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Chapter 7: Whole bodies on domestic and ritual sites 

 

‘The more complete the buried corpse, the more complete the statement about the 

deceased’s social persona and the greater potential it provides for the communication 

of social and cultural messages’ 

(Chapman 2000: 175) 

 

    In this chapter whole bodies placed onto domestic sites and sites which seem to 

have been used for specialised ritual activities in Atlantic Scotland will be discussed. 

The phrase ‘burial’, though applied to many of these finds at the time of excavation, is 

avoided here, and these remains are examined separately from the formal 

inhumations of the next chapter, which were placed into discrete graves away from 

areas of occupation. It is recognised, however, that this division is to an extent an 

arbitrary one, and that whole bodies on domestic and ritual sites may in fact represent 

a midpoint in the continuum of treatments of human remains in Iron Age Atlantic 

Scotland, which stretches from the disarticulated remains deposited on occupied 

settlements through to formal inhumations in defined cemeteries.  

 

 

7.1: The sites 

 

     Of the 21 sites that will be discussed in this chapter, one is in the Western Isles, one 

in Skye, one in mainland Argyll, two in Sutherland, five in Orkney and eleven in 
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Caithness. Although the four sites defined here as ‘ritual sites’ are spread across 

Atlantic Scotland, domestic sites on which whole bodies were placed are focused on 

the north-east coast and Orkney (Fig. 7.1). The definition of ‘ritual sites’ used here, 

without entering the complex arguments into the definition of ‘ritual’ in archaeology 

(see Bell 2007), is as non-settlement sites where clearly ritualised activities such as 

non-domestic construction, feasting, metal-working and structured deposition 

(including that of human remains) took place.  

 

Fig. 7.1: Settlements (red) and ritual sites (green) in Atlantic Scotland on which whole 

bodies were placed 
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     As with disarticulated remains, the absence of finds of intact individuals on 

settlements in Shetland and Argyll can be partially explained by poor preservation 

conditions and limited excavation, but it seems that the deposition of intact individuals 

onto settlements in the Western Isles was rare during the long Iron Age. Caithness 

seems to be the region in which this practice was most widespread, although a true 

assessment of the extent of this form of funerary treatment remains difficult due to 

the unreliable nature of these mostly 19th century excavation reports, and the absence 

of many skeletal remains for modern dating. 

      Six of the domestic sites included in this chapter also produced disarticulated 

human remains. This shows that the two practices could be contemporary within a 

single community, and that the divide between the two was less than clear; at sites 

such as Bu and Howe articulated and disarticulated remains were even found within 

the same contexts. 

 

 

7.2: Chronological patterns 

 

7.2.1: The Early Iron Age (800-300BC) 

 

Table 7.1: Whole bodies on domestic/ ritual sites dating to the Early Iron Age 

Site  Remains found Dating evidence 

Bu (9) Adult male skeleton (in 

souterrain rubble) 

Context Early Iron Age 

MacArthur Cave (92) Disturbed skeletons  C14 dates: cal. 755-240 BC, cal. 

765-407 BC, cal. 499-183 BC 
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     The only remains which fall into this time period are those recovered at Bu in 

Orkney and MacArthur Cave in Argyll. The former site is an Atlantic roundhouse which 

also produced disarticulated human remains. The latter site is a cave which may have 

been used for the excarnation of the dead (see 7.5.2). Funerary evidence for the Early 

Iron Age as a whole is very rare, and both of these sites, particularly MacArthur Cave 

which may hold clues to the wider treatment of the dead in this period, are therefore 

important. As all the other settlements included in this chapter seem most likely to 

have been constructed during the Middle Iron Age, and the majority of skeletons were 

recovered from post-occupation layers, it is unlikely that any other known deposits of 

whole bodies on settlements or ritual sites fall into the Early Iron Age. 

 

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

     

Table 7.2: Whole bodies on domestic/ ritual sites dating to the Middle Iron Age 

Site  Remains found Dating evidence 

Howe (15) Adult male skeleton  C14 date: cal. 40 BC-180 AD 

Knowe of Skea (17) Adult skeleton 2100  C14 date: cal. 146-46 BC 

 Adult skeleton 2114  C14 date: cal. 6-79 AD 

 Adult skeleton 3015  C14 date: cal. 142-36 BC 

 Adult skeleton 4036  C14 date: cal. 229-111 BC 

 Adult skeleton 4038  C14 date: cal. 167-71 BC 

 Adult skeleton 4045  C14 date: cal. 47-117 AD 

Mine Howe (20) Two adult skeletons Contexts Middle Iron Age 

The Udal (85) Adult male skeleton  Context Middle Iron Age 

High Pasture Cave (91) Adult female skeleton  C14 date: cal. 50 BC-230 AD 

MacArthur Cave (92) Disturbed skeleton C14 date: cal. 368-60 BC 
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     As with disarticulated human remains, it is to the Middle Iron Age that the largest 

number of whole bodies have been dated. This group definitely includes skeletons 

from two settlements, Howe and the Udal, as well as from all of the four ritual sites 

discussed in this chapter; the Knowe of Skea, Mine Howe, High Pasture Cave and 

MacArthur Cave.. 

