THE CUP-AND-RING MARKS AND SIMILAR SCULPTURES

OF SOUTH-WESTERN SCOTLAND: A SURVEY

by R. W. B. MORRIS, r.s.a.scoT.
and DOUGLAS C. BAILEY, F.s.a.scOT.

MucH has been written in the past on Scotland’s prehistoric sculpturings. But,
apart from one or two very informative articles,! the writings have generally been
about a particular site or sites, and no general list seems to have been made of the
sites in south-western Scotland since the eight sites then known in the area were
included in the Scottish list in these Proceedings in 1881-2.2 The list given below
covers over a hundred and fifty sites, apart from the items listed in the Museums
of the area.

At least one personal visit has been made to practically every site in the list. In
this a joint visit (or several such visits) have been made by Mr Bailey and myself
[R.W.B.M.] to a number of sites, Mr Bailey has dealt with many of the items 74 to
132 in the list, and the remaining items were covered by me.

(o} | 2 3 miles

F1c. 1. Old Kilpatrick Parish, Dunbartonshire. Distribution of sites
1 — ‘Fixed’ sites, including at least one cup-and-ring or spiral (number of sites shown in
circle)
2—. One cup-and-ring-marked, or spiral-marked stone moved here or hence
3— ‘Fixed’ site — cup-marks (or dumb-bells) only
4— One cup-marked (or dumb-bell-marked) stone moved here or hence

1 Sir James Simpson’s monograph forming the 147-page appendix to P.S.4.S., v (1856-6) is still perhaps
the best. 2 P.S.A.S., xv1 (1881-2), 79.
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The survey covers the counties of Ayr, Arran and Bute, Dumfries, Dunbarton,
Lanark, Kirkcudbright, Renfrew and Wigtown. Wherever available ‘standard
details’ have been noted about each site and its marks. I have tabulated these, and
they formed the ‘bones’ from which the list which follows was made. The complete
tables, however, have been deposited with the National Monuments Record at
52—-54 Melville Street, Edinburgh 3. They are available there for inspection and
will shortly be published elsewhere.?

In the complete tables the following information has been tabulated for each
site where it could be found: the type, number, maximum diameter, maximum
depth, and angle to horizontal of each set of marks; the measurements, height above
sea-level, and distance from the coast of each site; the kind of country and outlook
(or view) it had, a note of what artifacts (if any) were found at it, and whether further
excavation is suggested as likely to produce more marks. Used statistically these
tables may bring out some interesting facts, such as those mentioned below; and it
is hoped that they may help even a very httle in solving the emgma of these cups-
and-rings — the question ‘why were they made?’

Some sites or stones previously known to exist have been found to be turf-covered,
completely worn away, partly-covered, lost, removed, now with further marks bared,
or even (in a few cases) erroneously described. Major discrepancies of this kind are
noted in the list, but where facts could not be checked (for example where a site had
been turfed over or a stone lost) the old description has been accepted as correct and
has been shown in italic in my list. Generally speaking, sites which are separated by
more than about 25 yds. are classed as separate, and stones nearer than that are
listed as one item. Throughout the list ‘fixed’ sites (as defined below), such as rock
outcrops, which have marks more complex than simple cups or dumb-bells only (a
dumb-bell is, of course, a thing like a double-cup) are shown in small capital letters.

From the information so far gathered some facts seem to emerge. The same facts
may not, of course, be true for other areas but it may be of interest to look into this.
The facts given below refer only to marks on sites which could not possibly have been
moved about — such as rock outcrops — and they do not refer to stones in buildings,
on cist-lids, standing stones and the like. What follows does not refer, either, to
simple cup-marks and dumb-bells unaccompanied by other marks. So in working
out the facts which follow, only cup-and-ring marks and spirals on ‘fixed’ sites of
this type in this part of Scotland have been taken into account.

As an example of what the ‘standard details’ bring out about these fixed sites
in this area, it is noticed that none is less than 50 ft. above sea-level.2 Only three
are higher than 1000 ft., but, being late discoveries, they do not appear in fig. 6.
Their average distance from the sea is a mile and a half, although in Kirkcudbright-
shire there are sites as far as nineteen miles from the coast.

