Sk�lmafilly, an X-ax�s and a Y-ax�s; the 
mater�al exam�ned compr�sed only the Y-ax�s (�llus 
2). D�stances along the axes are �n cent�metres (eg 
Y0100, Y1250). 

Magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty measures the level of 
magnet�c part�cles w�th�n a sed�ment body. Many of 
these part�cles are fixed �n archaeolog�cal so�ls and 
sed�ments through human act�v�ty. By compar�son 
w�th background measurements from non-anthro-
pogen�c sed�ments or so�ls away from the area 
of human act�v�ty, �t �s often poss�ble to �dent�fy 
phases or areas of concentrated human act�v�ty. 
Magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty measurements therefore 
a�d recogn�t�on and descr�pt�on of context types on 
archaeolog�cal s�tes (eg Peters et al 2004).

Two measurements of magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty 
were used: mass spec�fic magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty and 
frequency dependent suscept�b�l�ty. Mass spec�fic 
magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty (χ) g�ves a rough �nd�cat�on 
of magnet�c concentrat�on or enhancement w�th�n a 
g�ven sample (Peters et al 2004, 87–8) thus prov�d�ng 
a qu�ck, easy compar�son between samples. Percent-
age frequency dependent magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty 
(χfd %), �s used to detect the presence of super-
paramagnet�c (SP) gra�ns, wh�ch are common �n 
archaeolog�cal sed�ments (�b�d, 88), part�cularly 
those or�g�nat�ng from burn�ng and bacter�al act�v�ty 
(Dear�ng 1994, 42). The percentage contr�but�on of 
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SP gra�ns to the sample can be est�mated by the per-
centage value of frequency dependent suscept�b�l�ty 
(�b�d, 43). Dear�ng (1994, 43) has produced class�fi-
catory bands of χfd; �nterpret�ng low values (<2%) 
as conta�n�ng less than 10% SP part�cles, med�um 
values (2–10%) as conta�n�ng a m�xture of SP and 
larger gra�ns, and h�gh values (10–14%) as conta�n-
�ng v�rtually all SP gra�ns, probably >75%. An χfd 
value of 8% �s equ�valent to around 50% SP gra�ns. 
Values of χfd h�gher than 14% are usually �nter-
preted as erroneous measurements, contam�nated 
or weak samples or an�sotropy. 

5.5.2 Methodology

S�xty-s�x transect samples were subm�tted for 
analys�s. The samples were dr�ed and s�eved at 2mm 
(Peters et al 2004, 89). Magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty of 
10cm3 samples was measured at low frequency (LF; 
0.46kHz) and h�gh frequency (HF; 4.6kHz) us�ng a 
Bart�ngton MS2 dual frequency sensor on the 0.1 
mult�pl�er range (Dear�ng 1994). The read�ngs were 
corrected for �nstrumental dr�ft to g�ve corrected LF 
and HF values; κlf and κhf. Two equat�ons are used 
to obta�n χ and χfd% (Dear�ng 1999, 46-47):

Mass spec�fic (χ) magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty: χ = 
{(κlf/mass)/10}

Frequency dependent suscept�b�l�ty measurements: 
χfd% = {(κlf – κhf) / κlf} × 100

To ascerta�n whether pyres were bu�lt along the 
transect s�te, three samples from known cremat�on 
depos�ts were also analysed for χ and χfd% (pyre 
samples 022/5, 011/3 and 021/5). In add�t�on, sub-
samples of the Y-ax�s samples were subjected to 
�nc�nerat�on at var�ous temperatures: 100°C, 250°C, 
500°C and 750°C for one hour each. It was hoped 
that these controls would prov�de d�fferent magnet�c 
suscept�b�l�ty values w�th wh�ch to compare and 
contrast any transect values exh�b�t�ng magnet�c 
enhancement.

5.5.3 Results

Illus 18 shows mass spec�fic and frequency dependent 
suscept�b�l�t�es of the transect samples. It �s ev�dent 
that the major�ty of the samples show suscept�b�l-
�ty of between 0.1 and 0.25 × 10-6 m3 kg-1. These fall 
�nto the range of values commonly encountered for 
topso�l (Dear�ng 1994, 32). Four samples have s�g-
n�ficantly h�gher χ values: transect samples Y0475 
(1.74 × 10-6 m3 kg-1), Y0500 (1.19 × 10-6 m3 kg-1), 
Y0525 (1.17 × 10-6 m3 kg-1) and Y0600 (0.51 × 10-6 m3 
kg-1). These values are all w�th�n the range encoun-
tered for burned so�ls (�b�d). When exam�n�ng the χ 
values obta�ned by burn�ng one of the so�l samples 
at var�ous temperatures (�llus 19) s�m�lar results 
are seen, suggest�ng the transect samples w�th 
elevated suscept�b�l�t�es may have been subjected to 
burn�ng. By contrast, the cremat�on samples show 

Illus 18   Mass specific and frequency dependent magnetic susceptibility of transect samples
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Illus 19   Mass specific and frequency dependent magnetic susceptibility of cremation and experimental 
samples

Illus 20   Biplot of κfd % vs χ for all samples 
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much h�gher suscept�b�l�t�es than both the transect 
and the exper�mental samples (�llus 19). 

The transect samples conta�n a range of κfd% 
values (�llus 18), w�th most samples conta�n�ng 
med�um, and several conta�n�ng low, SP concentra-
t�ons. No samples conta�ned h�gh SP concentrat�ons. 
The percentage frequency-dependent suscept�-
b�l�t�es of the exper�mental and pyre samples 
are presented �n �llus 19. Wh�le some var�at�on 
�s ev�dent, �t can be seen from the exper�mental 
samples that χfd % values are pos�t�vely correlated 
w�th burn�ng temperature.

Illus 20 shows a b�plot of χfd% and χ for all 
samples, enabl�ng d�scr�m�nat�on between d�fferent 
sample types. Th�s method �s commonly used to 
d�scr�m�nate between gra�n-s�ze and doma�n-state 
(Dear�ng 1999, 61). 

5.5.4 Interpretat�on

Wh�le most have χfd values �nd�cat�ve of med�um 
SP content, as m�ght be expected �n archaeo-
log�cal contexts, only four of the transect samples 
(Y0475, Y0500, Y0525 and Y0600) show enhanced 
magnet�c concentrat�on (χ). Although the samples 
w�th h�gher χ values also conta�n h�gh χfd values, 
the relat�onsh�p �s not l�near or clear. The exper�-
mentally �gn�ted samples d�splay s�m�lar χ values 
to the transect samples and the χfd values appear 
to be related to burn�ng temperature. Th�s suggests 
that the transect samples cons�st of so�ls var�ously 
subjected to mod�ficat�on, �nclud�ng burn�ng. 

The cremat�on samples d�splay s�m�lar SP content 

to, but h�gher χ values than, the magnet�cally 
enhanced transect samples. Var�at�ons �n values of χ 
have been correlated to the amount of, for example, 
ash dumped �n archaeolog�cal contexts, w�th 
taphonomy also a cruc�al factor (Peters et al 2004, 
90–91). Therefore the cremat�on fills may cons�st of 
concentrated, re-depos�ted selected mater�al der�ved 
from the pyres, w�th the pyre mater�al compr�s�ng 
burnt so�l. 