    Undated bodies placed into settlements at floor level, or into cells and stairways 

while these were still accessible and before substantial rubble layers had built up, may 

also be Middle Iron Age in date. Such deposits include Borrowston where one 

individual was found ‘laid close to the wall of the tower’ at floor level (Anderson 1890: 

185), Brounaben and the Hill of Works where whole bodies were placed into intra-

mural cells, Ousdale where a skeleton was ‘roughly built into the aperture’ above the 

stair (Mackay 1892: 354), and the skeletons found ‘near the base of the mound’ at 

Yarhouse (Anderson 1890: 132). In Sutherland, skeletons found by the entrance, on 

the stairway and on the floors of outbuildings at Kintradwell may also date to the 

Middle Iron Age; a disarticulated cranium found at floor level at Kintradwell has been 

dated to cal. 80-260 AD (see 6.2.2).  

    As all of these sites were excavated in the 19th century, however, little detailed 

contextual information is available on the precise period in which the sites were in use, 

when certain areas fell out of use, and when in the life of the settlement bodies were 

deposited, which might help to show whether these remains were placed before 300 

AD. Without this information, it remains possible that the majority of these deposits 

fall into the Late Iron Age.  
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7.2.3: The Late Iron Age (300-800AD) 

 

Table 7.3: Whole bodies on settlement/ ritual sites dating to the Late Iron Age 

Site Remains found Dating evidence 

Knowe of Skea (17) Adult skeleton 2098  C14 date: cal. 264-366 AD 

 Adult skeleton 3111  C14 date: cal. 332-408 AD 

Crosskirk (38) Adult male skeleton  C14 date: cal. 430 BC-130 AD 

C14 date: cal. 330-540 AD 

Udal (85) Juvenile 21324  C14 date: cal. 300-1050 AD 

 

     Use of the Knowe of Skea for the deposition of human bodies appears to have 

continued into the beginning of the Late Iron Age, and the infant recovered from the 

ditch at Mine Howe is believed to date to this period (The Friends of the Orkney 

Archaeological Trust 2005: 9). Many of the deposits of whole bodies on settlements in 

Caithness and Sutherland, described above, may also be Late Iron Age in date: the re-

dating of the Crosskirk seated skeleton to cal. 330-540 AD is an example of the 

deposition of human remains on a settlement still occupied well into the mid first 

millennium AD. 

     In addition, it seems likely that the majority of cist inhumations dug into the rubble 

of Atlantic roundhouses occurred towards the end of the long Iron Age, after 

significant time had elapsed for the central structure to fall into disuse and decay. Cists 

of this type were recovered at Green Hill in Orkney, and Achingale, Dunbeath, Scottag, 

Thrumster and Wester in Caithness. Finds from the cists at Achingale and Scottag are 

thought to be Late Iron Age (Anon. 1873: 356, Anon. 1894: 239).  
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     Some of the bodies found higher up in the rubble of the settlements at Yarhouse 

and Kintradwell may also fall into this period. The Norse date obtained for one of the 

skeletons at Kintradwell (see Appendix 3), and a medieval brooch found near to the 

highest skeleton at Yarhouse (Anderson 1890: 141), however, indicate that the 

practice of placing the dead into these abandoned structures continued beyond the 

end of the long Iron Age. Though this complicates the dating of cist burials recovered 

from the rubble of Atlantic roundhouses, it is interesting that the later inhabitants of 

Atlantic Scotland also on occasion placed their dead within the ruins of these 

structures, especially since it is normally assumed that any Norse incomers would have 

practised formal, accompanied inhumation (Ritchie 1993: 39). The finding that several 

communities continued this earlier practice suggests that elements of ritual life and 

funerary culture did not disappear at the end of the Iron Age. 

 

 

7.3: Living with the dead: bodies on occupied settlements 

 

    The poor dating evidence available for many of the antiquarian excavated sites in 

this chapter makes it difficult to fully assess the extent of the practice of placing intact 

corpses onto occupied domestic sites, but three definite examples are known; Howe in 

Orkney, Crosskirk in Caithness and the Udal in the Western Isles.  

   Although the bodies involved appear to have been placed on areas of settlements no 

longer in use (the presence of an intact corpse would be a serious obstacle to most 

domestic activities) occupation was apparently continuing elsewhere on these sites, in 

some cases for several centuries after the deposit was made. There seems little reason 
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to doubt that the deposition of these individuals would have been a public event, and 

substantially altered the character of the area in which they were placed. This practice 

must therefore surely be regarded as a purposeful ritual act rather than a casual 

means of disposing of the dead. It would have brought with it a number of negative 

factors, such as the loss of an occupation area, and, if the body was insufficiently 

buried (which on some sites appears to be the case), smell, and attraction of 

scavengers. It must be presumed that despite these negatives the deposition of these 

bodies was thought to bring some positive benefit to the settlement.   

 

7.3.1: Howe 

     The Atlantic roundhouse at Howe was the site of deposition of remains from an 

estimated 32 individuals, represented for the most part by a few disarticulated bones 

but in some cases by a more substantial proportion of a skeleton. Only one individual, 

however, was clearly deposited as an intact and articulated corpse. This individual was 

male, aged at 40-50 years, and had suffered a (previously unrecorded) peri-mortem 

blunt force injury to the cranium. The cranial injury on this individual must raise the 

possibility of human sacrifice (see 7.9, below), although it is not certain that this injury 

resulted from inter-personal violence.  

