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Chapter 9: Cremation burials 

 

‘Others conceived it most natural to end in fire…..whereby they also declined a visible 

degeneration into worms, and left a lasting parcel of their composition’ 

(Thomas Browne 1658: 6) 

 

    In this chapter, cremated human remains thought to date to the long Iron Age will 

be discussed. The phrase ‘cremation burial’ is used in preference to the more common 

parlance of cremations for the sake of accuracy; the burnt human remains that have 

been recovered from these sites were all formally buried. Cremation of the dead 

followed by scattering or other archaeologically invisible treatments of the ashes (see 

Williams 2008: 243) may also have been practised during the Iron Age, but the only 

evidence that might be found of these alternative practices are the pyre sites where 

initial body treatment took place. Only one possible Iron Age pyre site is currently 

known from Atlantic Scotland (see 9.3.3), and there is little evidence for the 

widespread practice of cremation of human remains.  

 

 

9.1: The sites 

 

     Cremation burials dating to the long Iron Age have been recovered from ten sites in 

Atlantic Scotland (Fig. 9.1). In addition, a single pyre site is known, at Hermisgarth in 

Orkney (14). This number of sites, and the 30 or so individuals represented within 
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them, is undeniably small compared to the evidence for alternative treatments of the 

dead discussed in the previous three chapters, but may represent an important 

minority tradition.  

    

 

Fig. 9.1: Sites of Iron Age cremation burial (red) and sites providing evidence of 

cremation pyres (blue) in Atlantic Scotland 
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     Sites of cremation burial are spread across Atlantic Scotland: one in Shetland, four 

in Orkney, two in the Western Isles and three in Argyll. The cremation burials from the 

Western Isles and Shetland appear to be quite isolated, and Orkney is the only region 

where several sites of this practice have been found in relative proximity. Further 

excavation and dating of cremated human remains could, however, change this picture 

quite dramatically, as it seems likely that burials previously automatically assigned to 

the Bronze Age could turn out to be Iron Age in date. 

 

 

9.2: Chronological patterns 

 

    The majority of cremation burials included in this chapter have been directly dated. 

Cremation, like inhumation burial, is not generally perceived to be an Iron Age rite in 

Scotland, and without direct dating of the human bone or associated materials almost 

all of the burials discussed in this chapter would have been assigned to the Bronze Age. 

The exceptions to this are two sites from Orkney, Oxtro and Netlater, Middle Iron Age 

Atlantic roundhouse settlements which were excavated in the 19th century. Although 

the human bone from these sites was not retained for modern dating, the fact that the 

cremations seem to post-date the occupation of these sites means they can be 

reasonably assigned to the Late Iron Age. 

 

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

    Three sites of cremation burial fall into the Early Iron Age, and this funerary evidence 

may be particularly important given the rarity of human remains dating to this period 



 275 

in Atlantic Scotland. Two of the sites are very early, at Uyea in Shetland and Loch 

Paible in the Western Isles, while the burial from Sanaigmhor on Islay  appears to have 

taken place a few centuries later. 

 

Table 9.1: Cremation burials dating to the Early Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland 

Site Remains found Dating evidence 

Uyea (7) Several steatite vessels 

containing cremated bone 

C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 790-410 BC 

Loch Paible (78) Cremated bone in cist 1 C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 760-410 BC 

 Cremated bone in cist 2 C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 790-420 BC 

Sanaigmhor (95) Cremated bone under 

cairn 

C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 409-210 BC 

 

     Uyea and Loch Paible are some of the most isolated examples of Iron Age cremation 

burial geographically (see Fig. 9.1), and are most easily explained as a limited survival 

of Bronze Age funerary tradition into the Early Iron Age in Shetland and the Western 

Isles. At least three cremation burials were originally present at both these sites 

(Sheridan 2003: Toolis 2005), and they may therefore represent small cemeteries, 

perhaps of isolated family groups maintaining this form of funerary tradition. 

Cremation burials dating to the 8th-6th centuries BC have been recovered further south 

in Britain, which suggests that the date at which this practice was finally abandoned 

should be placed later than was previously thought (Cunliffe 1991: 498).  