As three of the four magnet�cally enhanced 
transect samples are adjacent, and the other 
0.75m away, �t m�ght be �nterpreted that th�s 
local�ty represents an area of former pyre act�v�ty, 
where efforts were made to clear away the 
resultant debr�s soon after the cremat�on process 
was completed. 

5.5.5 Conclus�on

Two d�fferent measurements of magnet�c suscept�-
b�l�ty were undertaken for s�xty-s�x samples from 
a so�l transect, and compared to results obta�ned 
from archaeolog�cal cremat�on depos�ts and from a 
ser�es of exper�mentally heated so�ls from one sub-
sample. The results �nd�cate that there �s ev�dence 
of adm�xture of heated so�ls along the transect, 
however th�s �s of a d�fferent nature to the cremat�on 
depos�ts. The cremat�on depos�ts probably cons�st 
of �ntent�onally re-depos�ted so�ls burnt along w�th 
the bod�es and fuel. There �s a poss�ble �nd�cat�on of 
small amounts of pyre depos�ts be�ng �ncorporated 
�nto the so�ls along the transect �n the �mmed�ate 
local�ty of the Y0500 samples. 
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Dat�ng samples were �dent�fied by M�ke Cressey 
(charcoal) and Kathleen McSweeney (human bone). 
Rad�ocarbon assays of human bone were carr�ed out 
at the Centre for Isotope Research, Un�vers�ty of 

Gron�ngen, and charcoal assays were carr�ed out at 
Poznań Rad�ocarbon Laboratory, Poland. Dates were 
cal�brated us�ng OxCal Vers�on 3.10 (Bronk Ramsey 
1995 and 2001, w�th atmospher�c data from Re�mer 

6 RADIOCARBON DATING

Table 6   Radiocarbon dates obtained from un-urned cremations  
cremated human bone (GrA) and charcoal (Poz). Calibrated using OxCal version 3.10.

Context Description Material Lab Code Uncal bp Calibrated 
1-sigma

Calibrated 
2-sigma

001/2 Pr�mary fill Cran�um GrA-24029 3455 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

002/1 Ma�n fill T�b�a GrA-24030 3450 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

004/5 Pr�mary fill ?Humerus GrA-24031 3445 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

004/4 Upper fill Betula sp. Poz-7688 3540 ± 30 1930–1780 bc 1960–1750 bc

004/4 Upper fill Betula sp. Poz-7689 3555 ± 30 1950–1820 bc 2020–1770 bc 

006/4 Pr�mary fill Femur GrA-24019 3460 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1680 bc

006/4 Pr�mary fill Corylus avellana Poz-7685 3330 ± 35 1670–1530 bc 1730–1510 bc 

006/4 Pr�mary fill Quercus sp. Poz-7686 3305 ± 35 1620–1525 bc 1690–1500 bc

010/3 Pr�mary fill Petrous temporal GrA-24020 3495 ± 40 1880–1760 bc 1930–1690 bc 

012/1 Upper fill Femur GrA-24021 3395 ± 45 1750–1630 bc 1880–1530 bc

017/1 Pr�mary fill ?Femur/humerus GrA-24024 3470 ± 40 1880–1740 bc 1890–1680 bc

020/2 Pr�mary fill ?Femur GrA-24025 3385 ± 40 1740–1620 bc 1770–1530 bc

022/1 Pr�mary fill ?Frontal bone GrA-24026 3415 ± 40 1770–1640 bc 1880–1610 bc 

025/1 Upper fill ?Femur GrA-24027 3560 ± 45 1980–1780 bc 2030–1760 bc

025/2 Pr�mary fill Quercus sp. Poz-7683 3410 ± 35 1750–1640 bc 1880–1610 bc

025/2 Pr�mary fill Quercus sp. Poz-7684 3455 ± 35 1880–1690 bc 1880–1680 bc

026/2 M�ddle fill Scapula GrA-24039 3485 ± 40 1880–1750 bc 1920–1690 bc

027/1 S�ngle fill ?Femur GrA-24040 3545 ± 40 1950–1770 bc 2010–1750 bc 

029/2 Pr�mary fill ?Femur GrA-24041 3510 ± 45 1900–1760 bc 1950–1690 bc 

029/1 Upper fill Quercus sp. Poz-7692 3520 ± 35 1900–1770 bc 1940–1740 bc

029/1 Upper fill Quercus sp. Poz-7694 3505 ± 30 1890–1770 bc 1910–1740 bc

031/2 S�ngle fill ?Humerus GrA-24043 3430 ± 40 1870–1680 bc 1880–1630 bc

033/1 Ma�n fill ?Humerus GrA-24045 3455 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

033/1 Ma�n fill Quercus sp. Poz-7695 3430 ± 35 1870–1680 bc 1880–1630 bc

033/1 Ma�n fill Quercus sp. Poz-7696 3395 ± 35 1740–1630 bc 1870–1600 bc 

035/3 M�ddle fill ?Humerus GrA-24046 3485 ± 40 1880–1750 bc 1920–1690 bc

038/3 Pr�mary fill Quercus sp. Poz-7704 3495 ± 35 1880–1760 bc 1920–1690 bc

038/3 Pr�mary fill Quercus sp. Poz-7705 3590 ± 35 2010–1890 bc 2040–1820 bc 

039/1 Upper fill ?T�b�a GrA-24047 3380 ± 45 1740–1620 bc 1870–1520 bc 

039/1 Upper fill Quercus sp. Poz-7676 3415 ± 35 1760–1640 bc 1880–1620 bc 

039/1 Upper fill Quercus sp. Poz-7677 3695 ± 35 2140–2030 bc 2200–1970 bc

042/1 Upper fill Femur GrA-24034 3365 ± 40 1740–1610 bc 1750–1530 bc

043/2 Pr�mary fill ?Humerus GrA-24035 3390 ± 40 1740–1630 bc 1870–1530 bc 
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et al 2004). S�ngle samples of bone were dated from 
each context wh�le pa�rs of samples of charcoal were 
dated from each context.

In total, 57 rad�ocarbon dates have been obta�ned. 
Th�rty-three dates, n�neteen of these from cremated 
bone and fourteen from charcoal, were obta�ned 
from the un-urned cremat�ons (Table 6). E�ghteen 
dates, ten of these from cremated bone and e�ght 
from charcoal, were obta�ned from the urned cre-
mat�ons (Table 7). S�x charcoal dates were obta�ned 
from P�t 036 (Table 8). The dates are presented �n 
date order, and the cremated bone and charcoal 
dates are comb�ned on the same �llustrat�on (�llus 
21). In 2003 (Sher�dan 2003) there were just 13 
dates from Scott�sh Collared Urns and 13 from 
Cordoned Urns and so the Sk�lmafilly dat�ng 
programme �s a s�gn�ficant boost to th�s part�cular 
rad�ocarbon corpus.