     The body was placed on one side lying against the wall of a collapsing outbuilding, in 

the words of the specialist ‘dumped’ in a ‘hurried and informal’ manner (Lorimer 1994: 

260, 262)(Fig. 7.2). This outbuilding is thought to have been abandoned by the 1st or 

2nd century AD, and the radiocarbon date obtained for this skeleton is cal. 40BC – 180 

AD, which suggests that no great lapse of time existed between the disuse of the 

structure and the deposition of the body. 
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Fig. 7.2: The skeleton deposited in an outbuilding at Howe (Ballin Smith 1994: 261) 

   

    This was an area of the settlement in which a large number of disarticulated juvenile 

remains were also found. It may be that both the articulated and disarticulated human 

remains found here were placed as part of a ‘closing’ ritual, marking the abandonment 

of this area of the site. However, it appears that the deposits took place over a 

substantial period of time, and were placed into rubble layers, suggesting that the 

collapse of this structure was already underway. It may therefore be safer to conclude 

that this articulated individual was placed into an area of the site that had been 

abandoned for domestic use, but which was gradually assuming a new, ritualised role. 

 

7.3.2: Crosskirk 

     At Crosskirk in Caithness, a stone cist placed into an external building, set into but 

partly projecting above the floor surface, enclosed the seated body of an adult man 

(Fig. 7.3). This individual had an estimated age at death of over 50 years, and suffered 

from poor dental health, widespread degenerative joint disease and a long-standing 

partial dislocation of the right shoulder which must have restricted the use of this arm. 
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Fig. 7.3: The seated ‘burial’ at Crosskirk (Fairhurst 1984: 87) 

 

     Although the new date obtained for this skeleton (cal. 330-540 AD) places its 

deposition relatively late in the Crosskirk site sequence, it is believed that this 

settlement was occupied up until the 8th century AD (Fairhurst 1984). The very visible 

nature of the cist means that this deposition must have formed an obvious feature of 

the site for the last few centuries of its occupation. 

     No other seated burials are known from Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, and this is a 

relatively difficult position in which to arrange a dead body (Nilsson Stutz 2003: 333). 

Iron Age seated skeletons have, however, been found on the ritual site of Acy-

Romance in France (Lambot 1998), and Green has suggested that these young men 

may have been placed in this position to give them a ‘life-like’ appearance (Green 

2006: 130). The use of this burial posture may have held a similar significance at 

Crosskirk. This man, in his visible and accessible cist, may have remained in some sense 

a living presence within the settlement (Armit and Ginn 2007: 119). 
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7.3.3: The Udal 

    The Udal in North Uist is the only domestic site in the Western Isles on which an 

articulated skeleton has been recorded. Unfortunately, the post-excavation analysis on 

this site has not been published, and only limited information is available on the 

context of the human remains. It seems, however, that one adult male inhumation was 

placed into a wheelhouse on this site, accompanied by a bone pin, a joint of lamb, an 

antler and two iron objects, during the Middle Iron Age (Crawford 1980).    

     A juvenile pit inhumation dug into the post-occupation wheelhouse rubble appears 

to be slightly later - the radiocarbon date obtained for this individual (Denston 2008) 

has a wide range, but suggests a date in the mid first millennium AD. The extremely 

long-lived nature of settlement at the Udal means that the community would have 

been living alongside these remains, as well as the disarticulated remains of several 

other individuals, until beyond the end of the Iron Age. 

 

7.3.4: Mainland sites 

     As discussed above (see 7.2.2) it seems likely that some of the whole bodies 

recovered from domestic sites in Caithness and Sutherland were deposited during the 

Middle Iron Age, and it is also possible that some of these deposits were made while 

sites were still occupied. It seems unlikely that bodies would have been placed on 

features such as stairs while these were still in use, but judging by Howe and Crosskirk 

disused outbuildings may have provided more practical areas for this activity. Some 

deposits of disarticulated remains in intra-mural cells also appear to have been placed 

on occupied sites (see 6.4.3), and the same may be true of whole bodies. Taking one 
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example, Kintradwell in Sutherland is a relatively well recorded site where articulated 

bodies, as well as disarticulated remains, were found in a range of contexts (Fig. 7.4).  

 

Fig. 7.4: The range of contexts in which whole bodies (and disarticulated remains) were 

placed at Kintradwell, Sutherland (after Joass 1890: plate 12) 
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     It would seem reasonable to assume that skeletons 6 and 7, deposited on the 

stairway, and skeleton 9, found in rubble beside the entrance, are probably post-

occupation. The most likely candidates for occupation period deposits would seem to 

be skeletons 1.2 and 4.2, both placed in outbuildings which may have been disused 

before the site was abandoned, and possibly skeleton 5, placed in a cell. Using this 

logic, the list of deposits of whole bodies on occupied settlements could include the 

juvenile placed into an outbuilding at Wester, the skeleton found in an external 

structure at Yarhouse, and the skeletons placed into intra-mural chambers at 

Brounaben and the Hill of Works. Most of the other whole bodies recorded on 

settlements must, however, represent post-occupation deposits. 