Y Trans. Anc. Mon. Soc., (1967), forthcomlng

2 In P.S.4.5., xx1x (1894-5), 68 in an article on cups-and-rings there is mentioned incidentally as a foot-
note the dlscovery of some cups- and-rmgs on rocks below high-water-mark’ on the island off the Kirkcud-
bright coast known as ‘Little Ross’ (No. 78 on the list which follows). No more information is given; and no
marks could be found and no information about these could be obtained locally either at the time of the
survey of the Royal Commission on Ancient Monuments in 1911 or on a visit in 1965.
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The vast majority are on south-facing parts of the coastal belt. Every site except
about six has, either from the site itself or from within 100 yds. of it, a magnificent
view, for miles, which in three cases out of four includes the sea. Only one site has
really no view at all.

Although a number of sites are on hillsides or on the tops of rocky prominences
a few feet above field level, only four sites are on hilltops.

F1G. 2. Distribution of the sites covered by the survey (Nos. 18 and 132 are excluded).
1—4 have the same meanings as in fig. 1 (see p. 150)
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Quite a number of sites take the form of a rather altar-like rock, perhaps level
with the hillside at one part, and having a level top which makes it jut out from the
hill until it ends in a near-vertical edge. The marks are always on the near-horizontal
surface when the rock is of this shape.! The average angle to the horizontal of all

o 1 2 3 miles
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Fic. 3. Whithorn Peninsula, Wigtownshire. Distribution of sites. 1-4 have
the same meanings as in fig. 1

surfaces bearing marks was only ten degrees, and no marks were found on surfaces
at an angle of more than forty-five degrees to the horizontal (fig. 7).

A great many marks have a groove running from the central cup or ring. This,
whether it is straight or curved, double or single, is for brevity’s sake often called a
‘radial groove’ in the list. Some marks have several radial grooves running outwards
in different directions. These radial grooves generally, but not always, run downhill.

1In P.S.A.S., xxx (1895-6), 205 there is a drawing of a rock at Greenland 2, Dunbartonshire (No. 30
in the list which follows) which shows a cup-and-ring mark on a vertical surface. But although all the other
marks on this rock are clear, on a very careful examination in 1965 no trace of this mark could be found.
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In not a single case have any artifacts — pottery fragments, Stone-Age or Bronze-
Age or other associated material - or even any piles of bones, been found beside any
fixed cup-and-ring site, or reported in any of the published accounts of sites in the
area which I have seen — except in the case of the Cleuch stone in Renfrewshire,
where a quartz scraper was found.! Although quite a few sites are near a standing
stone, a megalithic tomb or a Neolithic cairn, no signs of dwelling-places or human
habitation are recorded as having been found close to any site.

Spirals are quite rare in south-western Scotland. They have been found only
as follows — in Ayrshire at Blackshaw (three spirals) and Coilsfield (now lost), in
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F1c. 4. Anwoth and Kirkmabreck Parishes and Peninsula. Distribution of sites. 1—4 have
the same meanings as in fig. 1

Dumfriesshire at Hollows Tower (now probably plastered over), in Dunbartonshire
at Greenland 1, and in Wigtownshire at Gallows Outon, Knock 1, Balcraig (New
England field) and North Balfern. The Coilsfield and Hollows Tower marks were,
of course, not on ‘fixed’ sites. The only spiral found in Kirkcudbrightshire (the
county which has most cup-and-ring marks) is on the symbol stone on Trusty’s Hill,
Little Boland farm, which probably belongs to a later (Pictish?) period.

When the survey was well under way it was noticed that at a number of sites?
there existed within a furlong (and generally much nearer) a second site comprising
a row of closely-placed very deep cups, arranged in a straight line or lines. In some
cases this second stone was seen to have been split along one of the lines of deep cups.
In some cases there were several of these stones with lines of deep cups in the im-
mediate vicinity. There was a second stone of this kind in four out of the eight main

1 Reported to me by G. Appleby, Fs.a.scor.’
? e.g. List Nos. 41, 42, 55, 57, 572, 57b, 82, 95, 98, 99, 107, 148, 155, 158 and 160.
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areas of sites on the Whithorn peninsula, and this association of cups-and-rings and
cups-in-line was also found in Dunbartonshire and Kirkcudbrightshire. This should
perhaps be further investigated.