W�th the except�on of Poz-7677 and Poz-7706, the 
dates range from 2040 bc to 1500 bc. Th�s supports 
an Early Bronze Age date for the cemetery. The two 
earl�est dates, Poz-7677 (2200–1970 bc; context 039) 
and Poz-7706 (2870–2490 bc; context 044) are both 
from charcoal and as such may relate to old wood, 
although Poz-7677 does overlap w�th the rest of the 
dates and corresponds to the earl�est date obta�ned 
for Collared Urns �n Scotland, from Grandtully, 

dated to 2130–1740 bc (GrA-21743; Sher�dan 2003, 
207).

The Sk�lmafilly dates are largely stat�st�cally �nd�s-
t�ngu�shable, so �t �s not poss�ble eas�ly to �dent�fy any 
earl�er or later bur�als or a sequence of bur�al apart 
from between the very earl�est dates (eg Poz-7706, 
Poz-7677, Poz-7705) and the very latest dates (eg 
Poz-7685, Poz-7686). However, these dates are from 
charcoal samples and may be cons�dered to be more 
suscept�ble to error than the human bone dates. The 
human bone dates, when cons�dered �n �solat�on, are 
not stat�st�cally d�st�ngu�shable between the oldest 
and youngest dates. No attempt has been made to 
t�ghten the �nd�v�dual dates as there was no a priori 
�nformat�on (eg layout of cemetery, order�ng w�th�n 
bur�als) upon wh�ch to base a Bayes�an analys�s of 
the dates (Buck et al 1996).

The dates obta�ned for P�t 036 (Table 8; �llus 22) 
�nd�cate a date range of 4510–3970 bc and appear to 
t�e �n w�th the p�t’s �nternal strat�ficat�on; the oldest 
dates are from a context lower �n the p�t, the youngest 
dates from an upper fill. Th�s range �nd�cates a 
terminus post quem �n the Late Mesol�th�c, poss�bly 
just stretch�ng �nto the Early Neol�th�c. It rema�ns 
poss�ble that the p�t was filled later than the Late 
Mesol�th�c and that earl�er mater�al has s�mply 
been �ncorporated �nto �ts fill.

Table 7   Radiocarbon dates obtained from urned cremations cremated human bone (GrA) and charcoal 
(Poz). All samples recovered from within the urns. Calibrated using OxCal version 3.10.

Context Material Lab Code Uncal bp Calibrated 1-sigma Calibrated 2-sigma

003/1 Long bone shaft GrA-26519 3400 ± 40 1750–1630 bc 1880–1530 bc 

005/1 ?T�b�a GrA-26520 3375 ± 40 1740–1620 bc 1760–1530 bc

007/4 Humerus GrA-26521 3390 ± 40 1740–1630 bc 1870–1530 bc 

013/3 ?Ulna GrA-26523 3320 ± 40 1660–1520 bc 1690–1500 bc

021/4 ?Humerus GrA-26524 3455 ± 40 1880–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

021/4 Quercus sp. Poz-7690 3505 ± 30 1890–1770 bc 1910–1740 bc

021/4 Quercus sp. Poz-7691 3540 ± 35 1940–1770 bc 1970–1750 bc

024/5 Femur GrA-26525 3360 ± 40 1740–1600 bc 1750–1530 bc

030/2 ?T�b�a GrA-26528 3490 ± 40 1880–1750 bc 1920–1690 bc 

034/3 Humerus GrA-26529 3490 ± 40 1880–1750 bc 1920–1690 bc 

034/3 Quercus sp. Poz-7679 3465 ± 35 1880–1730 bc 1890–1690 bc

034/3 Quercus sp. Poz-7680 3515 ± 35 1900–1770 bc 1940–1740 bc

040/3 Femur GrA-26530 3480 ± 40 1880–1740 bc 1900–1690 bc

040/3 Quercus sp. Poz-7681 3445 ± 35 1870–1690 bc 1890–1660 bc

040/3 Quercus sp. Poz-7682 3480 ± 35 1880–1740 bc 1900–1690 bc 

044/6 F�bula GrA-26531 3470 ± 40 1880–1740 bc 1890–1680 bc

044/6 Quercus sp. Poz-7706 4090 ± 35 2850–2570 bc 2870–2490 bc 

044/6 Quercus sp. Poz-7708 3505 ± 35 1890–1770 bc 1930–1740 bc
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Table 8   Radiocarbon dates obtained from charcoal, Pit 036. Calibrated using OxCal version 3.10.

Context Material Description Lab Code Uncal bp Calibrated 
1-sigma

Calibrated 
2-sigma

036/1 Corylus avellana Lower fill Poz-7698 5300 ± 40 4230–4040 bc 4260–3990 bc

036/1 Corylus avellana Lower fill Poz-7699 5260 ± 40 4230–3990 bc 4230–3970 bc 

036/2 Quercus sp. Lower fill Poz-7700 5510 ± 40 4450–4320 bc 4460–4260 bc 

036/2 Quercus sp. Lower fill Poz-7701 5380 ± 40 4330–4170 bc 4340–4050 bc 

036/8 Betula Upper fill Poz-7702 5600 ± 40 4460–4365 bc 4510–4350 bc

036/8 Quercus sp. Upper fill Poz-7703 5500 ± 40 4450–4270 bc 4450–4260 bc 

Illus 22   Radiocarbon determinations for Pit 036
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Table 9 prov�des a summary of the cremat�ons found 
at Sk�lmafilly, deta�l�ng the dates, artefactual asso-
c�at�ons and anthropolog�cal character�st�cs of each.

7.1 The people

Of the 41 p�ts excavated at Sk�lmafilly, 29 conta�ned 
cremated bone. The rema�ns or�g�nated from n�ne 
urned cremat�ons, n�neteen un-urned cremat�ons, 
one depos�t cons�st�ng of both an urned and an un-
urned cremat�on; and there were two s�ngle human 
bones that were presumably acc�dental depos�ts. 
Most of the cremat�on bur�als were of s�ngle �nd�-
v�duals �n p�ts. A m�n�mum of th�rty-five �nd�v�duals 
were present, w�th a poss�ble further seven whose 
presence could only be confirmed from one or more 
dupl�cated bones. It �s l�kely, therefore, that up to 
42 �nd�v�duals were represented by the cremated 
bone assemblage. There were five certa�n mult�ple 
bur�als (003, 004, 007, 043 and 044), three of wh�ch 
were assoc�ated w�th an urn.

A range of ages and sexes was represented, w�th 
13 sub-adults and 22 adults. Of the sub-adults 
whose age could be determ�ned, one was a foetus, 
e�ght were ch�ldren (5–12 years old), and three were 
adolescents (12–17 years old). Of the adults whose 
age could be determ�ned, two were young adults 
(17–35 years old), three were m�ddle-aged (35–45 
years old), and one was elderly (over 45 years old). 
Of those adolescents and adults whose sex could be 
determ�ned, there were two poss�ble females, one 

defin�te female, four poss�ble males and n�ne defin�te 
males. The h�gh number of males �s l�kely to be a 
factor of ease of �dent�ficat�on w�th�n the cremated 
bone assemblage.

