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Chapter 6: Disarticulated remains 

 

‘The ways that the living handle the cadaver relates to attitudes toward the body, the 

self and other, the dead and the living, culture and nature, order and disorder, and the 

present, the future and the past’ 

(Nilsson Stutz 2003: 81) 

 

     This chapter deals with the fragmented, disarticulated human remains from an 

estimated 154 people which have been recovered from Iron Age settlements in 

Atlantic Scotland. Disarticulated remains constitute a large proportion of our current 

information on the treatment of the dead in this area and period, but remain a difficult 

data-set with which to work, due to the difficulties of assigning ages and sexes and 

drawing information on life and depositional histories, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. Close analysis of the contexts in which these remains were placed, however, 

can provide clues to the wider funerary treatments accorded the dead, and an insight 

into Iron Age domestic ritual practice in Atlantic Scotland. 

 

 

6.1: The sites  

 

    Disarticulated human remains have been recovered from 37 settlements spread 

throughout Atlantic Scotland (Fig. 6.1), but in considerably higher numbers in certain 

areas than in others (Table 6.1). Shetland has produced disarticulated human remains 
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from just three sites, and only at Old Scatness is more than one individual represented. 

In contrast, Orkney has by far the highest concentration of deposits; this region 

contains eleven sites, including over 56% of all the disarticulated remains recovered.  

 

 
Fig. 6.1: Settlements where disarticulated human remains were deposited (numbers 

refer to site numbers in the gazetteer, Appendix 1) 
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Table 6.1: Distribution of disarticulated deposits throughout Atlantic Scotland 

 Shetland Orkney Caithness Sutherland Western 

Isles 

Argyll 

No. of sites 3 11 11 2 8 2 

No. of 

individuals 

9 86 28 12 17 2 

 

      Eleven settlements in Caithness have produced disarticulated remains, although 

the majority of these are isolated deposits. Disarticulated remains have also been 

found at two sites in Sutherland, in particularly large numbers at Kintradwell, where 

remains from an estimated twelve individuals were recovered. The contextual 

information available from the majority of these mainland sites is poor, as almost all 

were excavated in the 19th century. 

      Surprisingly the Western Isles, which have received a great deal of recent 

archaeological attention, contain fewer sites of deposition of disarticulated remains 

than Orkney or Caithness, and no large concentrations of finds, despite the relatively 

good preservation of bone afforded by machair soils in this region (Armit and Ginn 

2007: 114). Disarticulated remains from only two individuals are known to have been 

placed onto sites in the Inner Isles, at Dun Mor Vaul on Tiree (site no. 89) and Fiskavaig 

on Skye (site no. 90).  

      This regional patterning of finds of disarticulated human remains is similar to that 

found by Armit and Ginn in an earlier study of this subject (2007: 116). Though the low 

number of sites in Shetland, Sutherland and Argyll can partially be explained by poor 

preservation conditions and lower levels of excavation, it seems likely that this 

distribution reflects a real pattern of much greater deposition of disarticulated human 
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remains on settlements in Orkney, and to a lesser extent Caithness, than in the 

Western Isles during the Iron Age. 

 

 

6.2: Chronological patterns 

 

      Assessing chronological patterns in the deposition of disarticulated human remains 

on settlements is made difficult due to the fact that such a small proportion of these 

remains have been directly dated. Prior to this study, disarticulated human remains 

from only five of the Iron Age settlements included in this chapter had been dated 

(Armit and Ginn 2007: 116). The dating program undertaken as part of this study has 

provided AMS dates from twelve Iron Age domestic sites, including the re-dating of 

two sets of remains for which previous dates were thought to be unreliable (see 

Appendix 3). It remains true, however, that the vast majority of the disarticulated 

human remains found on Iron Age settlements have not been directly dated, and that 

the loss of many of these remains means that this information can now never be 

obtained. The assigning of these bones to a particular point in the long Iron Age of 

Atlantic Scotland therefore relies entirely on contextual evidence.  

     Although some human remains were placed into walls or floors during the 

construction of settlements, 93% of the disarticulated remains in this study were 

placed into rubble or post-occupation deposits on abandoned areas of settlements. 

Those remains placed into ‘foundation’ contexts such as walls or original floors can be 

argued to be contemporary with the construction of settlements, and this would in 

most cases place them into the Middle Iron Age, when the majority of recognised 
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settlements were being constructed.  Deposits made during the period of occupation 

of Middle Iron Age structures are also recognisable, and the majority of remains placed 

into abandonment rubble seem likely to date to the first millennium AD, although it is 

often difficult to pinpoint both the time at which settlements were finally abandoned 

and the point after this at which remains were deposited.     

      Another factor affecting the dating of deposits of human remains is the possibility 

that some were curated for decades or centuries before deposition, which would 

result in a gap between the date of the bones themselves and that of the context in 

which they were found. This phenomenon has been recognised at the Late Bronze Age 

site of Cladh Hallan, where articulated human remains appear to have been 

deliberately preserved (Parker Pearson et al. 2005), and at the Iron Age site of Dun 

Vulan in the Western Isles, where some human bones were found to be centuries 

earlier than the contexts in which they were deposited (Mulville et al. 2003: 23). 

    The dates obtained as part of this study for associated human and animal remains 

from Hornish Point and Sloc Sabhaidh provide no evidence that these human remains 

were curated for a considerable period before deposition, and the Bronze Age date of 

one frontal bone deposited within a Middle Iron Age context at Cnip is more likely to 

be due to opportunistic use of eroding remains from the nearby Bronze Age cemetery 

than the retention of this bone for over a thousand years (see Appendix 3 for all of 

these dates). Overall, unfortunately, chronological information for human remains and 

their contexts is generally still insufficient to provide a true picture of the extent of the 

curation of human bones in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. 
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      The sections below summarise the evidence available for disarticulated human 

remains dating to the Early, Middle and Late Iron Age on settlements in Atlantic 

Scotland (Fig 6.2). Only remains which can be relatively precisely dated could be 

included in these tables; such information was available from 21 of the 37 settlements 

included in this analysis. For the remaining 16 sites an estimate of which period the 

deposits of human remains are likely to fall into is given, based on the contexts in 

which they were found. 

Fig. 6.2: Deposition of disarticulated human remains through the Iron Age 
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      Although this data provides only a rough chronological picture, it seems clear that 

the deposition of disarticulated human remains occurred throughout the life cycles of 

settlements, and throughout the long Iron Age, in Atlantic Scotland. 

 

6.2.1: The Early Iron Age (800BC – 300BC) 

 

Table 6.2: Disarticulated remains dating to the Early Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland  

Site   Deposit Dating evidence 

Jarlshof (1)   Parietal fragment C14* date: cal. 530-380 BC 

Bu (9)   Upper limb under 

roundhouse, multiple 

deposits in rubble 

Contexts 8th-4th century BC 

Howe (15)  Partial individuals in 

entrance tank 

C14* date: cal. 770-370 BC 

  Mandible and other 

fragments 

Contexts 6th - 4th century BC 

Cnoc Stanger (37)  Fragmented bones Contexts Early Iron Age 

 

* AMS radiocarbon dates obtained for this study are placed in italics, while 

radiocarbon dates obtained by others are in normal script. All dates are quoted at the 

2 sigma calibration level. See Appendix 3 for full information on all dates. 

 

     Deposits of human remains securely dated to the Early Iron Age are known from 

only a handful of sites in Atlantic Scotland. Just one set of remains had been 

radiocarbon dated to the Early Iron Age prior to this study, and this, from Howe in 

Orkney, produced a very wide date range. The dating program carried out as part of 
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this study placed just one more bone into the Early Iron Age, a cranial fragment found 

in a passage at Jarlshof, which had been originally recorded as Late Bronze Age. 

     No other deposits of disarticulated human remains can be even conjecturally 

assigned to this period. Few settlements pre-dating 300BC have been recognised and 

excavated in Atlantic Scotland, with the majority of Atlantic roundhouses being 

thought to date to the Middle Iron Age, and so the smaller number of human remains 

recovered from this period should not be entirely unexpected. The earliest simple 

Atlantic roundhouses, such as Bu, Quanterness and Pierowall (Gilmour 2002: 55), are 

found in Orkney, and the presence of human remains in Early Iron Age layers at Bu 

(and also possibly at Pierowall, though it is now believed that all human remains from 

this site date to the Neolithic period (Sharples 1985: 107)) suggests that the 

association between these roundhouses, the first monumental dwellings in Atlantic 

Scotland, and deposits of disarticulated remains was present from an early date. 

     Despite the rarity of Early Iron Age deposits, it is clear that a variety of depositional 

practices utilising a range of human bones are present in this period, with cranial 

fragments and mandibles being placed into post-occupation layers at Jarlshof and 

Howe, a partially articulated arm being placed in midden underlying an extension of 

the roundhouse wall at Bu, and post-cranial fragments being recovered from floor and 

rubble contexts at Cnoc Stanger and Howe.  