    The cremation burial found on Sanaigmhor is too late in date to be explained in this 

manner. Although a second cremation burial was recovered at this site, this produced 
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a Late Iron Age date (see 9.2.3), and the Early Iron Age burial at Sanaigmhor appears 

chronologically isolated. Islay is, however, one of the closest points in south-west 

Scotland to Ireland, and strong links between these two areas are well attested in 

prehistory (Ritchie 1984: 3). Although evidence for Iron Age funerary behaviour in 

Ireland is not plentiful, it appears that cremation burial was practised sporadically from 

the Early Iron Age to the Middle Iron Age (O’Brien 2003: 63), and it is possible that the 

Sanaigmhor cremation is a reflection of this Irish influence. 

 

9.2.2: The Middle Iron Age (300 BC – AD 300) 

 

Table 9.2: Cremation burials dating to the Middle Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland 

Site Remains found Dating evidence 

Sebay (25) Cremated bone in urn, 

covered by animal hide 

C14 date for animal 

material: cal. 50-240 AD 

Barvas (66) Cremated bone in stone-

lined ditches 

Associated with Middle 

Iron Age pottery 

Morvern (93) Cremated bone in pit 

under cairn 

C14 date for charcoal in 

cist: cal. 20-400 AD 

 

    Cremation burials from three sites in Atlantic Scotland have been dated to the 

Middle Iron Age; one in the Northern Isles, one in the Western Isles and one in Argyll. 

The radiocarbon dates from two of these sites, Sebay in Orkney and Morvern in Argyll 

are for non-human material within the burial container, but there is no reason to 

assume that this is not contemporary with the human bone. A number of cremation 
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burials excavated at Barvas in the Western Isles have also been dated to the Middle 

Iron Age by association with the decorated pottery found at this site (Macleod 2000). 

      The Sebay burial, placed in a steatite urn (Sheridan 2006), bears a strong similarity 

to those recovered at Uyea in Shetland (see 9.2.1) and Stromness in Orkney (see 9.2.3). 

It therefore appears that this form of burial was practised on a limited scale 

throughout the Iron Age in the Northern Isles. The Morvern cremation burial was 

recovered on the West coast of Argyll, and Irish influence could perhaps again be a 

factor. The Barvas cremation burials are as yet unpublished but may provide the sole 

example of a larger cremation cemetery of the Middle Iron Age. At least one Iron Age 

inhumation was also placed onto this site, although the chronological relationship 

between the two forms of burial is not clear (Macleod 2000). 

 

9.2.3: The Late Iron Age (AD 300 - 800 ) 

     

Table 9.3: Cremation burials dating to the Late Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland 

Site Remains found Dating evidence 

Oxtro (23) Cremated bone in cists 

overlying roundhouse 

Post-date Middle Iron Age 

settlement 

Netlater (21) Cremated bone in clay 

urns outside roundhouse 

Post-date Middle Iron Age 

settlement 

Stromness (29) Cremated human bone in 

steatite urn 

C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 390-600 AD 

Cleigh (88) Cremated bone in and 

around pit cut into cairn 

C14 date for charcoal from 

pit: cal. 560-755 AD 

Sanaigmhor (95) Cremated bone in cist C14 date for cremated 

bone: cal. 250-530 AD 
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Fig. 9.2: The cremation cists at Oxtro, overlying the roundhouse (Petrie 1890: 76) 

 

     Late Iron Age cremation burials have been found at five sites, three of which are in 

mainland Orkney. The human remains from Oxtro, an Atlantic roundhouse site 

excavated in the 19th century, were not retained, but the relatively well-recorded 

stratigraphic context of these remains (Fig. 9.2) and the reported use of a class 1 

symbol stone as a cover for one cist (Petrie 1890: 76) strongly suggest a Late Iron Age 

date. The evidence from Netlater is more equivocal: the ‘burnt bones’ recorded were 

not retained for modern examination or dating, and the position of the urns, buried so 

that the lids were level with the floor of the Atlantic roundhouse (Petrie 1873: 81), 

could be argued to suggest a date from the Middle Iron Age into the Norse period. 

Overall, however, a Late Iron Age date appears to be most likely. The urned cremation 

from Stromness bears a strong similarity to those recovered at Sebay and Uyea (see 

above) but has produced a surprisingly late date in terms of the use of a steatite vessel 

for cremation burial (Sheridan et al. 2005). 