The mult�ple bur�als �nclude two ch�ldren and 
an adult (003), a ch�ld and two adults (male and 
female) (004), a female adult and a foetus (007), two 
adults (one male) (043), and a male adolescent and 
male adult (044). The poss�ble bur�al of a mother 
and her foetus (Urn 007) �s paralleled �n the �solated 
find at F�ndhorn (Shepherd & Shepherd 2001) of a 
Cordoned Urn conta�n�ng the cremated rema�ns of 
an adult female (aged between 18 and 25 years) and 
an �nfant e�ther �n the th�rd tr�mester of pregnancy 
or newborn. That urn also conta�ned the largest 
depos�t of fa�ence beads known �n Br�ta�n, unl�ke 
Urn 007 at Sk�lmafilly, wh�ch conta�ned no grave 
goods. 

Mult�ple cremat�ons are not unknown �n Scotland 
and Petersen et al (1974) l�sted those 98 known 
at the t�me of wr�t�ng. A number of the double 
bur�als recorded at that t�me conta�ned an adult 
female and a young ch�ld/�nfant, �nd�cat�ng that 
there �s perhaps a sl�ght b�as towards mothers and 
ch�ldren be�ng bur�ed together, although of course �t 
rema�ns poss�ble that such a fam�l�al bond �s merely 
assumed due to the age and sex of the rema�ns and 
that DNA test�ng may �nd�cate no such relat�on-
sh�p. Other mult�ple bur�als must represent other 
types of e�ther blood or soc�al relat�onsh�p, due to 
the sex and relat�ve ages of those bur�ed. There �s no 
ev�dence at Sk�lmafilly to suggest that bones were 

7 DISCUSSION

Table 9   Summary of contents of cremation pits

Pit Cal. date range 
at 2-sigma

Burial 
Type

No. 
Indiv

Age Sex Vessel 
type

Charcoal Other finds

001 1890–1660 bc~ un-urned 1 adult ? B�rch 11.8g 
Hazel 32g
Oak 4g

002 1890–1660 bc~ un-urned 1 adult M Oak 2.4g

003 1880–1530 bc~ urned 3? 5–7, c 12 + 
adult ?

? Collared Oak 8.25g

004 1890–1660 bc~
2020–1750 bc#

un-urned 3 9, adult, 
adult

M + ?F + ? B�rch 35.05g
Hazel 0.65g
Oak 50.59g

4 burnt fl�nts
Golden Eagle talons
1 burnt perforated 
bone object
1 burnt bone p�n

005 1760–1530 bc~ urned 1 adult ? Collared Oak 22.7g

006 1890–1680 bc~
1730–1500 bc#

un-urned 1+ older adult ?M B�rch 14.3g
Hazel 1.1g
Oak 63.7g
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Pit Cal. date range 
at 2-sigma

Burial 
Type

No. 
Indiv

Age Sex Vessel 
type

Charcoal Other finds

007 1870–1530 bc~ urned 2 adult +
foetus

?F + Collared B�rch 8.5g
Oak 101.5g

009 1 bone B�rch 11.95g
Hazel 0.4g Oak 
23.8g

010 1930–1690 bc~ un-urned 1 adult ? Oak 32.6g

012 1880–1530 bc~ un-urned 1 c 10 Oak 27.7g 4 burnt antler 
toggles

013 1690–1500 bc~ urned 1 older adult M Cordoned B�rch 1.3
Hazel 2.6g
Oak 19.15g

Worked bone 
fragment

017 1890–1680 bc~ un-urned 1 12–13 Oak 2.7g

019 Oak 5.8g 3 burnt fl�nts
1 unburnt quartz

020 1770–1530 bc~ un-urned 1 ? ? B�rch 8.1g
Hazel 0.7g Oak 
15.5g

1 unburnt fl�nt

021 1890–1660 bc~
1970–1740 bc#

urned 1+? 12 + ? Collared Oak 21.05g

022 1880–1610 bc~ un-urned 1 young adult M Oak 5.6g

024 1750–1530 bc~ urned 1+? m�d-adult M Collared B�rch 6.4g
Oak 33.1g

Small vessel
Perforated stone 
d�sc

025 2030–1760 bc~
1880–1610 bc#

un-urned 1+? adult ? B�rch 4.7g
Oak 70g

026 1920–1690 bc~ un-urned 1 14–16 ? B�rch 0.05g 
Oak 18g

027 2010–1750 bc~ un-urned 1 ? ? B�rch 22.5g
Hazel 0.4g

1 burnt fl�nt

029 1950–1690 bc~
1940–1740 bc#

un-urned 1 adult M Hazel 3.4g Oak 
1.4g

030 1920–1690 bc~ urned 1 adult F Cordoned Oak 0.15g

031 1880–1630 bc~ un-urned 1 sub-adult ? Oak 1.9g

033 1890–1660 bc~
1880–1600 bc#

un-urned 1 ? 1 burnt fl�nt

034 1920–1690 bc~
1940–1690 bc#

urned 1 elderly 
adult

M? Collared B�rch 22.2g
Oak 26.7g
Alder 0.6g

Fl�nt fol�ate kn�fe

035 1920–1690 bc~ un-urned 1+? 10–12 +5? Oak 12.5g 1 burnt fl�nt
1 unburnt quartz

036 1 bone Collared B�rch 8.2g
Hazel 0.6g Oak 
17g

038 2040–1690 bc# Oak 4.9g

039 1870–1520 bc~
2200–1620 bc#

un-urned 1 16–20 ? Hazel 0.05g
Oak 2.3g

4 burnt fl�nts

040 1900–1690 bc~
1900–1690 bc#

urned 1+1? 2 adults M + ? Collared Oak 2g

042 1750–1530 bc~ un-urned 1 adult M Oak 1.8g

043 1870–1530 bc~ un-urned 2 2 adults M + ? B�rch 0.1g
Oak 1.4g

044 1890–1680 bc~
2870–1740 bc#

un-urned 
+ urned

2 12–16; 
26–27

M?, M? Collared Oak 5.2g

~ human bone date   # charcoal date

Table 9 (cont.)   Summary of contents of cremation pits
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be�ng curated and that the two or more �nd�v�du-
als present �n a bur�al d�d not d�e at the same t�me, 
although there �s some ev�dence for th�s at other 
s�tes (eg Tyn�ngs Farm, Somerset; Taylor 1951).

7.2 Cremation rite

The ev�dence obta�ned from the palaeoenv�ronmen-
tal analyses, the cremated bone analys�s and the 
nature of the depos�ts fill�ng the p�ts can be collated 
to prov�de an �nd�cat�on of the cremat�on and bur�al 
r�tes. 

The cond�t�on of the cremated human bone 
suggested that the cremat�on techn�que was well 
understood and that h�gh and even temperatures 
were ach�eved. It would appear that the bod�es 
were fresh when placed on the pyre, as �nd�cated 
by curved lateral spl�nter�ng present on most l�mb 
bones, and �n some cases by h�gh degrees of d�stor-
t�on. Such observat�ons support the theory that 
corpses were not curated for any length of t�me but 
were cremated w�th�n a short t�me after death.