 

6.2.2: The Middle Iron Age (300BC  - 300AD) 

     The majority of disarticulated human remains on domestic sites for which close 

dating evidence is available are Middle Iron Age. This is no surprise, as the majority of 

Atlantic roundhouses appear to have been constructed and occupied in this period. 
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Table 6.3: Disarticulated remains dating to the Middle Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland 

Site Deposit Dating evidence 

Old Scatness (2) Rib fragment, teeth, 

fragmented humerus 

Contexts 1st century BC – 

3rd century AD 

Howe (15) Multiple deposits from 

outbuildings and rubble 

Contexts 3rd century BC – 

4th century AD 

Lingro (18) Cranium and mandible C14 date: cal. 120 BC – 60 

AD 

St Boniface (28) Feet and lower legs Context 1st century BC – 1st 

century AD 

Crosskirk (38) Femur head C14 date: cal. 130-340 AD 

Wag of Forse (51)  Ulna and femur shafts  C14 dates: cal. 130-340 AD 

and cal. 230-390 AD 

Whitegate (53) Cranial fragment C14 date: cal. 210-50 BC 

Kintradwell (59) Cranium C14 date: cal. 80-260 AD 

Cladh Hallan (70) Phalanx C14 date: cal. 20-250 AD 

Cnip (71) Cranial fragments and 

tibia fragment  

C14 date: cal. 20-180 AD 

Contexts 1st-3rd century AD 

Dun Vulan (73)  Cranial and post cranial 

fragments   

 Contexts 3rd-4th century AD 

(though remains 

themselves earlier) 

Hornish Point (77) Disarticulated juvenile C14 date: cal. 170 BC –20 

AD 

Udal (85) Cranial and post-cranial 

fragments  

Contexts Middle Iron Age 

Fiskavaig (90) Cranial fragment C14 date: cal. 70-240 AD 

 

      It is notable that human remains are found on sites in the Western Isles for the first 

time during the Middle Iron Age; this is largely due to the fact that wheelhouses, from 

which the majority of human remains in this area have been recovered, were first 
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constructed in the last few centuries BC (Armit 1996: 145). The number of deposits not 

directly dated but likely to date to the Middle Iron Age is also high, including the 

human remains found in occupation-period contexts at Gurness, Midhowe, Netlater 

and Whitehall in Orkney, Kettleburn and Old Stirkoke in Caithness, and the 

wheelhouse sites of Bruach A’ Tuath  and Cill Donnain in the Western Isles. 

    As was discussed in Chapter 2, broch towers are thought to have been built as 

dramatic statements of power, authority, or claims to the landscape (Armit 1996: 128-

9). It is generally accepted that these structures would never have had purely practical 

connotations and functions, but would have incorporated the more ritual aspects of 

the lives of their inhabitants (Armit 2003: 93). The presence of disarticulated human 

remains within them should be interpreted in this context. Wheelhouses would 

certainly have been less visible in the landscape, but were complex and internally 

impressive structures nonetheless, and the large number of human and animal 

deposits recovered from these structures testifies to a similar ritual dimension to life in 

these buildings (Armit 2006b: 10).   

     The full range of depositional contexts are present in this period, including remains 

placed in foundation contexts (e.g. Hornish Point), remains placed during the 

occupation of settlements (e.g. The Wag of Forse) and remains left in post-occupation 

fills of abandoned settlement areas (e.g. Bu). Almost every bone in the human body is 

deposited, although crania and mandibles are always dominant. Although this may 

partially be an artefact of the greater amount of archaeological information available 

for this period, the Middle Iron Age seems to represent the time at which the 

deposition of disarticulated human remains on settlements was practised most widely, 

and reached its highest stage of complexity, in Atlantic Scotland. 
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6.2.3: The Late Iron Age (300AD – 800AD) 

 

Table 6.4: Disarticulated remains dating to the Late Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland 

Site Deposit Dating evidence 

Old Scatness (2) Juvenile remains, tooth Contexts 7th-9th century AD 

Scalloway (5) Cranium and mandible C14 date: cal. 666-880 AD 

Howe (15) Post-cranial fragments Contexts 5th–8th century AD 

Hillhead (42) Cranial fragment C14 date: cal. 310-440 AD 

Whitegate (53) Upper limb C14 date: cal. 259-432 AD 

Dun Vulan (73) Mandible, cranial and 

long-bone fragments 

Contexts 5th-6th century AD 

(though remains 

themselves earlier) 

Sloc Sabhaidh (82) Mandible C14 date: cal. 220-390 AD 

Udal (85) Infant remains, tooth Contexts 7th–8th century AD 

Dun Mor Vaul (89) Disarticulated skeleton C14 date: cal. 400–1300 AD 

C14 date: cal. 650-780 AD 

 

     The number of human remains dated to this period is fewer than the number 

recorded on Middle Iron Age settlements, but these examples do show that human 

remains continued to be deposited with some frequency into the Late Iron Age 

throughout Atlantic Scotland. It also seems likely that the majority of the disarticulated 

remains placed into post-occupation and rubble layers of Middle Iron Age structures a 

considerable time after their abandonment date to this period. Sites on which such 

post-occupation deposits have been found include Burrian, Gurness and Ingshowe in 

Orkney, Brimsade, Skitten and Yarhouse in Caithness and Carrol in Sutherland.  

     The building of monumental roundhouses seems to have ceased after the first few 

centuries AD, although many earlier sites continued to be occupied in a modified form 
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(Henderson 2007: 168), and the continued deposition of human remains within 

abandoned areas of these settlements shows some continuity of belief and ritual 

practice from the Middle Iron Age. The majority of deposits dating to this period, as for 

the Iron Age as a whole, are from post-occupation contexts; the exceptions are the 

mandible at Sloc Sabhaidh, placed into a sub-floor deposit during the primary 

occupation of this building at the beginning of the Late Iron Age (Rennell and McHardy 

2008: 15), and the cranium and mandible at Scalloway, placed into a wall built inside 

the former broch in the 7th – 9th century AD (Sharples 1998: 50). 

     Several deposits of human remains, like the Scalloway cranium, appear to date to 

the very end of the Late Iron Age. It seems particularly striking that at Dun Mor Vaul, 

less than 30 miles away from the Christian powerhouse of Iona, the disarticulated 

remains of a man were being placed into a disused Atlantic roundhouse in the 7th or 8th 

century AD. This suggests that the practice of deposition of human remains on 

domestic sites was not quickly abandoned, even under the presumed influence of 

Christianity in this area in the second half of the first millennium AD. 

 

 

6.3: Around the houses: the geography of deposition 

 

     A true understanding of the meaning of deposits of disarticulated human remains 

within domestic sites must rest on close analysis of the contexts in which they were 

placed. It has already been mentioned that the inhabitants of Iron Age Atlantic 

Scotland seem to have utilised bones from all over the skeleton in their domestic 

deposits, but with a significant emphasis on the cranium; if similar patterns can be 
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perceived in the locations in which human bones were placed this could provide a 

further path into trying to understand the logic behind these deposits, and the 

mentalities of those who made them. 

 

6.3.1: North, south, east and west 

       Parker Pearson has argued that Iron Age roundhouses were used in a structured 

way by their inhabitants, with some areas being reserved for particular activities. He 

has suggested that the southern half of roundhouses may have been associated with 

daytime activities and light, and the northern half with sleeping, night and death, and 

has predicted that the north east corner will be the location of most deposits of human 

remains (Parker Pearson and Sharples 1999: 22). Unfortunately, the less then perfect 

excavation and recording of the majority of settlements in Atlantic Scotland makes this 

hypothesis hard to assess.  

      Fig. 6.3 shows the locations within a theoretical composite roundhouse site where 

human remains have been discovered at sites in this study. This diagram, which 

necessarily only includes those remains whose original location was relatively well 

recorded, shows no particular focus on the north-east quadrant of roundhouse 

interiors. In fact, only one deposit of Iron Age remains, the cranium and mandible from 

Scalloway in Shetland, can be placed in this area, and even this case is marginal. 

Overall, the numbers recorded as being placed in each specific area are simply too 

small at present to support the theory that one quadrant of roundhouses was 

preferentially used for the deposition of human remains. 



 142 

 

Fig. 6.3: Distribution diagram of disarticulated human remains (each symbol represents 

one deposit) within and around a hypothetical roundhouse; deposits in the central 

circle were simply recorded as being within the roundhouse 

 

     There does, however, appear to be a slight pattern in deposits made outside the 

central roundhouse, with outbuildings to the east, west and south being used for this 

purpose much more frequently than those to the north. The concentration of finds 

outside the eastern side of Atlantic roundhouses may be due to this being the side 

where the main entrance was most frequently situated (Parker Pearson 1999: 43); 

entranceways appear to have been a clear focus of deposition (see 6.3.4, below). 
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6.3.2: Inbuildings and outbuildings 

      The traditional archaeological focus on Atlantic roundhouses has often obscured 

the importance of the outbuildings or external settlements which surround many of 

these structures. It is usually assumed that exterior structures were secondary and, in 

the case of dwellings, of inferior status compared to the central roundhouse (Hedges 

1990: 164), and though an increasing amount of attention has been focused upon the 

possible ritual activities that may have taken place inside Atlantic roundhouses, this 

discussion has rarely extended to external or secondary structures. 

       The distribution of deposits of human remains, however, shows that these were 

made just as frequently in external buildings as in the central roundhouse (Fig. 6.3). It 

seems that the ideas and rituals which led to the placement of human remains into 

central roundhouses were also in existence in the wider settlement. This is an 

important finding; central Atlantic roundhouses may have physically and socially 

dominated their settlements, but they clearly were not the only areas in which 

ritualised activities took place. 

 

6.3.3: Deposits in ditches 

     Many Atlantic settlements were enclosed by a surrounding ditch or rampart, and 

human bones have been recorded in the fills of enclosure ditches from four sites, all in 

Orkney; St Boniface, Howe, Midhowe and Gurness. At St Boniface the lower leg and 

feet bones of one individual were found at the bottom of the ditch (Lowe and 

Boardman 1998: 82), and at Howe several deposits of disarticulated bones were found 

in the top layers of the ditch (Lorimer 1994: 260). Unfortunately, no closer information 

is available for the Midhowe and Gurness remains. Both cranial and post-cranial 
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remains were involved; a cranium at Midhowe, lower leg and foot bones at St 

Boniface, vertebrae at Gurness and a selection of post-cranial bones at Howe. 