     Turning to the Argyll examples, the cremated human bone from a cist at 

Sanaigmhor has been dated to the 3rd – 6th century AD, and the cremation burial from 

Cleigh is even later, apparently dating to the Christian period in Argyll. This very late 

use of cremation, in an area in which the Christian church (which generally denounced 

cremation of the dead) is thought to have had a strong presence, is particularly 

interesting. 
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9.3: The cremation method 

 

     Cremation of the dead can take many forms, ranging from the symbolic partial 

burning of bodies, which leaves the bones largely intact, to the thorough incineration 

and grinding up of bone practised at modern crematoria, which completely transforms 

the corpse into ash (Weitzel and McKenzie 2008). These differences in the primary 

process of cremation may reveal differences in the time-frame over which funerary 

treatment took place, the activities that accompanied it, and the belief system that 

underpinned it. 

 

9.3.1: Cremation fuel - the problem of timber 

   The absence of easily obtainable timber over many areas of Atlantic Scotland by the 

Iron Age, notably in Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles (Dickson and Dickson 

2000: 29), makes it difficult to see how cremation could ever have been a widespread 

rite. This problem seems to have been overcome during the Middle Bronze Age, by 

which point deforestation was already largely complete, although in this period the 

overwhelming dominance of cremation as a funerary tradition in Britain must have 

been a powerful motivating factor (Parker Pearson 2005: 49). The reappearance of 

isolated cremation burials during the Iron Age seems less easily explicable.  

     It is possible that cremation could have taken place using an alternative fuel, and 

peat, the primary material used for cooking and heating homes in deforested areas of 

Atlantic Scotland over the last few millennia, would seem to be the obvious candidate. 

Cremation of animal corpses on peat pyres has been shown to be efficient in recent 
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experiments (McKinley 2009). Nonetheless, peat-cutting is a labour intensive process, 

and substantial quantities would have been needed, in addition to those already 

required for domestic purposes, for cremation to have become a widespread practice. 

This restriction may mean that cremation and scattering of the ashes is unlikely to 

have been a universal, or even common, archaeologically invisible funerary treatment 

in some areas of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland.  

     Analysis of the different osteological signatures left by cremation on timber and 

peat pyres may be able to indicate which of these methods was utilised for the 

cremations dated to the Iron Age in the Northern and Western Isles, and research into 

this question is currently being carried out (Medina-Pettersson 2009). If rare and 

valuable timber was being utilised for the treatment of the dead rather than the needs 

of the living, this conspicuous consumption must be interpreted as a very strong 

demonstration of wealth and authority (Walker et al. 2008: 135), and Iron Age 

cremation burials should be examined in this light. 

 

9.3.2: Burning and fragmentation 

     The colour of burnt bone is thought to depend on the temperature at which it was 

cremated, with brown or black colouring indicating a lower temperature than blue-

grey or white, although length of cremation and the immediate environment are also 

influential factors (Walker et al. 2008: 130). It appears that different cremation 

temperatures were used to burn the human remains examined in this chapter, with 

variation in bone colour evident within as well as between cremations. The cremated 

bone from Uyea was brown-grey in colour, suggesting that it was burnt at a relatively 

low temperature. At other sites such as Loch Paible, Cleigh and Sanaigmhor a 
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predominantly white colour was achieved, which would normally indicate a cremation 

temperature of above 800 degrees centigrade (Walker et al. 2008: 130). Oxidisation of 

skeletal elements did vary, however, with some fragments from Loch Paible remaining 

black in colour, reflecting incomplete calcination of parts of the skeleton. This variation 

suggests a cremation method that was able to provide high temperatures over an 

adequate interval of time for calcination, but which could not always ensure even and 

thorough burning.  

      McKinley has pointed out that although complete destruction of the cremated 

corpse is required by modern western sensibilities, the same is not true of many non-

western cultures and was most probably not the case in early history or prehistory, 

where the focus would have lain on the ritual, rather than the physical, transformation 

of the corpse (McKinley 2008b: 163). Variation in bone colour and destruction appears 

to have been common among the cremation burials of many past societies. Outdoor 

cremation was almost certainly the norm, and the unreliable weather of northern 

Britain may occasionally have disrupted the process (McKinley 2008b: 181). The 

variation in the extent of burning demonstrated by the Atlantic Scottish examples is 

probably best interpreted as resulting from a combination of these practical and 

symbolic factors. 

      It has recently been highlighted that the extent of bone fragmentation recorded by 

archaeologists is often considerably higher than the level of bone fragmentation within 

the burial urn or container, due to bone fragmentation during excavation (Harvig 

2009). Although most of the material from the sites in this chapter was recorded as 

highly fragmented, this level of fragmentation may be due more to excavation damage 

than to destructive post-cremation processing. 
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9.3.3: Hermisgarth: an Iron Age cremation site? 