Greater quant�t�es of charcoal, �n better cond�t�on, 
were recovered from the urns rather than the p�ts. 
The charcoal assemblage from the cremat�on p�ts �s 
dom�nated almost exclus�vely by oak, most of wh�ch 
appears to have der�ved from mature wood. So�l 
pollen obta�ned from the urns �ncluded heather and 
fern pollen (probably bracken). Both plants w�ll burn 
well �f dry and �t �s h�ghly l�kely that these plants, 
along w�th grass, were selected for t�nder. The pollen 
strongly suggests that both ferns and heather formed 
the ma�n component of the t�nder �n at least two of 
the cremat�ons exam�ned. It �s l�kely that the local 
env�ronment close to the cremat�on s�te prov�ded all 
the wood and t�nder to supply the cremat�ons.

The presence of carbon�sed seeds/nutlets w�th�n 
the cremat�ons suggests that e�ther the cremat�on 
pyres were placed on grassland where the seeds 
were burnt �n s�tu, or dr�ed grass was used for 
k�ndl�ng. There �s no ev�dence to suggest that any 
of the archaeobotan�cal rema�ns were the result 
of del�berate r�tual depos�ts, the mater�al present 
be�ng der�ved from natural accumulat�on. 

The magnet�c suscept�b�l�ty results �nd�cate that 
there �s ev�dence of d�rect heat�ng of so�ls on the 
s�te, but that th�s �s of a d�fferent nature from the 
cremat�on depos�ts. There �s no �nd�cat�on of pyre 
depos�ts be�ng �ncorporated �nto the so�ls along the 
transect, or of pyres be�ng constructed d�rectly on 
the transect s�te. Th�s t�es �n w�th the presence of 
small quant�t�es of charred fungal sclerot�a. These 
are usually present �n so�l or turfs and the presence 
of such mater�al suggests that the cremat�on p�ts 
conta�ned burnt so�l. 

7.3 Treatment of the cremated bone

Many of the p�ts clearly showed that the cremat�on 
fills, �nclud�ng d�agnost�c and large p�eces of bone, 

had been separated from other pyre depos�ts. In 
the un-urned p�ts, the cremated bone depos�t was 
usually found to be very pure, often w�thout a so�l 
matr�x and w�th vo�ds present. In some cases, as 
d�scussed above, �t can be argued that other pyre 
rema�ns, �nclud�ng ash and charcoal depos�ts, were 
also selected, separated and placed w�th�n the 
p�t. The clear d�st�nct�ons between the contexts 
fill�ng the p�ts �nd�cates �t �s conce�vable that the 
cremat�on depos�ts had been held w�th�n an organ�c 
conta�ner, poss�bly a cloth or a bag, of wh�ch no trace 
now surv�ves. Only one p�t (006) showed enough 
ev�dence for a more substant�al organ�c conta�ner, 
poss�bly a basket. 

It has been suggested at a number of excavated 
cremat�on s�tes (eg K�rkton, F�fe, MacGregor 1998, 
70; F�ndhorn, Moray, Shepherd & Shepherd 2001; 
Glennan, Argyll & Bute, MacGregor 2003) that the 
cremated bone found had been carefully collected or 
p�cked over and that the lack of any obv�ous pyre 
mater�al �n these depos�ts �nd�cated that �t may 
have been washed pr�or to depos�t�on. At K�rkton, �n 
the case of one of the p�ts, the cremated rema�ns had 
perhaps been held �n an organ�c conta�ner. A more 
extreme example of the sort�ng of bones �s suggested 
by the urn found at Howford Farm (Shepherd 1987), 
where �t was noted that the cremat�on depos�t was 
carefully organ�sed, w�th skull bones placed �ns�de 
first, followed by other larger bone fragments, and 
finally charcoal p�eces; the p�t had also been packed 
w�th pyre debr�s. Another example at North Stra�ton 
(Bur�al 110; Stronach et al 2006) also suggests some 
select�on dur�ng the process of gather�ng the bones 
and plac�ng them �n the conta�ner, w�th larger p�eces 
collected first. The separat�on of bone can be argued 
for at Sk�lmafilly too, though there �s no reason to 
assume wash�ng of the bones was necessary for 
the�r collect�on. 

There �s often not as much cremated bone present 
as would be ant�c�pated from the �nc�nerat�on of an 
ent�re body. There may be several reasons for th�s. 
Plough truncat�on may have removed part of the 
cremat�on, though th�s �s unl�kely �n those cases 
where the upper fill of re-depos�ted subso�l was st�ll 
�n place above the cremat�on depos�t. Alternat�vely, 
there was some degree of select�on �nvolved, w�th 
bones collected from the pyre as a token rather than 
the met�culous collect�on of every bone, poss�bly 
even that some of the smaller cremat�ons were 
only �ntended as token depos�ts. Although many 
of the cremat�on depos�ts were smaller than would 
be expected from a full cremat�on, many �ncluded 
small hand and foot bones, and tooth roots were 
also present, often �n large numbers, �nd�cat�ng 
that the rema�ns may have been carefully collected 
before be�ng placed �n the urn or p�t. There was also 
a h�gher average bone we�ght for the urned crema-
t�ons, suggest�ng the urns afforded some protect�on 
from plough damage and other deleter�ous effects.

In some �nstances there was ev�dence for a second 
�nd�v�dual �n some cremat�on depos�ts, wh�ch was 
represented by only one or two bones. If the pyre 
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s�te was re-used, the extra and/or stray bone 
fragments found �n some of the depos�ts could be 
due to adm�xture dur�ng subsequent collect�ons of 
cremated bone. It �s also poss�ble that these add�-
t�onal bones acted as a token or were he�rloom rel�cs 
prev�ously c�rculated amongst the commun�ty or 
recovered from earl�er bur�als (Brück 2004). So-
called ‘token’ cremat�ons are known from other s�tes 
�n the Bronze Age (eg Horsbrugh, Petersen et al 
1974; Kn�ghton Heath, Petersen 1981).

The ser�es of depos�ts conta�ned w�th�n a bell-
shaped feature, P�t 038, seemed to �nd�cate that 
a bag of charcoal had been depos�ted �n the p�t, 
w�thout any cremated bone. The lack of bone �n th�s 
p�t �s unusual, as the nature of the depos�ts would 
suggest that pyre mater�al, or some other burnt 
�tem, was carefully selected and placed �n an organ�c 
bag before be�ng bur�ed. Perhaps th�s feature sym-
bol�cally represented the �nterment of a cremat�on 
of a person whose actual body was unava�lable, for 
example the person had drowned at sea. Th�s feature 
also conta�ned a burnt fl�nt object, wh�ch perhaps 
symbol�cally represented the person �n the absence 
of a body.