      Pollard has argued that Neolithic ditches may have been created ‘with the dual role 

of providing a boundary of sorts and acting as receptacles into which material would 

be buried' (Pollard 2008: 50), and it is possible that the same was true of Iron Age 

settlement ditches. The filling in of these features, whether a gradual process or a 

single purposeful act, may have marked the end of their use lives as defensive features 

or physical barriers, but a filled ditch may have maintained a symbolic liminality, and 

the placement of human bones within these ditch deposits suggests that the filling in 

of enclosure ditches was not a simple, practical change in the life-cycle of the 

settlement. The inclusion of human remains could have been designed to continue to 

mark the edge of the settlement even after the ditch was no longer visible, as a 

‘symbolic boundary’ (Hill 1995: 76) or could have been associated with the end of the 

use-life of the ditch, with a similar rationale to ‘closing’ deposits in houses. 

 

6.3.4: Deposits in entranceways 

     Entranceways, whether of central Atlantic roundhouses or external structures, seem 

to have been one of the most commonly used areas for the deposition of human 

remains (Fig. 6.3). It has been suggested that the purpose of these deposits may have 

been for the ancestors to mark or guard the transition point from the ordered inside 

world to the wild outside (Parker Pearson 1999: 51). This idea of liminality, the belief 

of human communities in the symbolic power of boundaries, is a popular one in 

modern archaeology, and is supported by many ethnographic studies, although it 

cannot necessarily be assumed that the inhabitants of Iron Age Britain would have 
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shared these ideas. The monumental nature and elaboration of many Atlantic 

roundhouse entrances (Fig. 6.4), however, does support the idea that this was 

considered a very important area of the settlement (Brück 2008: 259).   

     Deposits of human remains in entrances can be divided into two categories: 

deposits buried underneath entranceways, presumably during the occupation of the 

settlement, and deposits placed into the post-occupation fills or rubble of disused 

entranceways. Though clearly representing different behaviours, the underlying logic 

of these deposits may have been similar. Pollock has suggested that the deposition of 

human remains at blocked or disused entranceways shows that the symbolic 

importance of these areas ‘was not altered by the removal of a physical and visible 

threshold’ (Pollock 2006: 17).        

 

Fig. 6.4: A monumental roundhouse entrance at Midhowe, Orkney (photo: author) 
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     It is rarely possible to determine at which point during the use of a settlement 

deposits were buried underneath entranceways, but such deposits would have 

allowed continued ingress and egress and were presumably designed to add a further, 

ritual dimension to these movements. Human remains were buried under entrances at 

two settlements in Atlantic Scotland. At Howe, remains from two individuals were 

placed into an empty tank below the entrance of the first complex roundhouse, 

apparently immediately predating its construction (Lorimer 1994: 260). At the Wag of 

Forse, two human bones were placed into a shallow scoop dug below the entrance to 

the primary roundhouse (Curle 1948: 21).  

     A particularly unusual deposit of human remains was made at the inner end of the 

entrance passage at Kintradwell broch, where a human cranium (now dated to cal. 80-

260 AD, see Appendix 3) was placed on a stone slab, covered by sloping stones which 

reportedly overlay the cranium of a horse (Joass 1890: 100). This seems to represent 

an unparalleled Iron Age ritual deposit involving the marking of an entranceway. 

Unfortunately, this site was excavated in the 19th century, and no detailed information 

survives on whether the deposit was at or below the level of the entrance, probably 

dating to the period of occupation of the roundhouse, or above the floor level, post-

dating its abandonment. The relatively early date of the cranium, however, suggests 

that the former suggestion is possible.  

     Human remains placed in the post-occupation layers of entranceways may 

represent ‘closing’ offerings, ensuring that the building was abandoned symbolically as 

well as practically by the disuse of the entrance. This explanation would be particularly 

compelling if it could be shown that the bones were deposited immediately upon the 

abandonment of the structure, but unfortunately such chronological precision is rarely 
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possible. No close dating evidence is available for the juvenile bones placed into the 

rubble of the disused roundhouse entrance at Bu (Hedges et al. 1987a: 124) or the 

distal tibia placed in a similar context at Howe (Lorimer 1994: 261). At Hillhead a 

perforated cranial fragment found in the fill of the entrance passage (Tress Barry 1902) 

has now been dated to cal. 310-440 AD (see Appendix 3), but the exact date at which 

this structure was abandoned remains unknown. At Cnip a drilled cranial fragment was 

found in the entrance fills of a secondary structure (Armit 2006b: 226) and has been 

dated to cal. 20-180 AD; in this case it does appear that the deposit was made at 

roughly the time the structure was abandoned.  

      If deposits of human remains were made a long time after the structures involved 

had fallen into disuse, they cannot be viewed as abandonment or closing deposits. This 

does not mean, however, that these deposits represent casual discards, always 

unlikely in the case of human remains – a choice had clearly been made to place these 

remains into the entrance of an earlier building. The often very elaborate entrances to 

Atlantic roundhouses must have remained recognisable long after these structures had 

fallen into disuse and started to collapse, and may simply have represented the most 

recognisable and accessible area in which future generations could make offerings.    

 

 

6.4: The third dimension: foundation, use and abandonment 

 

    The survival of many of the Iron Age stone buildings of Atlantic Scotland to at least a 

proportion of their original height provides an opportunity to examine deposition in a 

way impossible when dealing with the negative remains of wooden roundhouses in 
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much of lowland Britain. The standing walls, piers, cells and stairways of this dry-stone 

architectural tradition allow deposition to be looked at in a third, vertical dimension, 

which aids in the analysis of at which point the deposition of human remains took 

place in the life-cycle of the settlement.  

 

6.4.1: Deposits in walls 

     Human bones placed into the fabric of stone walls during their construction provide 

a clear example of apparent ‘foundation’ offerings: symbolic additions to the structure 

of a building designed, in most societies who practice this tradition, to ensure the long-

term survival and well-being of the house and its inhabitants (Webley 2008: 146).  

     Human bones have been recovered from the fabric of walls at four sites in Atlantic 

Scotland; Scalloway in Shetland, Howe in Orkney, Whitehall in Caithness and Cnip in 

the Western Isles. In addition, an articulated human arm was found in midden layers 

under the outer skin of the roundhouse wall at Bu (Hedges et al. 1987a: 124). This 

deposit must pre-date the extension of the wall, and its placement is likely to have 

been related to the construction, but the relationship is in this case not as clear as with 

the human remains actually built into walls.  

     At both Scalloway and Whitehall the walls involved were located inside the main 

broch structure, part of a secondary occupation phase; a cranium was deposited at 

Scalloway (Sharples 1998: 50), and a mandible at Whitehall (Marwick 1927a). A cranial 

fragment showing evidence of either trepanation or post-mortem modification was 

placed into a wall backing at Cnip (Armit 2006a: 226), and at Howe small post-cranial 

bones such as phalanges, vertebrae and long bone fragments were placed both in the 
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wall core of the main broch and within the walls of two structures in the external 

settlement (Lorimer 1994: 260).   

     These deposits stretch from the Early Iron Age to the very end of the Iron Age, 

showing that the inclusion of human remains within walls was a long-lived tradition in 

Atlantic Scotland. Scalloway, Bu and Howe all represent unusual sites in the sense that 

complete destructive excavation was permitted, and it seems quite possible that 

further examples of human bones built into Iron Age structures have been 

unrecognised due to the incomplete excavation of standing walls (Harding 2004: 258). 

The extent of this practice may therefore currently be severely underestimated. 

Animal remains and artefacts are also sometimes found within the fabric of dry-stone 

walls in Atlantic Scotland (see 6.8, below). Though often dismissed as merely 

representing the re-use of handy ‘rubbish’ for construction purposes, the few 

examples of human bones highlighted here may suggest that this material was chosen 

for its symbolic as well as practical qualities. 

 

6.4.2: Deposits in stairways, internal cells and souterrains 

    Human remains have been recovered from the intra-mural cells of three Atlantic 

roundhouses - Lingro, Whitegate and Kintradwell - and from stairwells at Carrol and 

Kintradwell in Sutherland. In all cases crania were involved, although at Whitegate 

partially articulated upper limb bones were also found. Finally, a large number of 

human remains were recovered from souterrains, underground storage structures, at 

Bu and Rennibister in Orkney.  

     Unfortunately, all of these sites except Bu and Whitegate were excavated in the 

19th century, and the exact context of the human bones at Lingro, Carrol and 



 150 

Kintradwell is not recorded; in particular, it is unclear whether the remains were at 

floor level or found further up in post-occupation rubble. It seems unlikely that human 

remains would have been placed on stairwells while these were still in use, and these 

deposits can therefore fairly be assumed to be post-occupation (see 6.4.5, below). The 

abandonment of stairways on occupied settlements, however, must be related to the 

abandonment of upper floors, which may have marked a significant change in the 

nature of the site. 

     Intra-mural cells, small openings between the inner and outer skins of Atlantic 

roundhouses often found on either side of broch entrances, were most probably used 

for storage - the early term of ‘guard cells’, with its defensive connotations, is now 

thought to be inappropriate (Armit 1996: 123-4). These cells need not have remained 

accessible throughout the life of the settlement, and human remains may have been 

placed into these features while the roundhouse was occupied or after the time of 

abandonment.  