It is hoped to continue this survey in other areas, and any information which
can be given by readers of this article will be gratefully received.? Itis too early in
the work to try to begin to say if it will help in any way to answer the question ‘why
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Fic. 5. Borgue, Kirkcudbright and Rerwick Parishes and Peninsulas. Distribution of sites.
1—4 have the same meanings as in fig. 1

were they made?’, but in the meantime theories — well over a score of them, all
different — have been collected as well as information about marks.
Acknowledgments must be made most gratefully for the expert help, information
and advice received from Alastair MacLaren, who kindly lent me his very full notes
on many sites, and also from the Archaeclogy Division of the Ordnance Survey, the
Curators and staffs of the Museums listed, the Earl of Cawdor, G. Appleby, I.
Bulmer-Thomas, Miss M. Campbell, J. X. W. P. Corcoran, Rev. J. W. T. Dickie,
Mrs J. W. Dodds, H. Fairhurst, A. D. Lacaille, Rev. J. Lamb, R. MacMaster, Mrs
M. E. Montgomerie, F. J. Moore, F. Newall, D. K. Ritchie, Miss A. S. Robertson,
J. J. S. Stevenson, R. B. K. Stevenson, Lt.-Col. V. E. D. Stevenson-Hamilton, G. S.

1 In preparation for this survey I wrote a letter to the Scottish Field and a short note for the Ancient
Monuments Society’s Transactions of 1964, and to these I had considerably over a hundred replies. Some of
these gave details of sites, and of theories about the marks, of which I should never otherwise have known.
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Thomson, A. E. Truckell, and many other individual informants, without whose
help this survey could never have been completed.

BIBLIOGRAPHY AND ABBREVIATIONS
The following abbreviations are used in the list which follows:

Books

Bruce J. Bruce’s History of West or Old Kilpatrick

Feachem R. W. Feachem’s Guide to Prehistoric Scotland

Lamb J. Lamb’s Annals of an Ayrshire Parish

Mann 1. L. M. Mann’s Earliest Glasgow

Mann 2. L. M. Mann’s Archaic Sculptures

Munro 1. R. Munro’s Prehistoric Scotland

Munro 2. R. Munro’s Ancient Scottish Lake Dwellings

RCAM The Royal Commission on Ancient Monuments, reference being to the Inventory of
Ancient Monuments for the county or region. The number which follows here is the
number of the site in that inventory, not the page number.

Smith J. Smith’s Prehistoric Man in Ayrshire

Wilson D. Wilson’s Prehistoric Annals of Scotland

Periodicals

To save columnar space in the list all volumes are referred to in arabic numbers and not roman,
as is more usual. For the same reason where a volume number is quoted the year is omitted.
Ant. Antiguity
ANL Archaeological News Letter
Brewil  L’Abbé H. Breuil’s Presidential Address, reported in the Proceedings of the Pre-history Society

of East Anglia, 1934, vol. vi1, p. 289

D & E Discovery and Excavation Scotland
D & G The Transactions of the Dumfries and Galloway Natural History and Archaeological Society
Herald  The Glasgow Herald
JRSAI  The Fournal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland
Mercury The Mercury and Advertiser, Clarkston
PSAS The Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland
Record  The Glasgow Daily Record
TAMS  Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society
TGAS  Transactions of the Glasgow Archaeological Society
Times  Glasgow Evening Times
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Fic. 6. Diagram showing number of sites at each height above sea-level (heights are approxi-

mate only, none being under 6o ft. or over 800 ft.). The sites at Little Boland and Little Ross

Island, being doubtful, are not included in the above statistics, nor are sites 132 a-c, which
were late discoveries

number of marks
N
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Fic. 7. Diagram showing distribution of sites according to the angle of the main carved
surface to the horizontal (angles are approximate only). There are, however, quite 2 number
of sites, e.g. those at present turfed over, where it has been impossible to ascertain the angle
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