7.4 Pyre and grave-goods

There �s a d�st�nct�on to be made �n the case of 
cremat�on bur�als between pyre goods and grave-
goods (McK�nley 1994b). Pyre goods are �tems 
wh�ch were added to the pyre w�th the deceased 
and thus were burnt or destroyed. Some pyre 
goods may surv�ve the process, such as stone and 
fl�nt; others w�ll not surv�ve, such as wood, text�les 
and foodstuffs. McK�nley po�nts out (�b�d, 133) 
that even when pyre goods surv�ve, they may not 
appear �n the bur�al; not all pyre debr�s �s automat�-
cally �ncluded. It has been noted that there may 
be a certa�n degree of select�on of cremated bone; 
small objects may be lost w�th�n the ashes or not 
selected for further treatment. Grave-goods are 
unburnt and added only at the t�me of bur�al. The 
r�tual d�st�nct�on between these two types of goods 
must have reflected d�fferent r�tual pract�ces. It �s 
trad�t�onal to see grave goods as a s�gnal for the 
soc�al status of the deceased person, w�th �tems of 
a perce�ved �ntr�ns�c value (such as gold) suggest�ng 
h�gh status, or other goods referr�ng to the person’s 
gender or age. However, more recently �t has been 
argued that grave goods may not have belonged to 
the deceased at all and �nstead may have been g�fts 
from the mourners, wh�ch could reflect the �nter-
personal relat�onsh�ps between the l�v�ng and dead 
or the �mpact the death had on the commun�ty, or 
were objects used �n the mortuary r�te to perform 
spec�fic r�tual funct�ons, and therefore may bear no 
relat�on to the deceased’s soc�al status or �dent�ty 
(Brück 2004).

At Sk�lmafilly, the major�ty of objects found w�th 
the cremat�ons are pyre goods. Of course, there may 
have been other grave-goods cons�st�ng of organ�c 

mater�als wh�ch have not surv�ved. Pyre goods 
�ncluded bone p�ns and toggles, wh�ch may have 
been worn by the deceased as shroud p�ns or other 
garment fasteners. Burnt fl�nts were found, wh�ch 
are noted as be�ng severely burnt and v�tr�fied, sug-
gest�ng that they were del�berately �ncluded on the 
pyre. The Golden Eagle talons were also burnt, sug-
gest�ng that they were �ncluded �n the pyre w�th the 
�nd�v�dual, perhaps as a necklace. 

The add�t�on of an�mal rema�ns w�th cremat�ons 
�s well attested dur�ng th�s per�od. Eagle talons, 
however, are more unusual. Sea Eagle talons 
were found �n the tomb at Isb�ster on Orkney, as a 
secondary depos�t to the or�g�nal use of the tomb, 
and the talons were dated to 2450–2050 cal bc 
(Br�t�sh Archaeology 2006). Th�s �s sl�ghtly earl�er 
than the Sk�lmafilly cemetery, but �nd�cates the 
poss�ble longev�ty of a trad�t�on of assoc�at�ng eagle 
rema�ns w�th human bur�als. The cremated rema�ns 
of part of an �mmature sheep/goat were �ncluded 
�n the urned cremat�on bur�al at Glennan, Argyll 
and Bute (MacGregor 2003) and MacGregor notes 
that �t �s not uncommon for Bronze Age bur�als to 
be accompan�ed by butchered port�ons of domest�c 
an�mals, part�cularly goat/sheep w�th crema-
t�ons and p�g w�th �nhumat�ons. Other Bronze Age 
examples �nclude sheep/goat w�th�n cremat�ons at 
Cloburn Quarry, Lanarksh�re (Lelong & Pollard 
1998) dated to 1910–1620 bc; sheep bones w�th a 
cremat�on at Horsbrugh Castle Farm, Peeblessh�re 
(Denston 1974); and apparent p�g jo�nts accompa-
ny�ng �nhumat�ons at Upperm�ll, Aberdeensh�re 
(Harman 1977), Gra�nfoot, East Loth�an (Dalland 
1991), Aberdour Road, F�fe (Close-Brooks et al 1972) 
and Ga�rneybank, Perth & K�nross (Cow�e & R�tch�e 
1991). Other more unusual an�mals �nclude sea 
urch�n sp�nes along w�th p�g bones and a fl�nt kn�fe 
w�th�n an �nhumat�on at Mu�rh�ll, Perth and K�nross 
(Stewart & Barclay 1997), and the cremated foreleg 
of red deer �n two cremat�on depos�ts at Sketewan, 
Perth & K�nross (Mercer & M�dgley 1997). At th�s 
latter s�te two trout vertebrae were found w�th�n 
the cremated rema�ns of a ch�ld but �t �s unclear �f 
they were a del�berate depos�t. 

MacGregor suggests that the presence of these 
an�mals could relate to feast�ng, part�cularly where 
only jo�nts or parts of an�mals are �ncluded �n the 
bur�al, an�mal sacr�fices, or use �n other ceremon�es/
r�tuals assoc�ated w�th the mortuary r�tes, and that 
certa�n an�mals were assoc�ated more strongly w�th 
d�fferent bur�al r�tes, and he sees the �nclus�on of 
domest�c an�mals as be�ng related to the dom�nance 
of an agro-pastoral economy. 

The grave-goods �nclude the pottery conta�ners 
themselves wh�ch, although �t �s not clear why some 
bur�als warranted a vessel and others d�d not, must 
have formed an �mportant part of the bur�al r�tual. 
The grave goods also �nclude the fol�ate kn�fe from 
P�t 034, wh�ch must have been added to the urn w�th 
the �nd�v�dual after cremat�on had taken place. Other 
unburnt fl�nt and quartz p�eces were recovered from 
P�ts 019, 020 and 035. Some of the unburnt l�th�cs 
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found �n the p�ts, �nclud�ng the quartz, may have 
been acc�dentally �ncorporated dur�ng back-fill�ng. 
The major�ty of the fl�nt and quartz p�eces found 
were déb�tage (see Ball�n above). Of the three fl�nt 
tools, two were unburnt and one was burnt. 

It �s qu�te l�kely that such an elaborate and elegant 
p�ece as the fol�ate kn�fe was produced spec�fically 
for depos�t�on �n P�t 034. Fol�ate kn�ves are qu�te 
rare, but the few known spec�mens are from bur�al 
contexts. It �s thought that the best plano-convex 
kn�ves, a related type, may have been manufac-
tured for �mmed�ate depos�t�on �n bur�als rather 
than for domest�c use (F�nlayson 1997, 311), as they 
usually show no or l�ttle use-wear. As argued above, 
fol�ate kn�ves are assoc�ated w�th Collared Urns, 
and at Grandtully �n Perthsh�re a fol�ate kn�fe was 
retr�eved from a cremat�on cemetery along w�th 
Collared Urns and barbed-and-tanged arrowheads 
of the K�lmarnock type. 

It �s not clear whether the stone bead from P�t 024 
was burnt or not. It �s l�kely to have been a personal 
ornament, worn by the �nd�v�dual bur�ed �n th�s p�t.

There were s�x burnt bone/antler ornaments 
from just three bur�al contexts. Two of these were 
�n the same cremat�on p�t, 004. A burnt bone p�n 
was assoc�ated w�th an adult cremat�on, wh�le a 
n�ne-year-old ch�ld �n a re-cut of the same p�t was 
accompan�ed by a bone toggle/pendant or short p�n. 
Another burnt p�n was found �ns�de Urn 013 w�th 
an older adult. The presence of p�ns could suggest a 
s�mple shroud be�ng used to clothe the deceased as 
they were put on the pyre. Bone p�ns of th�s form are 
only broadly datable but they are generally, but not 
exclus�vely, found �n assoc�at�on w�th Collared Urns. 
At Sk�lmafilly, however, Urn 013 has been �dent�fied 
as a Cordoned Urn, conta�n�ng as �t does a burnt 
bone p�n fragment.