 

 

7.4: A place with the ancestors: bodies on abandoned domestic sites 

  

      The placement of bodies on abandoned sites would have clearly involved none of 

the practical difficulties and, perhaps, psychological effects of living alongside the dead 

on an occupied settlement. Nonetheless, the decision to place corpses into post-

occupation layers of what had often been monumental structures clearly represents a 

purposeful, ritual act, probably most easily interpreted in the same manner as the 

deposition of disarticulated remains in these contexts during the Iron Age (see 6.4.5). 

Abandoned and decaying structures may have been viewed as shrines, as places where 

the ancestors could be contacted and appealed to, or as the dwelling places of spirits 

or gods. Pollock suggests use of earlier sites of occupation for the disposal of the dead 

due to both practical and symbolic factors; a desire to express links with the past, the 
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wish to legitimate land rights or power structures, and the association of these areas 

with ritual activity and liminality (Pollock 2006: 17). 

     The decision to place the remains of particular individuals in these sites, though 

presumably serving some wider purpose for the living community, could have been 

intended to have either positive or negative effects on the deceased. In later Anglo-

Saxon England, for example, the placing of the dead in pagan barrows was felt to be a 

fearful punishment, ‘ensuring that those so buried were condemned to eternal 

torment by the demons and spirits who inhabited such places’ (Reynolds 2009: 249). 

Although the Iron Age is often portrayed as a period in which the ancestors were 

revered and worshipped, and in which association with these figures of the past was 

felt to be desirable (e.g. Hingley 1996), this more negative view of the past inhabitants 

of the landscape should also be considered. 

 

7.4.1: Bu 

     Like Howe, Bu is an Atlantic roundhouse settlement, although in this case 

occupation appears to have been restricted to the Early Iron Age. The one intact 

individual at this site was placed into the rubble ruins of the earth-house or souterrain, 

along with the disarticulated remains of several other individuals, mostly juveniles. 

Unfortunately the human remains from this site were not available for study, but this 

individual was recorded as a well built adult male with dental caries; a very similar 

profile to the skeletons recovered at Howe, Crosskirk and the Udal. The prone position 

of the body was described as casual, even careless, with the hands behind the back, 

possibly tied (Fig. 7.5) (Hedges et al. 1987a: 124).  
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Fig. 7.5: The adult male found in the souterrain at Bu (Hedges et al. 1987a: 37) 

 

     The deposition of this articulated individual and a large quantity of disarticulated 

remains following the abandonment of the settlement at Bu clearly cannot be 

interpreted as a change in the nature of this site to an ordinary community cemetery, 

both in terms of the demographic group involved and the depositional context of the 

skeletal material. Instead, these deposits must be linked to the changing use and 

associations of this collapsing settlement, which, perhaps importantly, had included 

one of the earliest known monumental structures in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. 

 

7.4.2: Mainland sites 

     As discussed above (7.3.4), although some of the bodies placed into outbuildings, 

within intra-mural chambers and onto floors may date to the period of occupation of 

the settlement, the majority of whole bodies on settlements, especially those 

described in antiquarian reports as being in rubble layers, probably post-date the 

abandonment of these sites. 
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     Intact bodies were placed into post-occupation layers at a large number of domestic 

sites, often within stone cists. Although it is possible that some of the bodies in cists 

found in the higher levels of ‘broch mounds’ may post-date the end of the long Iron 

Age, artefacts from two of these cists are believed to be Late Iron Age in date (Anon. 

1873: 356, Anon. 1894: 239), and the only later, medieval artefact was not directly 

associated with a body. The range of contexts in which whole bodies were placed on 

abandoned settlements, especially on sites such as Kintradwell and Yarhouse, also 

indicates a long term sequence of deposition.   

     As at Bu, the key to interpreting the placement of these individuals on abandoned 

domestic sites must lie in the associations that earlier structures held for those 

inhabiting these landscapes in the later Iron Age. Clearly, only a small proportion of 

individuals were accorded this rite, possibly because of a personal association with the 

site, or due to their suitability for this form of social or religious statement.  

 

 

7.5: Death beneath the earth: bodies in caves 

     

    The importance of caves as foci of ritual activity in prehistory has been discussed by 

several authors (e.g. Tolan-Smith 2001) and there is substantial evidence that this form 

of activity was widespread in Iron Age Britain. Particularly relevant in this context is the 

Sculptors Cave, Covesea, a site in Moray which falls just outside the study area. In this 

cave considerable numbers of Bronze Age and Roman Iron Age human remains were 

recovered, and osteological evidence has demonstrated that several individuals were 

decapitated in the cave during the 3rd-4th century AD (Armit and Schulting 2007; Armit 
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et al. 2011). The two cave sites in Atlantic Scotland where Iron Age human remains 

have been found, MacArthur Cave in Argyll and High Pasture Cave on Skye, provide 

less dramatic, but still intriguing evidence of the use of these natural features for the 

unusual funerary treatment of a few individuals. 