      One valuable source of evidence as to the true prevalence of cremation of the dead 

during the Iron Age, which could potentially include more than the buried examples 

included in this chapter, are pyre sites which include fragments of human bone. 

Unfortunately, such sites do not survive well archaeologically (Downes 1999: 25-7).  

      The one possible case of a pyre site recorded in the area under study is 

Hermisgarth in Orkney. At this site burnt human bone fragments, probably 

representing small amounts of several individuals, were recovered from two stone 

pyre settings. A nearby inhumation burial has been dated to the Late Iron Age (see 

Appendix 3) and although the stratigraphic link between the pyre settings and this cist 

burial is weak it seems probable that the two different funerary rites attested at this 

site are ‘broadly contemporary’ (Downes and Morris 1997: 619). If accepted, this 

would appear to be a second case (added to Barvas) of the coexistence of the two 

different burial treatments on a single site. Hermisgarth remains, however, the only 

Iron Age pyre site where human cremation seems to have taken place, and it is difficult 

to draw firm conclusions as to its significance within the wider funerary landscape. 

 

 

9.4: The burial rite 

 

     The burial of cremated human remains usually involves several stages, including the 

gathering of remains from the pyre site, the insertion of the bones into a receptacle 

such as an urn, sometimes along with non-human material or artefacts, and the 

placement of the remains into a dug feature.  
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Fig. 9.3: The cremation burial at Sanaigmhor, placed in an urn within a cist with a stone 

‘marker’ erected nearby (Cook 1999: 257) 

 

     Further elaboration of the grave, such as the raising of a cairn or other structure 

above ground, may also occur (Fig. 9.3). The presence or absence of these different 

elements of the funerary ritual may aid in interpretation of the use of cremation burial; 

for example whether it was intended to demonstrate wealth or power, or form a 

permanent focus in the landscape. 

 

9.4.1: The container 

     Stone or clay containers for cremated human material appear to have been used at 

the majority of the sites discussed in this chapter. At only one site, Cleigh in Argyll, do 

the remains seem to have been entirely unenclosed, with no evidence of even an 

organic container; they were found as a scatter within a pit.  
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     Most common seems to have been the use of short stone cists to hold the remains; 

this practice was recorded at Oxtro and Netlater in Orkney, Loch Paible in the Western 

Isles and Morvern in mainland Argyll. The ‘stone-lined ditches’ described as containing 

the cremated human remains at Barvas (MacLeod 2000) may represent a variant of 

this practice, and at Sanaigmhor a stone cist formed a secondary container for the urn 

(Fig. 9.3). The use of slab-built cists to hold cremation burials, as with inhumations, 

may be interpreted as an attempt to mark off the burial area, or to protect the human 

remains enclosed.  

      Steatite urns were used to hold cremated human bone at three Northern Isles sites, 

Uyea in Shetland and Sebay and Stromness in Orkney. Steatite is not found in Orkney 

and must have been imported from Shetland for the Sebay and Stromness burials. This 

material appears to have been used primarily for mortuary purposes in Orkney in the 

Bronze Age, although it was used for everyday storage in the Viking period (Sharman 

2008: 22-24). The three Iron Age cremation burials in steatite urns therefore appear to 

represent a surprisingly late continuation of earlier funerary tradition.  

       Clay urns were used at Sanaigmhor to hold both sets of remains. The 

differentiation of Iron Age and Bronze Age ceramics is not a simple matter, and some 

doubt remains as to whether these urns were manufactured in the Bronze Age and 

reused, or first produced during the Iron Age, although the excavator prefers the 

former interpretation (Cook 1999: 265-6). This practice can be compared to the 

apparent re-use of an earlier cist at Morvern (Ritchie and Thornber 1988), and may fit 

in to the wider picture of the re-use of earlier monuments for the placement of human 

remains in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland.   
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Fig. 9.4: Fragments of decorated stone used as a cover for a cremation urn at Uyea 

(Allen and Anderson 1903: 5) 

 

       At three sites incised stones, possibly related to Pictish symbol stones, were used 

to form the cover of a cremation container. The stone from Oxtro seems to have been 

the most elaborately carved, bearing the figure of an eagle, an animal represented on 

several Pictish class 1 symbol stones, but unfortunately this stone was built into 

another structure before it could be properly examined (Petrie 1890: 76). The 

fragments of decorated stone recovered at Uyea (Fig. 9.4) and Stromness are less 

convincing as symbol stones, showing mainly geometric decoration, but nonetheless 

indicate an attempt at grave decoration, as well as possible cultural affiliation. 