An un-urned p�t bur�al (012) of a ten-year-old 
ch�ld was accompan�ed by four burnt antler objects, 
two of wh�ch have been �dent�fied as toggles. Th�s 
�s an unusual find, and may �nd�cate that a more 
elaborate garment w�th mult�ple fasten�ngs was 
worn by the deceased. Ornamental objects made 
from antler are rare �n Scott�sh bur�al contexts and 
no further antler toggles are known.

None of the bone or antler artefacts were 
complete. They were all burnt, suggest�ng that they 
went through the pyre and only part�ally surv�ved 
the process. The lack of s�m�lar finds from the 
other cremat�ons could mean that only some of the 
deceased were wrapped �n garments wh�ch requ�red 
a fasten�ng dev�ce. It could also mean, however, 
that other objects d�d not surv�ve the pyre, or even 
that they were not collected dur�ng the gather�ng 
of mater�al from the pyre, e�ther because they were 
not seen or because �t was not cons�dered �mportant 
to collect them. We know that not all of the crema-
t�ons were extens�ve enough to represent a whole 
body and so th�s select�ve collect�on pol�cy may have 
extended to pyre goods too.

The cremat�ons �n P�t 004 are also un�que �n that 
they conta�ned two Golden Eagle talons, spec�fically 

assoc�ated w�th the ch�ld. Furthermore, four burnt 
fl�nts were found too, mean�ng th�s bur�al of a young 
person had the w�dest var�ety and largest quant�ty 
of objects assoc�ated w�th �t, as well as be�ng one of 
the few mult�ple cremat�ons.

It �s tempt�ng to �nterpret th�s group as be�ng 
people of some cons�derable �mportance, perhaps 
even a fam�ly group: parents and ch�ld. Perhaps the 
nature of the�r deaths contr�buted to the�r spec�al 
treatment, espec�ally �f the ch�ld, be�ng �nterred �n 
the re-cut, d�ed shortly after �ts parents, perhaps 
as a result of some acc�dent or �llness wh�ch befell 
them all. Another poss�b�l�ty �s that the group were 
of a lead�ng fam�ly, perhaps one of them even be�ng 
the ch�efta�n.

The presence of other grave or pyre goods may be 
�nd�cated by sta�ns on some of the bones. Sta�n�ng of 
the bone w�th a green/blue d�scolourat�on was noted 
�n contexts 003 and 040. Th�s type of sta�n�ng may 
be related to contact w�th copper alloy (McK�nley 
1994b, 133).

The range of goods present, and the presence of 
both pyre and grave-goods, �nd�cates that a degree 
of cho�ce ex�sted as to how bur�al goods were treated 
and depos�ted.

7.5 Marking the grave

The presence of grave markers of some form �s 
perhaps l�kely g�ven that �n the 41 p�ts there �s 
l�ttle ev�dence for re-cutt�ng or d�sturbance. There 
must have been some way of locat�ng the p�ts �n 
order to avo�d d�sturb�ng them, as they are t�ghtly 
clustered: �t �s h�ghly unl�kely that they were all dug 
at the same t�me. A small p�t or stake hole (008) �s 
�nterpreted as a poss�ble grave marker: th�s may 
have served to ensure that the p�t could be found 
later, poss�bly for a secondary cremat�on, or may 
have helped to mark the locat�on of the cemetery. 
A poss�ble wooden grave marker was also recorded 
at the s�te of K�rkton, F�fe �n a grave located bes�de 
cremat�on p�ts (MacGregor 1998). Alternat�vely, 
there may have been small mounds or stones set on 
the ground surface overly�ng the p�ts wh�ch have 
s�nce been ploughed away.

7.6 Dating

It �s generally accepted that Collared Urns were 
made earl�er than Cordoned Urns. The former type 
�s env�saged to appear around 2000 bc, wh�le the 
latter appears c 2050–1700 bc (Sher�dan 2003, 203). 
Needham’s synthes�s of the dat�ng ev�dence for 
the Br�t�sh Bronze Age (Needham 1996) presented 
a general scheme, �n wh�ch he suggested that 
the per�od 2050–1700 bc saw a major change �n 
funerary r�tes, w�th the �ntroduct�on of urned cre-
mat�ons. Collared Urns of Burgess’ (1986) Early 
and M�ddle type appear at th�s t�me, and Cordoned 
Urns are descr�bed as runn�ng ‘broadly parallel’ 
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(Needham 1996, 131), beg�nn�ng a l�ttle before 1900 
bc. Both types cont�nued �n use unt�l about 1500 bc. 
The p�cture �n Scotland �s l�ttle d�fferent. Pr�or to 
the dat�ng programme of the Sk�lmafilly cremat�on 
cemetery, there were only a l�m�ted number of dates 
assoc�ated w�th Collared Urns and Cordoned Urns 
�n Scotland, obta�ned pr�nc�pally through the NMS 
Dating Cremated Bones Project (Sher�dan 2003); 
th�s project took the total to 13 dates for Collared 
Urns and 13 dates for Cordoned Urns. For Scott�sh 
Collared Urns, the known dates were �n the range 
2130–1510 bc (Sher�dan 2003, 206), wh�le for 
Scott�sh Cordoned Urns the range was 1940–1410 
bc (�b�d, 207).

F�fty-seven rad�ocarbon assays were obta�ned for 
Sk�lmafilly, wh�ch clustered between 2040 bc and 
1500 bc, mak�ng Sk�lmafilly the most comprehen-
s�vely dated Bronze Age cremat�on cemetery �n the 
UK. E�ghteen of these dates relate d�rectly to the 
urned cremat�ons. Therefore, th�s new set of dates 
contr�butes s�gn�ficantly to the ava�lable dataset 
and bu�lds on the dates obta�ned by the NMS Dating 
Cremated Bones Project. 

However, there �s no apparent d�fference �n date 
between the two types of urns here, so Sk�lmafilly 
does not contr�bute to a refinement of the dat�ng 
schemes of these two vessel types. The two Cordoned 
Urns, 013 and 030, date to 1690–1500 bc (GrA-
26523) and 1920–1690 bc (GrA-26528) respect�vely, 
wh�le the Collared Urns have a range of 1970–1530 
bc (exclud�ng date Poz-7706), and �ndeed, as noted 
above, �t �s not always poss�ble categor�cally to state 
to wh�ch of these two types each urn belongs.