 

7.5.1: MacArthur Cave 

    The radiocarbon dating of human bones recovered from MacArthur Cave in Oban to 

the Iron Age was unexpected; though it had been suspected that human remains from 

the Obanian caves might not all be Mesolithic, no previous evidence of Iron Age use of 

these caves had been recovered (Saville and Hallen 1994: 715). This cave, and possibly 

other caves along this coast from which as yet undated human remains have been 

recovered, now provides rare evidence of Early Iron Age funerary behaviour.  

     The suggestion that whole bodies were originally deposited in this cave is supported 

by the presence of many of the small bones of the body, despite the fact that this 

excavation took place in the 19th century and the recovery of smaller, less easily 

identifiable bones might be expected to be poor. Recording of the disposition of the 

human remains was not precise, but included a description of the different levels at 

which bones were found, and it seems that these bodies had been considerably 

disturbed (Saville and Hallen 1994: 720). Gnaw marks on several of the bones show 

that the remains were not well protected from scavengers while in a fresh state. At 

least four individuals are represented, all apparently adult although the bones of one 

individual are very small. 

      The remains in MacArthur Cave are of crucial importance. Not only do they fall into 

the Early Iron Age, a period for which funerary evidence is extremely sparse, but they 
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seem to provide evidence for an actual site of excarnation, partially accessible to 

scavengers but largely protected from the elements. This is exactly the type of site that 

disarticulated human remains may have been drawn from for use and deposition in a 

domestic setting, as discussed in the previous chapter (6.7). It seems extremely 

significant that a cranium with a fragment purposefully removed (6.7.1) was also 

recovered from this site. 

     Though so far an isolated example of this site type, the importance of MacArthur 

Cave is clear; it provides the only plausible ‘missing link’ in the chain between the 

death and the deposition of the individuals whose disarticulated remains have been 

found on Iron Age settlements. 

 

7.5.2: High Pasture Cave 

      High Pasture Cave in Skye, a recently excavated site, seems to have been a centre 

of ritual activity from the Middle Bronze Age to the Middle Iron Age. Shortly before the 

cave was finally sealed in the early centuries AD, the body of a young adult female was 

placed onto the steps leading down into the cave (Fig. 7.6), along with the 

disarticulated remains of a neonate and a foetus. The neonatal and foetal bones were 

placed in two careful deposits underneath the adult. More recent excavation has also 

recovered human neonatal bones from further inside the cave, associated with 

neonatal pig bones (Sinfield pers. comm.). 

     The significance of deposits on domestic stairways was discussed in the previous 

chapter (section 6.4.2) – in the case of High Pasture Cave, the deposits on the stairway 

clearly indicate the abandonment of the route into the cave, and therefore effectively 

the closure of this site, which must have been a significant event.  



 206 

 

Fig. 7.6: The adult individual found on the steps of High Pasture Cave (Birch 2006) 

 

     The undoubtedly religious nature of this site, and the depositional context of these 

human remains, could be argued to suggest human sacrifice. Although no signs of 

violence were recorded on the adult skeleton this possibility cannot be ruled out - 

many methods of violent killing would leave no trace on the bones. In any case, the 

placement of this dead woman inside the cave seems a clear example of a ‘closing’ 

deposit, designed to seal off the area symbolically just as the blocking of the entrance 

sealed the cave physically. 
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7.6: A sacred death: bodies on ritual sites 

 

    Iron Age sites dedicated to non-domestic activities were unrecognised in Atlantic 

Scotland less than a decade ago (Harding 2004: 297), but with the excavation of sites 

such as Mine Howe and the Knowe of Skea in Orkney, and High Pasture Cave in Skye 

(see 7.5.2, above), this has changed. At all three of these sites human remains were 

deposited, and the use of entire bodies, contrasting with the general emphasis on 

disarticulated remains on domestic sites, seems significant. The two sites discussed 

below also both contained areas where metalworking was practised; the ritual 

connotations of metalworking have been discussed by several authors (e.g. Bradley 

2005: 150) and the association of metalworking with the human remains on these sites 

suggests complex belief structures involving technology, regeneration, life and death. 

 

7.6.1: Mine Howe 

     Mine Howe in Orkney is a ritual complex spanning the long Iron Age, focused 

around a central mound and subterranean chamber, with a large enclosure ditch and 

several structures used for non-domestic activities. The bodies of two articulated 

adults were found on this site, as well as several deposits of disarticulated remains and 

an infant placed in a round cist within the ditch fill (Friends of the Orkney 

Archaeological Trust 2005: 9-18). 

    An extended body placed under the floor of the metal-working workshop was that of 

a young woman (Fig. 7.7). It may be cynical to suspect that if the skeleton had been 

male it would have been suggested that this was the smith – no such suggestion has 

been made of the female skeleton, but the placement of the body under the floor of 
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this specialised area and the objects found with it (metal toe rings and a perforated 

antler object) indicate a special link to the activities that took place in this building. The 

excavators have suggested that this deposition might represent a closing ritual for the 

primary episode of use of the workshop (Friends of the Orkney Archaeological Trust 

2005: 13).  