 

9.4.2: The quantity of human bone included 

    Several of the cremation burials in Atlantic Scotland appear to have included only a 

small part of the remains of the deceased. Modern studies have shown a complete 

cremated adult skeleton to weigh 2500-3000g (McKinley 1994: 11). The particularly 

low weights of human bone recovered from Cleigh (202g) and from one of the deposits 

at Loch Paible (205g) suggest that only a token amount of bone from the remains of 

these individuals was buried. The human material from a second cist at Loch Paible 
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(684g) and the two cremation burials at Sanaigmhor (1186g and 684g) appear to 

represent more complete individuals, although still not a total skeleton. At Loch Paible, 

cranial material appears to have been preferentially recovered and buried (Melikian 

2006: 3-4), and this may reflect the greater interest in this part of the skeleton in Iron 

Age Scotland suggested by the selection of disarticulated material for placement on 

settlements (see Chapter 6).  

      The lack of recording of bone weight for the majority of the cremation burials 

discussed in this chapter precludes a definite conclusion as to how much of the 

cremated skeleton was commonly recovered from the pyre, but complete 

representation appears to have been rare. The recovery and burial of only a small 

proportion of cremated remains is, however, a frequent finding in prehistoric 

cemeteries. Although careless collection techniques are a possibility, the funerary care 

accorded to these individuals in other respects suggests that burial of the whole body 

may simply not have been considered necessary, with a token deposit effectively 

representing the whole (Williams 2008: 261). Cranial fragments may have held a 

special importance in this selection process.  

      Alternative treatment of the unburied portion of the cremated remains is also a 

possibility. The remains of cremated individuals may have been used in a similar way 

to disarticulated human remains in this period, as in the case of Phantassie in southern 

Scotland, where burnt human bone fragments seem to have been deposited in 

domestic fertility rites (Lelong 2008: 195-7). No evidence of this practice has so far 

been recovered from domestic sites in Atlantic Scotland, but may have been missed; 

improving excavation techniques should make the identification of small, burnt human 

bone fragments easier in the future. 
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9.4.3: Non-human inclusions  

     Aside from the container that held the human remains, burnt or unburnt inclusions, 

sometimes classified as pyre goods or grave goods (Williams 2008: 243), may be added 

to a cremation burial. Burnt animal bone and plant material were recorded in the urn 

at Uyea; although it is possible that these were accidental inclusions it seems more 

likely that these materials were placed into the pyre purposefully, as an offering to the 

dead or the result of funerary activity such as animal sacrifice (Williams 2008: 243). 

Burnt shell material found in one of the cremation burials at Loch Paible provides more 

equivocal evidence, but could also feasibly represent a pyre good (Melikian 2006: 4).   

     Pottery sherds were found in the cremation burial at Morvern, and provide the only 

example of a grave good in the cremation burials from Atlantic Scotland. This relative 

paucity of grave goods is shared with the inhumation burials dated to this period (see 

Chapter 8), and it may simply be that the inclusion of artefacts was not felt to be 

necessary or appropriate.  

      White quartz pebbles were discussed in Chapter 8 as additions to formal 

inhumations, and these pebbles were also found associated with Iron Age cremations 

at Sanaigmhor in Islay and Loch Paible in the Western Isles. The use of these pebbles, 

whatever it signified, provides a possible link between the inhumation and cremation 

traditions practised in Atlantic Scotland during the long Iron Age. 

 

9.4.4: The placement of cremation burials 

     Most of the cremation burials discussed in this chapter were placed into prominent 

landscape features; the only exceptions are the two Western Isles sites of Loch Paible 

and Barvas, where the cremation deposits were recovered eroding from the machair 
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(Toolis 2006: Macleod 2000). The use of the coastline for these burials may be 

compared with the apparently universal placement of inhumation burials along the 

coast throughout Atlantic Scotland in the Iron Age (see Chapter 8). In the Northern 

Isles and further south in Argyll, however, cremations were not placed on the coast, 

and instead formed part of visible, inland features. 