     The Lingro cranium has been dated to cal. 120 BC-60 AD (see Appendix 3), centuries 

earlier than several of the Roman coins found on this site (Hedges et al. 1987c: 81-3), 

suggesting that its deposition must have taken place while the settlement was still 

occupied. At Kintradwell a juvenile cranium was found in a similar location, but 

unfortunately has been lost and cannot be dated, and the cranium found at Whitegate 

overlay a complex deposit of human and animal remains dated to cal. 259-432 AD 

(Heald and Thoms 2009). The location of these cells immediately beside entranceways 

may have been important, as these areas appear to have been a focus of deposition 

for human remains at many sites (see 6.3.4, above). The deposition of human remains 
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within intra-mural cells suggests that these features, as well as having a practical use, 

were being used for ritualised activities within the home. 

      In this way they may be compared with souterrains, partially subterranean stone 

buildings which are often found in conjunction with wheelhouses, roundhouses and 

broch towers, and which seem to have been primarily used for storage (Miket 2002: 

78-85). The majority of the human remains found at Bu seem to have been deposited 

within the souterrain, just outside the main roundhouse (Hedges et al. 1987a: 124-5). 

A considerable quantity of human crania were also reportedly found placed in a 

carefully organised pattern within a souterrain at Rennibister (Marwick 1927b), 

although these bones have since been lost and cannot now be closely dated. It has 

been suggested that souterrains may have had a concurrent ritual function, as unusual 

‘structured’ deposits, including artefacts and animal remains, have been found in 

several Orcadian examples (Henderson 2007: 147), and human remains may have 

formed a further part of this tradition.  

 

6.4.3: Deposits in or under floors 

     Most of the long-lived Iron Age settlements in Atlantic Scotland appear to have 

been re-floored on several occasions (Armit 2006b: 241). It is therefore often difficult 

to discern the original floor surface, and to assign to any human remains placed in or 

under a floor the status of primary, ‘foundation’ deposits. It is, however, fair to assume 

that these deposits date to the period of occupation of these buildings. As with wall 

deposits, it seems likely that the number of human remains deposited under floors on 

Atlantic Scottish settlements has been underestimated due to the limited excavation 

of floor levels on many sites. 
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     Human remains have been found incorporated within floors at three Iron Age sites 

in Atlantic Scotland. Adult teeth were recorded in the floor surfaces of external 

structures at two sites; Old Scatness in Shetland and Howe in Orkney. Although it is 

possible that these teeth were accidental losses, no pathology which might have led to 

palliative removal or natural loss is present, and it seems unlikely that teeth removed 

during life, even if viewed as domestic refuse, would simply have been left where they 

fell (see Armit 1996: 145-6). Fragmented long bones and small bones were also found 

incorporated into the floor surfaces of outbuildings at Howe (Lorimer 1994: 261) and in 

several floor layers at Dun Vulan (Parker Pearson and Sharples 1999: 288).  

     It is possible that flooring material was drawn unexamined from deposits elsewhere 

on settlements (although clean sand or soil might provide a more suitable material), 

but the presence of human remains in this material would still need to be explained. 

The inclusion of human material within floors might well have been seen to add extra 

powers of protection or regeneration to these surfaces, which would support the 

suggestion of Armit (2006b: 242) that the unnecessary repeated re-flooring of 

buildings in Atlantic Scotland was a highly ritualised activity, perhaps similar to the 

renewal ceremonies that accompanied the re-plastering of walls in Maya society 

(Walker and Lucero 2000: 139). 

      Four sites, all in the Western Isles, contain sub-floor features containing human 

remains. At Dun Vulan, a human mandible was placed into a foundation trench or 

drain dug under the original floor of an outbuilding (Parker Pearson and Sharples 1999: 

137-8). At Cnip a frontal bone was placed into a scoop dug into the surface underlying 

the second wheelhouse, along with a fragment of pottery, an animal skull and a 

rounded stone (Armit 2006b: 226)(Fig. 6.5). Four pits under the floor surface and 
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underlying a structural pier at Hornish Point contained the remains of a single juvenile 

individual, still partially articulated upon deposition (Barber et al. 1989: 775; James and 

McCullagh 2003: 90). Finally, at the wheelhouse of Sloc Sabhaidh a mandible was 

placed on top of a deposit of animal remains and underneath a quern stone in a 

feature dug into the floor (Rennell and McHardy 2008: 15).  

     The problems in dating and interpretation of these features are much the same as 

with similar deposits dug under entrances, and indeed the two practices are probably 

part of the same continuum. The bones placed into a scoop under the entrance of the 

Wag of Forse roundhouse can most easily be compared to the Cnip deposit, and the 

mandible placed into a drain at Dun Vulan appears to represent a similar event to the 

deposition of bones into a tank below the broch entrance at Howe. All these sub-floor 

deposits except the Sloc Sabhaidh jaw, which appears to be part of a set of ritual 

features dating to the occupation phase of the wheelhouse, can be interpreted as 

foundation deposits, adding power or protection to the spaces above them. 

 

Fig. 6.5: The frontal bone placed into a sub-floor scoop at Cnip (Armit 2006b: 86) 
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     The deposition of the partially decomposed remains of a juvenile skeleton at 

Hornish Point appears to be a unique incident, and due to the peri-mortem sharp force 

trauma shown on the skeleton raises the more sinister issue of human sacrifice (see 

6.6.2, below). Moses has argued that ‘foundation sacrifice’ should always be 

considered as an alternative to the more neutral term ‘foundation deposit’ where 

juvenile remains are found in these contexts, as ‘the act of killing the victim is 

necessary for the offering to have value’ (Moses 2008: 45-9). 

        

6.4.4: Deposits in middens 

     The deposition of human remains in middens is considered as a discrete practice 

from remains placed in post-occupation or rubble deposits in this study. In the past 

such contexts were often categorised as rubbish deposits, but modern archaeologists 

have started to take a different view of middens, and to try to understand how these 

deposits may have been viewed and used in prehistory.  

       The term ‘rubbish’ has long been recognised as problematic in archaeology. Not 

only does it by definition include all archaeological finds (which have been ‘discarded’), 

but it also has negative connotations in modern society that may not have applied in 

the past (Brück 1999: 332). It has been argued that middens, far from being simply 

piles of waste, may have represented the wealth or status of the group, and a 

regenerative resource for their future; midden material provides high quality, ‘life-

giving’ fertiliser (Lelong 2008: 264-6). It has also been suggested that the animal bones 

in middens may have been viewed as ‘food for the dead’ (Carlson 1999: 44). The 

presence of small human bones in earlier prehistoric shell middens may even provide 

evidence of the use of these features for the excarnation of the dead, the 
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transformation of the non-human midden components mirroring ‘the powerful 

transformation which affected the excarnated corpse’ (Pollard 1999: 34). 

      Midden deposits were in use during the life of the settlement; they may have been 

built up carefully over time, removed and used for agricultural purposes, maintained as 

standing evidence of the status of the settlement or utilised in the practice of domestic 

ritual. In any of these situations, the addition of human remains could have been seen 

as highly beneficial. Human remains could have added to the regenerating power of 

midden used on fields; the presence of tiny fragments of human bone at the site of 

Phantassie in the Lothians was interpreted in exactly this way (Lelong 2008: 265) and 

the association of human remains with regeneration and fertility appears to be of long 

standing in many cultures (Bloch and Parry 1982: 7). In terms of the demonstration of 

status, the remains of ancestors might have provided an added dimension, and in the 

practice of domestic ritual human bones must surely have been seen as more powerful 

than the faunal remains within midden deposits.  

     Human remains have been recovered from midden contexts at six sites; Old 

Scatness in Shetland, Bu in Orkney, Old Stirkoke and Whitegate in Caithness, Cnip in 

the Western Isles and Fiskavaig on Skye. The majority of these sites were in use for a 

substantial period of time after the midden deposits were placed; an extension of the 

Early Iron Age roundhouse wall at Bu was built over a midden layer containing an 

articulated arm, and parts of the settlement at Old Scatness were occupied for 

centuries after a partially articulated juvenile and other disarticulated bones were 

placed into Late Iron Age midden layers. Again, this supports the idea that these 

‘rubbish heaps’, including human remains, were maintained during the life of the 

settlement as an important and ritually loaded resource.  
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     Perhaps related to the midden deposits are two sets of remains placed into ash 

contexts during the occupation of structures at Howe in Orkney and Kettleburn in 

Caithness. At Howe many bones from a single juvenile were placed into the ash ‘dump’ 

inside an outbuilding (Ballin Smith 1994: 261), and at Kettleburn four fragments of 

cranium were found in a ‘heap of ashes’ in the broch interior (Rhind 1853: 268). 

Neither set of human remains appear to have been burnt. Ash material, like midden, 

forms good fertiliser, and may have been being stored within these buildings for future 

use – a future use which in these cases would also involve the fragments of human 

bone that had been added to them. 

 

6.4.5: Deposits in post-occupation layers and rubble 

     The vast majority of disarticulated human remains found on domestic sites in Iron 

Age Atlantic Scotland were recovered from post-occupation or rubble deposits. Such 

deposits have been recovered from 20 of the 37 domestic sites discussed here, 

account for 93% of all human remains found, and are spread throughout the Iron Age 

and throughout Atlantic Scotland. This category encompasses several of the deposits 

discussed above, such as remains placed in the rubble fill of entrances or stairwells. 

Post-occupation and rubble layers are often much harder to date than construction or 

occupation layers, and this group of deposits, though the largest, is probably the least 

well understood.  

