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Chapter 12: Conclusion 

 

‘Their story is not graven in stone over their clay, but abides everywhere, without visible 

symbol, woven into the stuff of other men's lives' 

(Thucydides trans. Davies 1999: 181) 

 

      This examination of all evidence for Iron Age mortuary treatment in Atlantic 

Scotland marks a significant advance in our understanding of daily life and religious 

belief in this period. Too often in the past this relatively extensive, but very diverse set 

of data has been ignored as representing only insignificant minority practices, as 

opposed to a hypothesised, archaeologically invisible, majority funerary tradition. This 

study has attempted to challenge these assumptions, firstly by demonstrating the full 

extent of the current evidence, and secondly by arguing that when examined together, 

this evidence does not indicate the existence of a single universal method of dealing 

with the dead at any point during the long Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland. 

       There remain significant problems with mortuary evidence from this period. The 

first, and perhaps most important, is the unknown number of unfurnished inhumation 

and cremation burials which have previously been mistakenly assigned to the Bronze 

Age or Medieval periods, simply due to the assumption that these rites were not 

practised during the Iron Age. The application of direct dating to all such cases in the 

future is the only way to redress this balance. One of the main findings of this study is 

that no form of funerary treatment is diagnostically Iron Age - even the placement of 

human remains onto Atlantic roundhouse sites seems to have continued into the 
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Medieval period. A wide range of treatments of the dead were in use during this 

period, and direct dating is the only method by which a clearer picture of the extent of 

these many different traditions can be realised. 

      Even with improved recovery, recording and dating of human remains, however, it 

seems unlikely that a sufficient quantity of material will be found to change the 

general picture of a scarcity of funerary evidence throughout the long Iron Age in 

Atlantic Scotland. We are still missing any indication of the fate of the vast majority of 

the dead, particularly from the Early Iron Age, and the virtual invisibility of human 

remains from this period seems to indicate that a destructive funerary rite or rites 

were in use. In Late Bronze Age Britain formal inhumation and cremation appear to 

have declined in favour of rites that did not involve the preservation and 

memorialisation of the physical remains of the dead (Parker Pearson 2005: 8) and this 

trend seems to have continued well into the 1st millennium BC in Atlantic Scotland.  

       This absence of funerary evidence may point towards a widespread belief in the 

importance of the fragmentation of the individual body after death, as has been 

argued for several areas of prehistoric Europe (e.g. Chapman 2000: 6-7), which in turn 

might provide clues to the nature of society in this period. Funerary rites that involve 

the breaking up, commingling and eventual destruction of remains are often 

associated with societies that are relatively egalitarian, as individual status is not 

memorialised but subsumed into a general community of the dead (Croucher 2006: 

28). In this sense funerary evidence from Early Iron Age Atlantic Scotland complements 

other archaeological data: the rarity of artefacts associated with personal 

ornamentation, and the development of a monumental settlement form, the Atlantic 
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roundhouse, which seems to have provided a visible, communal focus for both 

practical and ritualised activities within the community. 

      Direct archaeological evidence of a completely destructive funerary rite will never 

be forthcoming, and analysis of which practices may have been used therefore relies 

on circumstantial evidence. The deposition of whole or partial bodies into the sea is a 

strong possibility, especially as an understanding of the ritual power of the shoreline 

seems to be expressed through the placement of formal inhumations from the Middle 

Iron Age onwards. Cremation of bodies also clearly occurred on occasion, and 

scattering of ashes is a possibility, although evidence for pyres is scarce, and this may 

have been an impractical choice in deforested areas. In addition, neither sea burial or 

cremation would have provided the opportunity for human remains to be removed 

and deposited in the non-burial contexts from which they have been recovered so 

frequently in Atlantic Scotland. 

      The evidence for natural exposure or excarnation during the Iron Age is more solid, 

but still not extensive, consisting of gnaw marks on a few bones from domestic 

contexts and inhumations, and the disturbed skeletons found in MacArthur Cave in 

Argyll. Excarnation of the dead would have provided a gradual and visible form of 

bodily decomposition, which could have added symbolic power to, and may have 

naturally followed on from, the protected decomposition and fragmentation of bodies 

indicated by the condition of human bones found on domestic sites. 