      At Uyea a cairn was raised above the urned cremations (Sheridan 2003) and a 

similar mound, described originally as a ‘hillock’, appears to have overlain the burial at 

Stromness (Sheridan et al. 2005). It is not known whether a structure ever covered the 

third steatite urned cremation at Sebay. Pre-existing artificial mounds were also used 

for the placement of burials; at Oxtro, the cremated human remains were placed into 

stone cists dug into the material covering an earlier Iron Age Atlantic roundhouse (Fig. 

9.2), and at Netlater, the cremation burials were closely associated with a very visible 

Atlantic roundhouse (Petrie 1890: 76, 80). At Cleigh in Argyll, the pit containing 

cremated remains was dug into a prominently situated Neolithic site (Gilmour and 

Henderson 1997).  

     Bronze Age burial cairns were re-used for Iron Age cremation burial at Morvern and 

Sanaigmhor in Argyll, and it seems likely that the Bronze Age containers at both of 

these sites were also appropriated and used for the placement of the Iron Age dead. 

These human remains would inevitably have been assigned to the Bronze Age were it 

not for their direct dating. These cases highlight how easily Iron Age cremation burials 

can be missed by archaeologists, but also reinforce the impression that the individuals 

buried here, or those who buried them, must have wanted to give; an attempt was 

clearly being made to associate the newly dead with the long dead. 
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     The placement of Iron Age cremation burials onto earlier domestic sites and burial 

monuments appears to be a clear pattern, and this recalls the use of abandoned 

settlements for the placement of disarticulated human remains and formal 

inhumations discussed in previous chapters. It seems likely that once again the 

impetus for this behaviour was the increasingly ritualised associations of earlier 

landscape features, and a wish on the part of Iron Age communities to demonstrate 

links with the past inhabitants of the landscape. 

  

 

9.5: The selection of people 

 

    The amount of osteological data that can be drawn from cremated material is 

considerably less substantial than for unburnt bone, due to the much greater 

fragmentation and distortion of the remains. The cremation burials discussed in this 

chapter all consisted of small fragments of bone, and little detailed osteological 

information could be obtained.  

     All of the cremated human remains examined by the author or other experts from 

the sites discussed in this chapter were, however, described as adult. Four cremation 

deposits (Uyea, Morvern and the two Sanaigmhor burials) appear to be those of young 

adults, but closer ageing estimations were not possible. Sex estimation of cremated 

material is even more difficult, and could only be attempted with two sets of remains, 

Uyea and the cist burial from Sanaigmhor, both of whom are thought more likely to 

have been female. No evidence for pathological processes was observable. 
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      The only statement that can be made about the cremated Iron Age remains from 

this region as a whole, therefore, is that it seems that cremation burial may have been 

accorded more often, or even restricted to, adults.  

     

 

9.6: Between death and deposition 

 

   The cremation of a dead body is one of the few archaeologically visible 

transformations of the corpse between death and burial. The process of cremation 

burial clearly involves several stages: the storage and preparation of the body while 

pyre materials are gathered and assembled, the cremation itself, which forms a natural 

focus for funerary activity, the collection of some or all of the bones after burning, and 

finally the burial of these remains, which may be accompanied by further rituals. 

Although the time accorded to each of these stages and the location in which they 

took place is not always identifiable (Williams 2008: 241) this known sequence of 

events provides a more detailed view of the fate of the dead between death and 

deposition than with inhumations. 

     The lack of evidence for pyre sites within Atlantic Scotland means that the location 

of the cremation process is rarely visible, and no information is available about how or 

where bodies were prepared for this event. The high but uneven level of burning 

displayed by many of the cremations in this chapter is consistent with outdoor pyre 

cremation, which must have utilised either wood or peat. This cremation would have 

taken several hours (McKinley 2008b: 167-8) and would have formed an obvious 
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spectacle, but aside from the possible addition of animal and plant remains to the pyre 

at Uyea little can be deduced about the activities that accompanied this event. 

      After the pyre had died down, a selection of burnt human remains were removed 

from the pyre site. The fate of the rest of the unburied remains is unknown; human 

bone fragments were found in situ on the pyre settings at Hermisgarth, but it is also 

possible that human remains or mixed pyre materials were recovered and used as 

agricultural fertiliser or for domestic ritual activities. The remains collected for burial 

were usually placed into a container, either an urn or a cist, for final deposition. Finally, 

elaborations of the grave, such as the raising of a cairn, were made at some sites. 