   The second individual, an adult male, was recovered from a midden context outside 

the workshop. Much less ceremony seems to have been involved in the placement of 

this body, which was found unaccompanied and crouched on one side in a grave cut 

apparently slightly too small to contain it (Friends of the Orkney Archaeological Trust: 

15). The skeleton revealed clear evidence of a violent death, suggestive of murder, 

execution or human sacrifice (see 7.9, below). 

 

Fig. 7.7: The woman under the workshop (left) and man in the midden (right) from 

Mine Howe (Friends of the Orkney Archaeological Trust 2005: 13 and 15) 
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     The two adult skeletons at this site appear to be roughly contemporary (1st century 

BC – 1st century AD), but to represent very different rites, one involving careful 

placement with artefacts under a particular area of the workshop, and the other 

involving the violent killing and hasty deposition of the body into a midden outside the 

same structure. Both incidents may have been timed to mark changes in the life-cycle 

of the workshop, and to add power or significance to these events, within the wider 

ritual context of Mine Howe. 

 

7.6.2: The Knowe of Skea 

    The discovery of the remains of over 150 people amongst an unusual group of 

buildings at the Knowe of Skea in Orkney was a hugely important development in the 

study of the funerary behaviour of the inhabitants of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. The 

human remains from this site represent nearly a third of all those recovered in this 

area over the 1600 years of the long Iron Age. 

    Unfortunately, contextual information from this site has not been published, the 

osteological analysis of the remains from is not complete, and the author was not 

permitted access to the skeletal remains. However, the majority of individuals 

represented (around 70% from a simple count of small find numbers assigned) appear 

to be neonates or infants, with a smaller number of older juveniles, and adults making 

up less than 25% of the group. Radiocarbon dates from this site stretch from the last 

few centuries BC to the mid first millennium AD (Moore and Wilson 2005, 2007), 

although these dates are all from the adult skeletons - no dates are so far available 

from the huge number of neonatal individuals placed into the rubble of structure H, a 

structure apparently used for metalworking before its abandonment.  
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     The demographic slant of the human remains recovered means that this site cannot 

be viewed as a normal community cemetery. The very young have been accorded 

differential funerary treatment by many groups throughout history, and the Knowe of 

Skea could be interpreted as a specialised cemetery for those who died before 

becoming full members of society, in a similar way to the cillini of Ireland, which were 

used primarily for unbaptised infants (Finlay 2000: 407).  

     The presence of a smaller number of adults at the site could in this scenario be 

explained by the exclusion of these individuals from normal funerary treatment due to 

unusual circumstances in their lives or deaths; suicides, murderers, shipwrecked sailors 

and the mentally ill were among those sometimes included in cillini cemeteries in 

Ireland (Finlay 2000: 409). 

 

 

7.7: The selection of people 

 

      There do appear to be demographic differences between the complete individuals 

deposited on domestic sites and the disarticulated remains discussed in the previous 

chapter. Only two articulated juveniles are present on settlement sites, compared to 

22 adults; they comprise 8% of this group, whereas they made up 38% of the 

disarticulated material (Fig. 7.8). Five articulated individuals from settlements have 

been recorded as male, and none so far as female - no information on sex is available 

for the majority (Fig. 7.9). 
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Fig. 7.8: Age distribution of individuals on settlements (‘adult’ and ‘juvenile’ categories 

comprise individuals for whom close age estimation was not possible) 

 

Fig. 7.9: Sex distribution of whole bodies on domestic and ritual sites 
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     It therefore appears that intact deposition was a rite usually reserved for adults, 

perhaps particularly adult males. The individuals deposited at Howe, Bu, Crosskirk and 

the Udal appear remarkably similar; all were males aged at over 40 years, well built but 

suffering from degeneration of the joints and poor dental health. 

     The individuals deposited on ritualised sites provide quite different demographic 

data. At the Knowe of Skea neonates and infants appear to have been deposited in 

large numbers, and adults are rare; unfortunately, no information is yet available on 

the sex of these individuals. At High Pasture Cave an adult female and neonatal and 

foetal remains were found, and at Mine Howe another adult female and infant were 

deposited, as well as the adult male. Sex could not be assessed for the infant, neonatal 

and foetal remains at these two sites due to the incomplete nature of the remains. At 

MacArthur Cave the disturbed and commingled nature of the bones makes analysis 

difficult, but it seems that at least four adults were originally present, of whom one at 

least was identifiably male. These four sites all represent clearly different depositional 

processes within different contexts, but the fact that women and children are 

represented at least as commonly as males is noteworthy, contrasting as it does with 

the overwhelming preponderance of adult male individuals on Iron Age ritual sites on 

the continent (Green 2006: 145). 

      It was remarked in the section on dental health in Chapter 5 that levels of caries are 

particularly high among articulated individuals found on domestic and ritual sites, 

being found in nearly half of observable individuals compared to less than 10% of 

individuals afforded formal burial or observable among the disarticulated material. 

This could suggest that the individuals chosen for whole body deposition were drawn 
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from a group in the population that had greater access to high-carbohydrate 

foodstuffs, which would usually be regarded as a high status trait.  