     On many sites, areas of the settlement seem to have fallen into disuse and decay 

while other areas continued to be occupied, particularly at long-lived sites such as 

Howe and Dun Vulan. On these settlements human remains were deposited in rubble 

layers, presumably by the group still inhabiting the settlement, while occupation 
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continued nearby, with no clear separation of the living from the dead. It has been 

suggested that this deposition of remains may have been due to a casual attitude to 

the dead and the convenience of nearby empty structures as receptacles for human 

remains (Ballin Smith 1994: 262), but this seems most unlikely – aside from the near 

universal human concern for the physical remains of their dead, most of these deposits 

included only disarticulated, large bones (see Chapter 5) which were presumably 

recovered from outside the settlement for this final depositional event.  

     The most obvious interpretation of deposits of disarticulated human remains in 

post-occupation layers is as abandonment or ‘closing’ deposits, marking off areas that 

were no longer to be occupied. The practice of depositing special items in houses at 

the time of abandonment or destruction has been recorded in many cultures, as a 

means of marking the end of the life-cycle of the house (Webley 2008: 145). The varied 

deposits of human remains in Atlantic Scotland, however, cannot all be interpreted in 

this way. By definition, abandonment deposits must be made at the time at which a 

structure is abandoned or destroyed. Evidence for this kind of close chronological 

relationship is generally lacking, and many deposits in rubble layers clearly took place a 

considerable time after the collapse of abandoned houses.  

    The interpretation of later deposits of human remains, made decades or centuries 

after structures were last habitable, is more difficult. Clearly, many partially collapsed 

Atlantic roundhouses would have remained very visible in the landscape, just as they 

are today, powerful symbols of the labour and status of past inhabitants. The use of 

such structures for offerings and rituals by later generations should not be unexpected, 

especially if Iron Age societies placed importance on the place of the ancestors in the 

world of the living, as has been suggested by several authors (e.g. Hingley 1996). 
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Whitley has also suggested that disused monuments, in later prehistory as in recent 

history, may have been associated with supernatural creatures, gods or spirits (Whitley 

2002: 123). 

     Past settlements may have been treated as shrines, as locations where the 

ancestors could be communicated with, or simply as sacred areas particularly suitable 

for the disposal of certain members of society. There is evidence that earlier Bronze 

Age barrows and Neolithic tombs were often viewed and used in this way by the 

inhabitants of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland (Hingley 1996) and the use of more recent 

ruined roundhouses may simply have been a continuation of this tradition.  

 

 

6.5: The selection of people 

 

      As was discussed in Chapter 5, the poor preservation and isolated nature of the 

majority of disarticulated remains found on settlements makes an examination of 

demographic data for this group overall very difficult; for example, of the 153 

individuals whose remains have been recovered only six are identifiably female and 13 

likely to be male – apparently a slight sexual bias in favour of males, but based on very 

small numbers. Close analysis of the selection of men and women for different rites is 

an even greater challenge.  

      More analysis is possible regarding the different age of the disarticulated 

individuals, especially if a basic ‘adult’ or ‘juvenile’ division is used. The presence of 

large numbers of juvenile bones (38% of disarticulated individuals represented) does 

suggest that status achieved in life was not always a deciding factor, and that juveniles 
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were included in or specifically selected for domestic deposition in some cases. The 

association of infants and children with domestic structures is strong in many societies, 

and juvenile remains have been deposited on domestic sites from the Neolithic 

Balkans (Naumov 2007: 259-60) through to Anglo-Saxon England (Crawford 2008: 197). 

Tibbetts has suggested that the burial of infants within British Iron Age sites may have 

been intended to afford them protection after death, and retain their link with the 

family (Tibbetts 2008: 193). 

     Juveniles are underrepresented in almost all of the specific contexts discussed in 

this chapter, and it is possible that adults were preferentially selected for these rites. 

Juveniles do, however, make up over 40% of all remains found in post occupation 

deposits, the largest category. The deposition of juvenile remains seems to have been 

particularly common in the Early Iron Age, where they make up nearly 60% of deposits, 

and least common during the Middle Iron Age (Fig. 6.6). 

Fig. 6.6: Deposition of disarticulated adult and juvenile remains through the Iron Age 
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    There is evidence that in some societies which retain and use human bones high 

status individuals are considered most desirable; one example of a human femur 

worked into an artefact from central America has the name of the high-status 

individual to whom the bone once belonged inscribed on the side (Tiesler 2007: 30). 

Unfortunately, no such evidence is available from Atlantic Scotland, and the poor 

preservation and isolated nature of the disarticulated human remains found on 

settlement sites makes analysis of which individuals within society were being chosen 

for these rites very difficult. It is impossible at present even to know whether certain 

individuals, selected at death, were singled out and treated in a special way with the 

long-term aim of the recovery and use of their remains, or whether bones were simply 

drawn when needed from any member of the dead who had reached an appropriate 

stage of decomposition.  

 

 

6.6: The selection of bones 

   

     In the previous chapter it was shown that the selection of bones for deposition on 

Iron Age settlement sites was not random. There is a notable preponderance of crania 

and mandibles, with vertebrae, ribs and the small bones of the hands and feet only 

rarely recovered (see Figure 5.3). Using the zonation system to take into account the 

multiple zones of the larger bones of the body, crania and mandible bones make up 

51% of all disarticulated human remains found, large limb bones make up 27%, and all 

the other skeletal zones make up the remaining 22% (Fig. 6.7). 
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Fig. 6.7: Distribution of disarticulated remains found on settlements 

 

Fig. 6.8: Disarticulated bone zones found within different contexts 
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      In addition to this overall selection, there appear to be patterns in the different 

areas of the skeleton deposited within different contexts on settlements (Fig. 6.8). 

Cranial fragments and mandibles are particularly frequent in wall and intra-mural cell 

deposits, where they make up 69% and 70% respectively of the skeletal zones 

represented, but are relatively rare in floor deposits. Large limb bones are most 

frequently found in entrances, making up 37% of remains. Other post-cranial remains, 

particularly the small hand bones and vertebrae, are the most common find in ditches 

and floors, where they make up 63% and 50% of skeletal zones found respectively, but 

are rarely found in walls and are least frequent in the post-occupation deposits which 

make up the majority of finds. 

      This differential deposition of remains may be partly due to practical factors; the 

larger nature of cranial fragments and long bones may have meant that these could 

less easily be incorporated into floors than the smaller bones of the body. However, 

examples such as the pits dug under the floor surface at Hornish Point and the entire 

cranium crammed into a small wall space at Scatness suggest that such practicalities 

could be overcome. It therefore seems likely that certain contexts were simply seen as 

more appropriate for certain deposits; that crania were felt particularly suitable for 

deposition in walls or cells above ground, limb bones for marking entrances, and small 

post-cranial bones or fragments for scattering over ditches or floor surfaces.  

      This perceived need for different parts of the skeleton for different rituals could 

also help to explain the clear selection process indicated by the overall distribution of  

disarticulated bones. Although crania and mandibles certainly seem to have been 

preferentially used, other parts of the skeleton occur frequently and did not 

necessarily represent an inferior alternative - more crania could presumably have been 
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acquired if needed. Instead, the less frequent but still significant use of bones from the 

arms, legs and hands is perhaps best explained by the selection of these remains for 

particular domestic rites. 

 

6.6.1: The cult of the head 

     The disproportionate number of cranial fragments and mandibles found on Atlantic 

Scottish domestic sites represents the most obvious pattern in this use of human 

remains. Although major long bone shafts are also found relatively frequently, no post-

cranial bone has been recovered from Atlantic Scottish contexts nearly as frequently as 

cranial and mandibular bones, which constitute 51% of finds. It seems clear that this 

part of the skeleton was considered particularly important by the living, and 

preferentially retrieved and used in a domestic context.  

     The presence of such large numbers of crania and mandibles on Atlantic Scottish 

sites raises the issue of headhunting. As was mentioned in Chapter 2, several Iron Age 

groups in Gaul were described as practising headhunting by the Romans, and 

archaeological evidence in support of this is available from Iron Age Provence (Armit 

2006a: 1, 8-10). The evidence for this practice in Atlantic Scotland is considerably less 

extensive, consisting solely of the disarticulated crania found on settlement sites, and 

these could equally well be explained by the existence of a ‘cult of the head’ in which 

ancestral skulls were recovered, displayed and deposited on settlement sites.     

     The evidence of violence on disarticulated skulls is slight, consisting of a single, small 

depressed fracture on the cranium from Lingro, and two reported but unconfirmed 

injuries on crania from Carrol and Kintradwell (see Chapter 5). Future isotope analysis 

might be able to show whether some of the individuals whose heads appear on Iron 
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Age sites were non-local, which could support the idea that crania were being 

retrieved from outsiders. Without this information, it is impossible to know whether 

these remains were captured from enemies, or retrieved from the dead of the group 

inhabiting these settlements; a combination of both is even possible (Armit 2006a: 2).  

     In addition, the fact that post-cranial bones were also being used in domestic 

contexts in this period means that the cranial remains must be interpreted in a 

broader context. If the post-cranial remains deposited on settlements are also those of 

enemies this is not simply head-hunting but more complex human bone collection. If 

the post-cranial remains are drawn from in-group members, then the likelihood is that 

crania and mandibles were retrieved during the same process. 