      Although the burial rite does seem to have varied between areas, this basic process 

is discernible for each cremation burial in this chapter. However, there are still many 

gaps in our understanding of this form of funerary treatment. In particular, we do not 

know the length of time left between death and cremation, or what happened to the 

body during this time; it is even possible that partially decomposed bodies were 

cremated, having been exposed for a period of time (Fig. 9.5), or that human remains 

could have been removed during this process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9.5: Elements of the cremation burial sequence for which archaeological evidence 

survives in Atlantic Scotland (bold) and which may have occurred (italics) 
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9.7: Cremation and belief 

 

     Discussing the Late Iron Age cremation burial at Cleigh the excavators expressed 

surprise at the apparent evidence of ‘a deliberate act of deposition on an ancient site 

during the period that Christianity is thought to have been established in the region, 

especially since the body has been cremated, considered a pagan practice’ (Gilmour 

and Henderson 1996: 6). They suggest that this form of burial may have been utilised 

as a conspicuous challenge to the new religion; objection to cremation burial as a form 

of funerary treatment was one of the Christian church’s earliest visible attempts to 

regulate funerary behaviour. 

     Most of the cremation burials in this chapter preceded the introduction of 

Christianity to Scotland, but still represent a departure from the more widespread 

funerary behaviours discussed in the previous chapters; disarticulation of the dead, 

their placement onto domestic sites, or formal inhumation. The fragmentation and 

destruction of the body during cremation may be compared with the other destructive 

funerary treatments of this period, but the careful preservation of at least a proportion 

of the dead and their internment within the landscape also links these burials to the 

formal inhumations discussed in the last chapter. There is not necessarily a strict 

symbolic divide between inhumation and cremation burial; both traditions are 

practised in modern day Britain, and the two rites are found together at sites dating 

from the Bronze Age to the early Anglo-Saxon period (Lucy 2000: 140). This certainly 

seems to be the case in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland at sites such as Barvas and 
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Hermisgarth, and the most important issues are therefore which individuals within 

these communities were receiving cremation burial, and why. 

     Cremation is a comparatively expensive form of funerary treatment in terms of 

resources (especially in a poorly forested landscape, see 9.3.1, above), and provides a 

very visible spectacle and focus for mourners. In these respects, it might seem a 

particularly suitable funerary treatment for prominent or wealthy members of society, 

and an effective means of display for the relatives of the deceased. The fact that most 

of the cremated remains examined appear to represent adults would support this 

interpretation, as would the prominent landscape locations used for several burials.      

      The symbolic power of fire is also clearly important, with its frequent associations 

with transformation, regeneration, and magic. The visible transformation of the corpse 

during cremation may be believed to help in the release of the soul from the world of 

the living, and the transition of the dead to the next life or the world of the ancestors. 

Cremation can also be viewed as a way of cleansing or purifying the dead, a means of 

protection from the otherwise uncontrollable process of decomposition (Williams 

2008: 251). In this respect cremation appears to represent a very different belief 

system from that underlying exposure or inhumation of the dead, which involve, 

respectively, a visible and long-drawn out phase of decomposition, or a hidden but still 

inevitable process of slow decay. 

     Within Atlantic Scotland, cremation burials are so few, and the evidence for earlier 

stages of the funerary process so faint, that they are difficult to interpret. Over the 

considerable expanse of Atlantic Scotland and the span of the long Iron Age the 

meaning of this rite may in any case have varied. The largest group of cremation 

burials within the area and period under study are found in Orkney, although the 
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steatite urns used at two of these sites also show a clear link with Shetland. The two 

small coastal cremation cemeteries found in the Western Isles at Loch Paible and 

Barvas seem to be part of a slightly different tradition. Finally, the three sites in Argyll, 

which may reflect greater Irish influence in this region, show certain similarities, for 

example in their re-use of earlier burial sites. 

      The placement of many of these cremation burials within earlier settlements and 

burial monuments, however, clearly fits into a wider pattern of forging associations 

with the past and demonstrating links to the landscape in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. 

This attempt to identify with past communities suggests that the apparent differences 

in the symbolism, belief systems and method of displaying status involved in cremation 

burial may not necessarily mean that these burials are those of incomers. The use of 

certain burial features also found in inhumations, such as white quartz pebbles and 

decorated stones, adds to this impression. Instead, cremation burial may have simply 

represented a rarely used alternative form of funerary treatment, designed to make a 

slightly different statement about the living and the dead, which still fitted within the 

diverse funerary culture and heavily ritualised landscape of Atlantic Scotland.  

 