     Finally, signs of trauma potentially caused by interpersonal violence were present 

on two individuals examined, the adult males from Mine Howe and Howe. The fact 

that two examples of probably fatal violent injury were observed among the relatively 

small group of individuals placed on domestic sites seems significant (see 7.9, below). 

 

 

7.8: How were they deposited? 

 

     The deposition of complete bodies allows much more detailed analysis of the way in 

which these remains were laid into their contexts and how much care was taken in this 

deposition than is possible with disarticulated bones. Unfortunately, the poor 

recording of many of the domestic sites excavated in the 19th century means that this 

information is only available from a minority of the sites included in this chapter. 

      The Howe skeleton who suffered peri-mortem cranial trauma was placed flexed on 

one side, in the opinion of the excavator in a ‘hurried and informal manner’ (Lorimer 

1994: 262). The individual at Bu was prone, and ‘had the appearance of having been 

flung down face forward with its hands...behind the back’ (Hedges et al. 1987a: 29). 

The seated position of the Crosskirk skeleton, in contrast, is a clearly formal burial 

position, often associated with an attempt to portray the dead as still socially alive in 

some sense (Cobo 1990: 251). The Udal individual was crouched (Crawford 1980), a 

common burial position in prehistoric Britain. 
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     Turning to the ritual sites, the original position of the MacArthur Cave skeletons is 

impossible to determine as these remains had been thoroughly disturbed (Saville and 

Hallen 1994: 720). The majority of individuals at the Knowe of Skea whose body 

position is mentioned in the reports appear to have been crouched or extended 

(Moore and Wilson 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007). The adult female at High Pasture Cave 

was supine, with the limbs splayed (Birch 2006), and the Mine Howe skeletons were 

neatly extended (in the case of the workshop female) and ‘unceremoniously dumped’ 

on one side in a crouched position (in the case of the male in the midden) (Friends of 

the Orkney Archaeological Trust 2005: 13-15). 

     It seems likely that the majority of other domestic finds, especially the cist 

inhumations, would have been placed in a formal position, but some examples from 

settlement sites, such as the individual ‘roughly built into’ the over-stair aperture at 

Ousdale (Mackay 1892: 354) and the skeleton found on the scarcement ledge at Carn 

Liath (Joass 1890: 105) may also represent examples of casual body positioning. This 

distinction may highlight the existence of two different ritual processes involving the 

placement of whole bodies onto sites; one requiring careful, formal bodily 

arrangement (Crosskirk, the Udal, and the Mine Howe female), and the other involving 

little care or ceremony, perhaps even an open show of disrespect to the corpse (Howe, 

Bu, High Pasture Cave and the Mine Howe male). It may be significant that both the 

skeletons showing evidence of trauma belong to the latter group (see 7.9). 

     Several individuals recorded on sites excavated in the 19th century were apparently 

accompanied by artefacts. The finger ring from Scottag and bone comb from Achingale 

have already been mentioned. The ‘wheelhouse period’ inhumation at the Udal was 

accompanied by several artefacts and a joint of meat (Crawford 1980). At the ritual 
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sites, the only accompanied body was that of the Mine Howe female, found wearing 

copper toe rings and with a deer antler object placed on her chest.  

     The presence of these artefacts in a societal context where such offerings to the 

dead were rare (see Chapter 8) may again suggest the marked difference between the 

funerary treatment of these individuals and the rest of society. It has been suggested 

that the automatic assumption that ‘grave goods’ were placed for the benefit of the 

deceased should be questioned (Kaliff 2005: 135-6), and this may be particularly 

relevant in a context in which the very placement of the dead seems to have been 

designed to primarily achieve some purpose for the living. These ‘grave goods’ may 

instead have formed a part of the ritual being enacted on domestic and ritual sites. 

 

 

7.9: The evidence for human sacrifice 

 

     Two individuals in this chapter show clear evidence of peri-mortem trauma. Firstly, 

the man deposited in rubble at Howe had suffered a blunt force injury to the cranium, 

unrecorded in the original report from this site. It is possible that this injury was 

caused by accidental contact with a stone wall or heavy tool, but it is perhaps more 

likely that the injury was inflicted by an implement wielded by a human hand.  

     There is, however, no doubt that the man found at Mine Howe was violently killed; 

he suffered multiple sharp stabbing wounds to the rear left rib area (Fig. 7.10), one 

projectile injury and one stab affecting the posterior surface of the left scapula, a 

‘fending off’ wound to the hand and a possible injury to the mandible.  
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Fig. 7.10: Peri-mortem cut marks to the left ribs of Mine Howe 2 (photo: author) 

 

     Judging by the size of the bones and levels of enthesophyte growth this individual 

had been muscular and active during life, and these injuries suggest he may have been 

attacked by multiple assailants. The violent death and deposition of this man within a 

midden on a site of public ritual is difficult to explain in terms of an illicit murder, and 

human sacrifice or execution seem more likely scenarios. The difficulties in 

distinguishing archaeologically between execution and sacrifice were discussed in 

Chapter 2, though the site of deposition of this individual at least points to a heavily 

ritualised execution. 