     The complete crania from domestic sites provide more extensive demographic data 

than post-cranial bones, and it appears that both men and women were involved, men 

only slightly more frequently than women (8 probable males and 6 probable females), 

as well as large numbers of children - juveniles account for 40% of isolated crania 

found. Although this does not fit in with traditional views of battlefield casualties, 

which are expected to be almost exclusively young men, it does fit in with known 

patterns of head-hunting, where women and children are often specifically targeted 

(Armit and Ginn 2007: 128). Equally, however, the cranial data fit in well with the 

general pattern of human remains found on settlement sites, where both sexes and all 

ages are represented, and juveniles make up around a third of remains. The 

demographic data provide no evidence that the crania deposited on Iron Age 

settlements were drawn from a different group than the post-cranial remains. 

     All areas of the cranium have been recovered from settlements, but a breakdown of 

finds of individual bones of the skull shows further patterning (Fig. 6.9). A total of 34 
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entire crania have been recovered from Atlantic Scottish sites, as well as cranial 

fragments from an additional 21 individuals. The single bones found most frequently 

are the flat parietal bones from the top of the skull, followed by the frontal bone, the 

occipital bone at the rear, the mandible and finally the temporals. The smaller and 

more delicate facial bones are very rarely found alone amongst the disarticulated 

material. 

    The fact that larger cranial bones and mandible were retrieved and deposited more 

frequently than the more fragile facial bones is not surprising. The flat bones of the 

skull, however, are usually less robust than the mandible (Waldron 1994: 14), and the 

parietal bones were clearly favoured. This preference may have been due to their 

shape, which may have made them more suitable for deposition in certain contexts 

such as walls, or the ease with which they could be modified or perforated. 

 

Fig 6.9 : Frequency of finds of individual bones of the skull 
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     The modification of four cranial fragments, most likely for the purpose of display 

(see 6.7.1, below), may be regarded as the single strongest piece of evidence for the 

practice of aggressive headhunting in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. However, it should be 

remembered that crania from relatives, ancestors or high-status members of the group 

may also have been used. The preference of many early excavators for a violent origin 

for these human remains can be traced directly to a belief that retention and 

modification of human remains implies disrespect for the dead, and therefore is more 

likely to have involved strangers or enemies. If, on the other hand, it is accepted that 

the modification and display of skull fragments may just as easily have denoted respect 

for or even worship of ancestors, the use of members of the in-group becomes a much 

more likely proposition. 

 

6.6.2: Partially articulated remains 

     A few of the deposits included in this chapter represent partially articulated human 

remains; limbs or other body parts separated from the intact corpse but apparently 

still held in articulation by soft tissue. The recovery and handling of these remains 

would have been a very different experience from the recovery of dry disarticulated 

bones, and their deposition may have held a different meaning for those involved. 

     At Bu and Whitegate, articulated upper limbs were recovered from midden 

contexts. Unfortunately neither of these sets of remains were available for 

examination. The Bu remains, however, reportedly included hand bones (Hedges et al. 

1987a: 124), articulations which usually decay quickly. If these bones were still 

articulated, it seems inevitable that the stronger shoulder articulations must have 

been forcibly divided for this arm to have been brought to site. At St Boniface a pair of 
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apparently articulated lower tibiae and fibulae as well as tarsals, metatarsals and 

phalanges were recovered from the basal layer of the ditch fill (Lowe and Boardman 

1998). Again, these foot articulations would normally be amongst the first to 

deteriorate, and it seems that the lower leg bones present must have been cut off 

from the rest of the skeleton. A pair of articulated hands were also apparently found in 

a Late Iron Age context at Gurness, although no more detailed information is available 

on this find (Hedges et al. 1987b: 71).  

     At the final two sites, Hornish Point and Old Scatness, a wider selection of cranial 

and post-cranial bones were deposited. In both these cases, however, there is good 

reason to suggest that the whole body was not deposited. At Hornish Point the 

separation of the partial remains of a single juvenile into four pits appears to have 

taken place without the need for active disarticulation. The distribution of bones (the 

usually strongly attached bones of the pelvis, for example, are split between two pits) 

and absence of many bones (Fig. 6.10) suggests that the remains had been re-gathered 

for this event, and it is only the retention of some long bone epiphyses in place that 

indicates that the remains were not entirely disarticulated upon deposition. It seems 

most likely in this case that bones and partially articulated body parts were recovered 

from another location before deposition. 

     At Old Scatness, the presence of the upper cervical vertebrae alongside a cranium 

and mandible suggests that these bones were still articulated at the point of 

deposition, and the presence of a further few post-cranial fragments could be used to 

argue that this represents a disturbed burial. However, the well-recorded midden 

context of this find and very small number of post-cranial bones present makes it more 
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likely, again, that the articulated cranium, mandible and cervical vertebrae plus a few 

disarticulated bones were brought to and deposited on the site (Tucker et al. 2009). 

 

Fig. 6.10: Bones present at Hornish Point; the four different colours represent the four 

separate pits remains were recovered from 
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       The recovery of partially articulated human remains for domestic deposition must 

have required dealing with partially decomposed bodies, but the negative aspects of 

this task may have been justified if remains were needed quickly or if articulated 

remains were seen to hold a greater power than dry bones. It has been suggested that 

an immediate and urgent need for human remains in the case of foundation rituals 

may have meant the sacrifice of an individual specifically for this purpose (Moses 2008: 

51) but the partially articulated remains from Atlantic Scotland provide little evidence 

for this. Even in the case of Hornish Point, where signs of violence are present on the 

skeleton (see Chapter 5), a substantial period of time for decomposition had clearly 

elapsed between death and deposition. 

     It may be significant that in three of these cases, Bu, Whitegate and Old Scatness, 

the partially articulated remains were discovered in midden contexts – these make up 

half of the known cases of the deposition of human remains in midden material, and 

this may suggest that partially articulated remains were felt particularly suitable for 

this particular form of deposition. Alternatively, partially articulated human remains 

may have been temporarily placed into middens for a period of ‘protected’ 

excarnation before isolated bones were retrieved and used again, or until the midden 

material itself was used for fertilising nearby fields.  

      Partially articulated human remains clearly represent a minority practice within the 

wider practice of deposition of disarticulated individuals on settlement sites, making 

up just 3% of the deposits recorded. The occasional use of fresher, articulated body 

parts is, however, an important consideration in the general interpretation of these 

deposits, and may in some cases help to shed light on the chain of events between the 

death of the individual and their deposition. 
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6.7: Between death and deposition 

 

     Problematic as the archaeological evidence for the deposition of human bones on 

settlements is, evidence for the treatment of the remains preceding this final event is 

even more elusive. The generally good surface condition and lack of cut and gnaw 

marks on the human remains recovered from settlements were briefly discussed in 

Chapter 5. Only four sets of remains were very poorly preserved, gnaw marks were 

present on just one bone and possible defleshing cut marks on two, and the 

disarticulated remains in general seem to have been as well if not better protected 

than inhumations of the Middle to Later Iron Age. These observations all point to 

human remains being recovered at a specific point in the process of bodily decay, after 

disarticulation had occurred but before dry bones could be exposed to the elements or 

to scavengers (Fig. 6.11). 

 

Fig. 6.11: Theorised chain of actions leading to deposits of human remains found on 

settlements in Atlantic Scotland 
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     The nature and location of this primary decomposition area remains, frustratingly, 

unknown. The rarity of many of the smaller bones of the skeleton on settlements  

indicates that this primary funerary treatment must have occurred elsewhere, but 

almost no non-domestic sites have been identified in Atlantic Scotland. The finds at 

MacArthur Cave (discussed in Chapter 7) provide one possible example of a cave being 

used for excarnation. Bones also appear to have been removed from a few Late Iron 

Age inhumations (see Chapter 8), and burial could potentially have provided a good 

form of protected decomposition, but there may be too few inhumations to make this 

a feasible explanation for the source of all of the disarticulated remains found on 

domestic sites during the Iron Age. 

     Aside from transportation of bones or body parts from the primary funerary site, 

there is evidence that some human remains were further modified, used as tools, 

worn or displayed before deposition (see 6.7.1, below). Chapman has suggested that 

fragmentation of human remains may have been an important process in prehistory, 

facilitating their curation and circulation amongst kinship groups (Chapman 2000: 180). 

It seems entirely likely that the disarticulated human bones found on domestic sites in 

Atlantic Scotland had a complex history before deposition, being curated, circulated, 

displayed or brought out for use in family or household rituals (Armit and Ginn 2007: 

129). The good state of surface preservation of many remains does not discount the 

possibility of a long pre-deposition use life for these bones; it simply indicates that 

they must have been stored and handled carefully. The fact that remains from sites 

such as Dun Vulan appear to have been curated for a considerable period of time 

before final deposition also adds support to the conclusion that human bones were 

actively used by the community before their terminal deposition. 
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6.7.1: Modified bones and use wear - human remains as artefacts 

    Human remains that have been deliberately modified for use or display provide 

important evidence for the treatment of human remains before final deposition, and 

for the attitude of the living towards these remains. Modified human bones have been 

recovered from six sites in Atlantic Scotland, four of which are in Caithness (Fig. 6.12), 

and five of which are settlements. The exception is the perforated cranial fragment 

from Lower Dounreay, which was placed into a Late Iron Age grave, but which shows 

clear similarities to the modified cranial fragments found on domestic sites. 

 

Fig. 6.12: Sites in Atlantic Scotland that have produced modified human remains 
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     The most coherent set of modified remains from Atlantic Scotland are the 

perforated cranial fragments (Fig. 6.13). Examples have been recovered from four 

sites; Hillhead and Lower Dounreay in Caithness, Cnip in the Western Isles and 

Fiskavaig on Skye. All of these fragments have been directly dated: Cnip (cal. 20-180 

AD) and Fiskavaig (cal. 70-240 AD) appear to be the earliest, Hillhead slightly later (cal. 