     The most widespread and long-lived funerary practice observed in Atlantic Scotland 

during the long Iron Age was the domestic deposition of human remains. A great deal 

of variation can be recognised within this one tradition: the use of disarticulated 

bones, partially articulated remains or whole bodies, which were placed into 
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foundation contexts, significant areas of occupied settlements, or into abandoned 

structures. Though our understanding of the different rites and ceremonies that would 

have involved the deposition of these remains is limited, it appears that the symbolic 

or magical power of human remains could be harnessed in several different ways, 

designed to achieve different benefits for the living. This use of human remains adds to 

the growing archaeological evidence for the ritualization of the domestic sphere during 

the Iron Age in Britain and Europe (Bradley 2003).  

      The osteological evidence, fragmented though it is, suggests that the disarticulated 

human remains deposited on settlements were drawn from the general population 

rather than from specific individuals; a wide range of ages and sexes are present. 

However, the same is not true of the complete bodies found in domestic contexts, 

which are overwhelmingly those of adults. Whole bodies were placed on disused areas 

or onto abandoned sites, and were also deposited at important ritual centres such as 

Mine Howe and High Pasture Cave. It does not seem that this deposition of whole 

bodies was intended to show respect for the dead – several skeletons show evidence 

of violent death or casual body placement, occasionally even suggestive of human 

sacrifice. Instead, as with the disarticulated material, it seems that these bodies were 

primarily being used by the living to add power or sanctity to a particular area.  

       A growing sense of individual identity may be recognised in the appearance of 

formal inhumation burials in the northern Western Isles, north-west Sutherland and 

northern Shetland during the Middle Iron Age. These burials are a diverse group, with 

some being arranged more formally than others, some provided with grave goods or 

burial cairns, and only one larger cemetery at Galson which, interestingly, included 

individuals not local to the Western Isles (Montgomery et al. 2003). The appearance of 
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formal inhumation from the last few centuries BC cannot be linked to any known 

change in religion, as it clearly precedes the arrival of Christianity in Britain. The 

individuals choosing or being chosen for this rite, who on the current evidence can 

only have represented a tiny minority of the populations of these areas, may have held 

different beliefs, or an unusual social role during their lifetimes that made them 

suitable for this form of mortuary treatment. It seems possible that these inhumations 

placed the souls of the dead in jeopardy by removing them from the normal funerary 

cycle of fragmentation and destruction, but were seen to achieve some positive 

benefit to the living community, in a similar way to the use of whole bodies on 

domestic sites.  

     Moving into the Late Iron Age, inhumation burial appears to have spread to new 

areas, and is frequently found alongside the domestic deposition of human remains. In 

the Late Iron Age the placement of human remains in non-burial contexts was 

increasingly focused on abandoned Middle Iron Age settlements that continued to 

form ritualised features in the landscape. A few cremation burials have also been 

dated to the Late Iron Age.  The most significant change in this period, however, is the 

spread and increase in inhumation burial, especially in the north-east mainland and 

Orkney. This may have been linked to events further south, where most of Scotland 

was becoming unified under a complex state system for the first time, and where 

inhumation burial was becoming widely adopted. This new social order may have 

provided the conditions in which a sense of individual status and identity could 

flourish, and in which ideas concerning the fate of the individual body after death 

started to change. 
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     Despite the apparent centralisation of authority in the form of the Pictish and 

Scottish states on the fringes of Atlantic Scotland during the Late Iron Age, however, 

there is still no evidence for the presence of any overriding religious authority on how 

to deal with dead. Funerary treatment appears to have been highly pluralistic, with 

several different traditions in contemporary use even within relatively small areas. It is 

difficult to explain all of these mortuary treatments as part of one cosmological 

scheme. Instead, the archaeological evidence, incomplete as it is, suggests the 

presence of different groups within society, different belief systems and social 

strategies, and multiple ways of both using and honouring the dead. Rather than being 

regarded as a hopelessly confusing data set, the growing evidence for a diverse 

funerary landscape over the long Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland may therefore 

contribute to a new picture of society in this period. 

     The strongest unifying element among this pluralism of funerary behaviour is the 

important role the dead seemed to have played in the world of the living, whether 

their remains were fragmented, modified, placed directly in the home or preserved 

intact at significant points in the landscape. Iron Age communities would inevitably 

have had much closer contact with the bodies of their dead during the funerary 

process than is common in the modern West. The many different ways of dealing with 

the dead seen in Atlantic Scotland during the Iron Age do not seem to indicate a lack of 

care towards the dead, but rather a deep understanding of the symbolic power of their 

physical remains, and a desire to harness this power for the good of the living. The Iron 

Age in Atlantic Scotland, and in Britain as a whole, represents the period in which 

mortuary behaviour was at its most variable and inventive; a society in which the use 

and treatment of the dead appears to have been a vital part of life.  