     A possible cranial fracture was originally recorded on the skeleton found at Carn 

Liath, although re-analysis suggests that this may in fact have been damaged post-

mortem (see Appendix 2). Unfortunately, the majority of other skeletons recovered on 

settlements have received no osteological analysis, and were unavailable for modern 

examination. There is also little indication as yet that any evidence of violent death has 

been recorded on the huge number of individuals found at the Knowe of Skea, 

although two cases of crania being separated and placed on the top of the body, 
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providing evidence of either peri-mortem or post-mortem decapitation, were recorded 

(Moore and Wilson 2003). 

     Clearly, evidence of fatal trauma on two or three individuals, only one of which can 

definitely be said to have involved inter-personal violence, and the apparently rough 

and careless placement of bodies at some sites, cannot be used as evidence that all the 

intact corpses deposited on domestic and ritual sites in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland were 

the victims of human sacrifice. Indeed, although this explanation seems tempting in 

some cases, such as the unusually positioned skeleton at Bu and the woman sealed 

into High Pasture Cave, the majority of whole individuals placed on settlements seem 

to have been accorded relatively formal deposition, which would not fit with 

traditional views on human sacrifice. 

     In the previous chapter the case of Hornish Point was discussed (see 6.6.2), as the 

only set of disarticulated remains that show potential evidence of a violent death 

which may have been of a ritualised nature. Though a greater interval of time had 

clearly passed between the death and the deposition of the Hornish Point juvenile 

than of the adults at Howe and Mine Howe – enough for the body to partially 

decompose – it seems that an attempt was still made to collect a large part of the 

body. It may be that human sacrifice was more likely to result in the deposition of the 

whole of the individual involved on sites in Atlantic Scotland. On the other hand, it is 

possible that the more complete bodies found simply provide more evidence of the 

cause of death, and that evidence for ritual killing amongst disarticulated human 

remains is better hidden. 

     On the present evidence, it is impossible to state that human sacrifice was a 

common ritual in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, or that this is a likely cause of death for 



 218 

the majority of individuals whose remains have been recovered, in whole or in part, on 

domestic or ritual sites in this area. It does seem likely, however, that this extreme 

practice did occur on occasion, most convincingly in the cases with peri-mortem 

trauma from Mine Howe and Howe. 

 

 

7.10: Human deposits or human burials? 

 

    As the quote at the beginning of this chapter shows, the deposition of an entire 

body, more obviously representative of the living individual, carries with it the 

potential to make stronger statements about the importance of that individual, and 

whole corpses must have made a much more visible statement within settlements and 

ritual sites than disarticulated bones. In this greater symbolic power probably lies the 

key to interpreting these remains.  

     Some of the deposits of bodies on domestic sites, especially those placed within 

stone cists, could easily be described as formal burials; it is only their unusual context 

that marks them out. The decision to place individuals into occupied or abandoned 

settlements, however, must have separated them from the rest of their community in 

death, and is probably linked to the continued deposition of disarticulated human 

remains into these same structures.  

      Unlike disarticulated remains, the bodies of whole individuals could not easily be 

concealed under floors or within small wall voids; their presence would have 

dominated the area where they were placed and prevented further use of that space. 

The majority of these deposits are therefore best interpreted as closing deposits, 
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sealing off areas or episodes of use of the domestic or ritual site. Much later deposits, 

as with post-occupation placement of disarticulated bones, may have been placed on 

these sites as they became viewed as increasingly sacred places; transitional zones 

between the world of the living and the dead.  

      It is clear that these locations were not felt suitable for the majority, but only for 

certain members of the population. Unfortunately, although intact skeletons do 

provide a great deal more data for assessing the sex, age and life histories of the 

individuals involved, too many of the bodies recorded on Iron Age settlements in the 

19th century were not retained, and a full analysis of which individuals were chosen for 

these rites is therefore impossible. Nonetheless, the fact that on settlements in all 

cases where the sex was recorded the individuals involved were male, and that 

children appear so rarely, does suggest that it may have been adult males who were 

selectively chosen for this unusual form of funerary treatment.    

       The use of human remains on ritual sites such as Mine Howe, High Pasture Cave 

and the Knowe of Skea should not be unexpected; human remains were being used on 

Iron Age shrines and sanctuaries on the continent, as well as on domestic sites with a 

partially ritualised character throughout Iron Age Britain (see Chapter 2). The fact that 

so few have yet been recognised makes it difficult to establish the full extent of the 

construction of specialised ritual sites in Atlantic Scotland, and in turn of the use of 

human remains within these areas. The co-existing practice of the deposition of human 

remains, in disarticulated and articulated form, on settlements suggests a complex 

picture of domestic and public ritual involving human remains during this period. 

      In the next chapter the formal inhumations recovered from Iron Age Atlantic 

Scotland will be discussed. Several of these formal burials were located very near to 
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earlier settlements (e.g. Buckquoy, Freswick and Sandwick); others were placed near 

to settlements abandoned before the start of the Iron Age (e.g. Skara Brae and 

Northton). Given the very dense nature of settlement activity on areas of productive 

coastline in Atlantic Scotland, this frequent association is not entirely surprising, but it 

certainly does not suggest any divide between past settlements and the dead; in many 

ways, no strong difference in interpretation can be maintained between these formal 

burials and the deposits of articulated bodies placed onto domestic sites.  