310-440 AD) and Lower Dounreay a Late Iron Age example (cal. 660-780 AD).  

     The holes drilled through all of the bones have been worked from both sides, and 

must therefore have been made after these fragments had been separated from the 

rest of the skull: it would be extremely difficult to access these locations with an intact 

cranium. Although it seems likely that the bones were defleshed, these modifications 

must have been made while the bones were still relatively fresh, maintaining a 

sufficient organic component to avoid shattering or breaking during the drilling 

process. 

  

Fig. 6.13: The perforated cranial fragments from Hillhead (left) and Dounreay (right) 

(photos: author) 
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     The drill holes are all of a similar size, ranging from 5-7mm, with the Hillhead 

fragment exhibiting the smallest perforations and the Dounreay fragment the largest. 

The presence of ‘attempted’ drill holes on the interior of two of the cranial fragments 

may also be important. The term ‘attempted’ is probably misleading – there seems no 

reason to assume that these holes could not have been drilled completely through if 

that had been desired, and the four partially drilled holes in the Dounreay fragment 

are arranged in a neat, decorative formation, which strongly suggests that this 

fragment was intended to be displayed. 

     A further clue to the possible purpose of these holes lies in their location on the 

skull. The Hillhead, Cnip and Fiskavaig fragments are all parietal bones, flat bones 

located on the top of the skull, whereas the Lower Dounreay fragment is a frontal 

bone (Fig. 6.14). The posterior right parietal bone is perforated in three of the cases, in 

very similar locations. None of the fragments are complete enough to have been used 

as bowls, as with the perforated cranial bone recovered at Billingborough in southern 

England (Bayley 2001: 77).  

     The holes are all relatively central in the fragments, which would be most practical if 

the bones were to be suspended. The perforations in all four fragments are slightly 

smaller than those recorded on Nasca trophy heads (Forgey and Williams 2005: 261), 

and only the Dounreay fragment is perforated in a similar area (the frontal bone), and 

this may reflect differences in methods of display. Overall, it seems most likely that 

these bones were perforated for suspension, and either displayed within the home or 

worn as amulets. Given its different recovery context, the Dounreay fragment may 

have been used for the latter purpose, perhaps belonging to the person it was buried 

by, while the three fragments found on sites may have once been displayed there. 
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Fig. 6.14 The shape and location on the skull of the four perforated cranial fragments 

      

      Relevant to this discussion, though from a site that falls outside the scope of this 

chapter, is a cranium recovered from MacArthur Cave in Oban which seems to have 

had a large section of the right parietal and temporal bone removed (Fig. 6.15). 

Though this cranium was recovered in the 19th century and records of its discovery are 

vague, the colour of the edges of the cut suggest it was made before the cranium 

became buried, and Turner, who originally examined the skull in the 19th century, 

recorded that the right of the cranium was ‘imperfect’ and not measurable (Turner 

1895: 429). If this fragment was removed before the cranium was deposited in the Iron 

Age, as seems most likely, then this is the only known example of a ‘blank’ from which 

a cranial fragment was taken. The size of the missing fragment is comparable to the 

perforated cranial fragments, though in this case the area removed would incorporate 

the temporal, a more rugged and less flat bone.  
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Fig. 6.15: Cranium A from MacArthur Cave, showing removed fragment (photo: author) 

 

     Interestingly, this find suggests that fragments may have been deliberately cut out 

of intact crania rather than gathered as disarticulated fragments, earlier rather than 

later in the decomposition process. The intact state of this skull means that it may 

even have been recognisable as that of a known individual when the fragment was 

removed. It belonged to an adult of estimated age 30-40 years, probably male. 

     The other examples of modified human remains from Iron Age Atlantic Scotland are 

less easily comparable. One bone that seems to have been used for a practical purpose 

is the perforated femur head from Crosskirk (Fig. 6.16). Perforated femoral heads are a 

relatively frequent find on Iron Age and Norse sites in Atlantic Scotland, but only a few 

examples can be identified as human, based on the shape and size of the bone (Tucker 

forthcoming). These artefacts have often been described as spindle whorls, due to 

their similarity to ceramic and stone whorls, but it seems unlikely that they would be 

suitable for this task due to the lighter weight of bone (Brundle pers. comm.).  
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Fig. 6.16: The perforated human femoral head from Crosskirk, showing polishing and 

use wear (photo: author) 

 

     The use wear on the Crosskirk bone and others show that they were used for a task 

that had the effect of wearing away the superior surface; use as buttons or toggles is 

an alternative suggestion (Mackie 2002b: 253).  

      A femoral shaft (see Fig. 5.22) found at the Wag of Forse also exhibits extensive 

polishing and use wear to one end. The bone may have been shaped into a point - this 

modification may simply have been obscured by the use wear - but it is also possible 

that a naturally pointed bone fragment was chosen. The purpose to which this bone 

was put remains difficult to assess, although the shape suggests an awl. The only 

comparable example from Iron Age Britain is a polished femur shaft recovered from a 

ditch at Fairfield Park in Bedfordshire, which the excavator suggests was used for 

‘ritual purposes’ (Webley et al. 2007: 149). 

     Finally, a second cranial fragment from Cnip exhibits multiple cut marks on the 

exterior surface of the bone. It has been suggested that these marks may have been 

made during trephination (Mcsweeney 2006: 134), but the cuts do not resemble 
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known examples of trephination, and it seems more likely that this bone was modified 

into a tool, perhaps some form of scraper (Armit and Ginn 2007: 124). 

     The modification and use of human remains does not necessarily suggest disrespect 

for the dead; there is no reason to consider that they were viewed in the same way as 

worked animal bones. Instead, human bone artefacts may have been highly prized, 

used in domestic rituals or circulated to strengthen chains of kinship, and finally 

deposited in order to sanctify a social space (Chapman 2000: 6-7, 180) – the deposition 

of the Wag of Forse bone in a feature dug under an entranceway may support the idea 

that these artefacts were treated differently from animal bones. These modified and 

utilised remains provide further evidence of the complex and sometimes lengthy use 

lives of disarticulated human remains between death and deposition. 

 

 

6.8: How do the human bone deposits relate to other ‘special’ deposits? 

       

     Human remains were not the only items to be deposited in unusual contexts on 

domestic sites in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, and these deposits must be interpreted 

alongside those of faunal remains and artefacts if a real understanding of domestic 

ritualisation in this period is to be reached. A full discussion of the use of artefacts and 

faunal remains in household ritual lies outside the scope of this study, however, and 

this discussion will be restricted to deposits which contain both human and faunal or 

artefactual remains, which could potentially provide evidence of the relationship 

between these different practices. Such combined deposits have been recorded on 

just six settlements in Atlantic Scotland.  
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6.8.1: Special animal deposits 

     Deposits of unbutchered or articulated animal bones, or those placed in obviously 

structured contexts, have been recognised throughout Iron Age Britain, and the 

examination of these remains as evidence of past ritual processes has developed 

hugely over the last few decades (e.g. Morris 2008). Animal remains are 

understandably never assumed to have the emotional and symbolic connotations of 

human remains, but the purely economic explanations usually provided for faunal 

remains found on settlements clearly cannot encompass all deposits. The deposition of 

isolated human bones on settlements in this period could be used to argue that even 

deposits of single animal bones should be examined in these terms. 

     Atlantic Scotland has provided several of the most dramatic examples of Iron Age 

use of faunal remains within the home, as in the substantial number of deposits under 

the floor of the Sollas wheelhouse (Campbell 1991: 1) or the line of cattle metapodials 

used to create a kerb around the hearth at Bornais (Mulville et al. 2003: 28). Several of 

the sites that have produced human bone deposits in this study have also revealed 

special animal deposits. At Scalloway a pair of articulated cattle legs were laid at the 

base of the broch abandonment layer (Sharples 1998: 205), at Howe a sheep burial 

was placed under a floor and cat bones within the broch walls (Ballin Smith 1994: 280-

1), at Dun Vulan the disarticulated remains of piglets were placed in the wall chamber 

(Mulville et al. 2003: 28) and at Cnip the head of a great auk and articulated cattle 

bones were found in the wall packing (Armit 2006b: 247).  

     It is clear that animal remains were sometimes deposited in very similar contexts to 

the human bones found on settlement sites in Atlantic Scotland during the Iron Age – 
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under floors, in walls, in ditches and in post-occupation rubble. Direct associations 

between ‘special’ animal deposits and human remains, however, are rare. One 

example already mentioned  is the cranium at Kintradwell, which was laid on a stone 

which in turn covered the skull of a horse. If this antiquarian report is reliable, this 

deposit would be unique, and the unusual use of horse remains may be very 

significant. A single piece of unidentified animal skull was also found in the same 

context as the frontal bone at Cnip, as well as a rounded stone (Armit 2006b: 226).  

    Deposits containing human and animal remains have been found at two recently 

excavated sites; Whitegate in Caithness and Sloc Sabhaidh in the Western Isles. At 

Whitegate articulated human arm bones and a cranium were found placed on top of a 

pile of fragmented animal bones (Heald and Thoms 2009). A more complex sequence 

was found at Sloc Sabhaidh in the Western Isles, where articulated animal remains 

partially burnt in situ were found covering a layer of disarticulated animal remains. A 

human mandible was placed on top of this deposit, and the remains were covered by a 

layer of brown soil and a quernstone leaving the central hole open, through which, it 

has been suggested, future libations could have been made (Rennell and McHardy 

2008: 15)(Fig. 6.17).  