7.7 Skilmafilly in context

The bur�al pract�ces of the first half of the second 
m�llenn�um bc are character�sed by cremat�on 
bur�als but w�th�n th�s broad category there are 
a w�de var�ety of funerary monuments and r�tual 
pract�ces, such as ca�rns, c�sts, flat cemeter�es, 
enclosed and unenclosed cemeter�es of var�ous s�zes, 
urned and un-urned cremat�on bur�al, and �solated 
d�scover�es. These cemeter�es can �nclude a m�xture 
of Collared and Cordoned Urns, occas�onal upr�ght 
vessels, a m�xture of ages and sexes, a m�xture of 
urned and un-urned cremat�ons w�th�n the same 
cemetery, and a var�ety of grave goods. It �s apparent 
that grave goods are unequally d�str�buted amongst 
the cremat�on bur�als, w�th many cremat�ons be�ng 
unaccompan�ed wh�le others have a few �tems such 
as p�ns, toggles and fl�nts, wh�le yet others have more 
lav�sh goods (for example the fine fa�ence beads at 
F�ndhorn; Shepherd & Shepherd 2001). A small pro-
port�on are also accompan�ed by an�mal rema�ns, 
whose presence �s not always eas�ly expla�ned away 
as the result of r�tual feast�ng as the an�mal or 
an�mal part �s not one normally recogn�sed as be�ng 
eaten.

The unenclosed flat cremat�on cemetery at Sk�l-
mafilly �s one of a number known across central, 

southern and eastern Scotland �n the Early Bronze 
Age, although few have been recently excavated. 
Many are older excavat�ons or ant�quar�an finds, 
where findspots are uncerta�n, l�ttle analys�s has 
been undertaken on the bones or finds, and the thor-
oughness of recovery can be called �nto quest�on (eg 
Eastern Culbeuchly, near Banff; Wallace & Walker 
1961). However, all of these s�tes prov�de �mportant 
compar�sons w�th Sk�lmafilly and �nd�cate that Sk�l-
mafilly s�ts w�th�n a broad trad�t�on of cremat�on 
r�te at th�s per�od.

Unenclosed cemeter�es at Brackmont M�ll, F�fe 
(Mears 1937; Spence 1949; Longworth et al 1967) and 
Grandtully �n Perthsh�re (S�mpson & Coles 1990), 
produced both Collared and Cordoned Urn bur�als 
alongs�de un-urned cremat�ons. At Brackmont M�ll, 
br�ef ment�on �s made of an occ�p�tal bone of a p�g 
wh�ch may have been assoc�ated w�th one of the 
urns (Mears 1937, 262), g�v�ng us another example 
of an�mal rema�ns be�ng assoc�ated w�th cremat�ons, 
and other grave goods �dent�fied were a p�n and a 
small accessory vessel (Mears 1937). Grandtully �s 
of �nterest for conta�n�ng only ch�ldren and young 
adults. One of the bur�als, of three ch�ldren �n a 
Collared Urn, conta�ned a bone po�nt and a leaf-
shaped fl�nt po�nt. Th�s �s a s�m�lar context to the 
fol�ate kn�fe at Sk�lmafilly, but w�th ch�ldren �nstead 
of an old man. 

An unenclosed cremat�on cluster of just five 
bur�als was excavated bes�de an enclosed cemetery 
at S�lvercrest (Suddaby forthcom�ng). The unen-
closed cremat�ons appear to be contemporary w�th 
those �n the enclosed cemetery, �nd�cat�ng that the 
two forms are not mutually exclus�ve. The cemetery 
�ncludes Collared and Cordoned Urns, one of wh�ch 
was upr�ght, and, where �dent�fied to age and gender, 
the cremat�on cluster conta�ned adults. Of �nterest 
�s an upr�ght Cordoned Urn wh�ch conta�ned an 
adult along w�th n�ne complete and unfin�shed 
arrowheads.

Enclosed cemeter�es have been more commonly 
excavated, �nclud�ng Loanhead of Dav�ot (K�lbr�de-
Jones 1936), Ratho, M�dloth�an (Sm�th 1995), 
Sketewan, Perth & K�nross (Mercer & M�dgley 
1997), and Seafield, Inverness (Cressey & Sher�dan 
2003). S�m�lar var�ety can be seen �n these, as �n the 
unenclosed cemeter�es.

There �s no read�ly apparent reason from the 
excavated mater�al why some people were bur�ed 
�n pots and some were not, why some pots were 
occas�onally upr�ght, and why some people were 
accompan�ed by grave goods; there �s also no 
obv�ous d�st�nct�on or �dent�fiable and repeatable 
pattern present between young and old or male 
and female bur�als. The range of sexes and ages 
and the overall number of bur�als suggest the 
cemetery was �n use for perhaps several gener-
at�ons by a small commun�ty, whose home base 
locat�on �s unknown, and there was no apparent 
exclus�v�ty �n who could be bur�ed there. The 
excavated ev�dence does �nd�cate, however, that 
Early Bronze Age cremat�ons were a complex 
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m�xture of funerary r�tes wh�ch h�nt at a complex 
soc�al structure or set of bel�efs, taboos and soc�etal 
norms, the unp�ck�ng of wh�ch �s beyond the scope 
of th�s paper. 

7.8 The Mesolithic pit

An earl�er feature was found on the s�te, a large, 
deep p�t of apparently late Mesol�th�c date, w�th 
charcoal dates cal�brated to 4510–3970 bc. No 
artefacts were recovered from th�s p�t, other than a 
Collared Urn smashed on �ts surface, so �ts funct�on 
�s d�fficult to determ�ne. A s�m�lar large, deep p�t 
w�th mult�ple fills, some conta�n�ng charcoal, was 
excavated at Spurryh�llock, Stonehaven, Aberdeen-
sh�re (Alexander 1997) and rad�ocarbon dates from 
�ts base cal�brate to 4910–4360 bc (Beta-73552–3). 
Th�s p�t lay w�th�n a small group of �solated p�ts and 
�ts funct�on was unclear but �t also lacked artefacts 
apart from a s�ngle fl�nt blade, and conta�ned oak 
charcoal. 

The major�ty of the known Mesol�th�c act�v�ty �n 
Scotland cons�sts of l�th�c scatters and very l�ttle 
structural ev�dence has thus far been excavated 

(see for example Suddaby 2007). There �s perhaps 
a poorly understood trad�t�on of late Mesol�th�c 
act�v�ty �n the north-east of Scotland wh�ch �ncludes 
the d�gg�ng of p�ts, of wh�ch P�t 036 at Sk�lmafilly �s 
one and Spurryh�llock another. 

7.9 Conclusion

The Early Bronze Age cremat�on cemetery at Sk�l-
mafilly �s currently the most comprehens�vely dated 
cremat�on cemetery �n Br�ta�n, and has been found 
to date to the per�od 2040–1500 bc. Twenty-n�ne 
cremat�on p�ts were found, ten of wh�ch conta�ned 
cremat�on urns. An eleventh urn was found smashed 
and spread across the s�te surface. Two of these 
urns are Cordoned Urns, and n�ne are Collared. A 
s�ngle urn was found upr�ght wh�le the rema�nder 
were found �nverted �n p�ts. A range of artefacts was 
found assoc�ated w�th the cremat�ons, �nclud�ng a 
fl�nt fol�ate kn�fe, antler toggles and bone p�ns and 
two Golden Eagle talons. The cremat�on r�tuals and 
character�st�cs of the populat�on bur�ed have been 
d�scussed, and analys�s has shown that the �nd�-
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