     Analysis of the faunal assemblages at these sites is still in its early stages, and only 

limited information is available on the nature of the animal bone, although it appears 

that the articulated remains at Sloc Sabhaidh are from a young sheep. 
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Fig. 6.17: The Sloc Sabhaidh human and animal bone deposit 

 

     Much more detailed information is available for the site of Hornish Point, discussed 

above in terms of the deposition of partially articulated human remains (see 6.6.2). At 

this site the bones of a human juvenile were placed into four pits along with bones 

from two sheep (one adult and one juvenile) and two cattle (both juvenile). The faunal 

remains had been thoroughly butchered, including the extraction of bone marrow, but 

no evidence of butchery was present on the human bones. The consumption of such 

young animals is considered unusual (James and McCullagh 2003: 90-1). The 

association of juvenile faunal remains with this very unusual human deposition 

suggests that the two events were part of the same ritual, and it has been suggested 

that the consumption of the animals may have been intended to symbolically stand for 

the consumption of the human (Barber et al. 1989: 777).  

     These combined deposits offer a rare window into a ritual sequence being carried 

out by Iron Age communities. An element of feasting appears to be present each time, 



 182 

preceding the deposition of animal remains followed by human remains. The 

radiocarbon dates obtained from Hornish Point and Sloc Sabhaidh (see Appendix 3) 

show that the human remains are roughly contemporary with the animal bones, and 

were presumably placed as part of the same event. The partially articulated human 

remains found at Whitegate and Hornish Point may suggest that no completely 

disarticulated bones were available, or that fresher human remains were preferred for 

this particular ritual. The three deposits do, however, seem to have taken place at 

different points in the life of the settlement; Hornish Point before construction, 

probably as a foundation offering, Sloc Sabhaidh during the period of occupation of the 

wheelhouse, and Whitegate late in the life of the settlement. 

     It has been suggested, largely in discussions of sacrifice, that animal remains can 

represent a substitute for human remains, albeit of lower value (Humphrey and 

Laidlaw 2007: 264), an argument which ties into the suggestion made at Hornish Point 

that the consumption of animal bones was linked to a symbolic consumption of the 

human bones. By the same logic, it may seem that special deposits of animal remains 

on Atlantic Scottish settlement sites could have been viewed as a substitute for the 

deposition of human remains, where these were not available or were thought 

unnecessary. The combined deposits of human and animal remains, however, seem to 

show that two different sorts of offering were sometimes considered necessary, and 

there are certainly examples of decorative animal bone deposition, such as the hearth 

at Bornais, for which there are no human parallels (Mulville et al. 2003: 31). The two 

materials may, therefore, have been used quite differently in domestic rituals of this 

period, each complimenting the other. 
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6.8.2: Artefacts 

      The deposit at Sloc Sabhaidh, described above, not only involved human and 

animal remains but also an artefact, a quernstone. It has been suggested that quern 

stones may have held a special status in Iron Age communities, symbolic of fertility and 

regeneration, and that they were often deposited in significant ways within the 

household (Dunwell and Ralston 2008: 110). Examples of this practice from Atlantic 

Scotland include rotary quern stones built into walls at A’Cheardach Mhor (Armit 1996: 

147), several deposited in the Cnip wheelhouses (Armit 2006b: 248) and one placed 

over a pit at Sollas (Campbell 1991: 133), possibly, as has been suggested for Sloc 

Sabhaidh, to allow libations to be poured down. Sloc Sabhaidh is the only site within 

the study area where human remains were associated with a quern stone, although it 

is possible that the cranium found at Netlater ‘behind a holed stone’ (Hedges et al. 

1987c: 74) could be another example of this practice.     

     The only other cases of human remains being directly associated with an artefact on 

an Iron Age Atlantic site are the deposit of a human frontal bone and a fragment of 

pottery found at Cnip (see 6.4.3, above), and the perforated deer femur head found in 

the same context as the Wag of Forse human limb bones. The latter artefact was 

assumed to be made from human bone by the excavator (Curle 1948: 21), and 

although it seems unlikely that this mistake would have been made by those who 

created the artefact, it is possible that this was the belief of those who buried it.    

     It has been suggested that Late Iron Age artefacts were placed onto abandoned 

sites in Atlantic Scotland due to a wish to connect with the ancestors (Alcock 2003: 

272), and this may be linked to the deposition of human remains in the same 

structures; what appears to be disorganised rubble may hide purposeful, sequential 
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deposits made by visitors to these sites. Perhaps partly due to poor recording of these 

layers, however, no direct associations of human remains and artefacts have been 

recorded in post-occupation deposits.  

 

 

6.9: Human bones, human rituals 

 

     The interpretation of past human behaviour which seems to modern eyes to have 

no obvious practical purpose is a difficult task, and one that archaeologists have 

traditionally shied away from. However, it is obvious that such behaviour accounts for 

a considerable amount of archaeological finds, including the deposits of disarticulated 

and partially articulated human remains found on Iron Age sites in Atlantic Scotland. 

This should not be surprising; the treatment of the dead is rarely proscribed by what is 

most practical, and the symbolic power of human remains has been harnessed in some 

way by most communities, past and present. 

     What has been attempted in this chapter is to interpret these deposits of human 

remains on settlements in their own terms, to look for patterns within them, and in 

turn to try to access the past ideas that stood behind these acts; acts which must have 

seemed rational to those involved (Brück 1999: 320-1). By examining at which stage in 

the life-cycle of the settlement and in which areas human remains were placed, it may 

be possible to identify ‘traces of ritual pathways’ (Walker and Lucero 2000: 135), and 

narrow down the positive benefits which the deposit was intended to bring to the 

community. Domestic deposits of human remains can in this way potentially reveal not 

only the attitudes of the inhabitants of these settlements to the dead, but also their 
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conception of the places in which they lived. Although it may seem a limited window 

onto Iron Age ritual life, domestic deposition comprises a substantial part of our 

archaeological evidence for this area, and was clearly a widespread and long-lived 

tradition. 

     Deposits of disarticulated human bones were made in multiple contexts throughout 

the life-cycle of domestic sites in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. Those placed under 

primary floors and walls before construction must surely have been intended to add 

power, stability or longevity to the building, or the well-being of its future inhabitants. 

In some cultures, such deposits are also placed to imbue the house with a soul, to 

bring it to life (Walker and Lucero 2000: 4). Deposits placed into parts of the 

settlement during its occupation may have marked particular events such as births, 

marriages or deaths, extensions or changes to the house, or times of hardship or 

celebration; ‘the history of the kin group was read in the history of the house, and its 

very fabric remembered these changes and alterations’ (Jones 2007: 22). Sadly these 

driving forces remain invisible to the archaeologist, but it seems fair, at least, to 

assume that these deposits were made to ensure the continued good fortune of the 

household.  

      ‘Closing’ deposits made immediately upon the abandonment of structures are hard 

to identify in Atlantic Scotland, but are suggested in a few cases, and there is also 

evidence for the continued placement of human remains into abandoned structures or 

settlements. These could perhaps best be interpreted as offerings to past generations, 

or as showing a changing, increasingly sanctified perception of the crumbling remains 

of the often monumental Atlantic roundhouses. 



 186 

     It seems likely that all these deposits added a permanent symbolic importance to 

the domestic site; ‘the act of deposition itself was important because it was a means of 

creating or adding to the significance of a particular place’ (Brück 1999: 331). Although 

faunal remains were also frequently used in domestic rituals, and artefacts on 

occasion, human bones were obviously felt to fulfil an important role in these 

negotiations and exchanges with the spiritual world.   

    The primary funerary location from which disarticulated and occasionally partially 

articulated human bones were drawn remains unknown. Perhaps the only clues to this 

are the few inhumations with bones apparently removed and the skull from 

MacArthur Cave with a fragment of bone cut out (6.7.1, above), but of specialised 

excarnation grounds, filled with the small bones left behind when crania and long 

bones were removed for use on settlements, no trace has yet been found. Some form 

of protected decomposition appears the most likely process by which disarticulated 

remains were obtained, but traces of even these more protected areas may not have 

survived archaeologically.  

     The decision of which individuals bones should be recovered and used and 

deposited on domestic sites may have been carefully targeted or entirely random; 

unfortunately the demographic evidence available from these fragments is simply too 

weak to provide much information on this subject. It does seem, however, that 

remains were not recovered from only one age or sex group, the most obvious 

subdivisions of a relatively egalitarian society. A selection made on the basis of status, 

either high (with the bones of important members of society being most prized) or low 

(with the remains of prisoners or slaves being taken advantage of) seems likely, but 

cannot be discerned on the current osteological evidence. Neither can the possibility 
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that some of these individuals were specifically sacrificed for the purpose of later ritual 

use; at present it must be accepted that such evidence is rare, with Hornish Point 

providing almost the only possible example. There seems no reason to assume that the 

disarticulation of human remains was considered disrespectful or harmful for the 

dead; it is possible that bodily fragmentation was a vital part of the funerary process 

(Kaliff 2007: 135). 

     Although only the final depositional phase is clearly visible to archaeologists, it is 

obvious from the modified and used human bones found on a few Atlantic Scottish 

sites, and the fact that some examples appear to have been curated for centuries 

before deposition, that many of these human bones experienced a series of 

treatments before deposition. The generally well-preserved surfaces of disarticulated 

remains suggest that they were treated with care, but this was clearly not 

incompatible with occasional modification of human bones. The close relationship of 

these communities with their dead was not limited to living alongside dry skeletal 

remains, but must be imagined to have involved the primary funerary treatment of 

cadavers, the treatment and transport of partially decayed remains, the circulation and 

use of dry bones within and outside the household, and complex final depositional 

rituals within the settlement. 


