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ABSTRACT

This work is a synthesis of coarse stone artefacts from prehistoric sites in the Northern Isles
with particular reference to those from the neolithic and bronze age periods. Information
from several well-contexted and dated coarse stone assemblages is used to provide a
summary of the many different types of artefact which occur with reference to their form,
manufacture and use. Their contexts of deposition, both domestic and funerary, as well as
the time-scales of use of these artefacts are then examined. This information is drawn
together in discussion of the site activities and the nature and extent of the links between
Orkney and Shetland in the second and third millennia CAL-BC. Finally, aspects of social

change are explored, with reference to the coarse stone artefacts.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH STRATEGY

Artefacts of coarse stone are commonplace to the prehistoric material cultures of the Northern
Isles. They are amongst the most frequent finds to be recovered from excavation and they have

been found, in some form or another, at almost every prehistoric site in Orkney and Shetland.

Coarse stone artefacts have aspects of quantity, ubiquity and survival that combine to create a
substantial data-base with which to work. They often occur in number, forming large assemblages
of particular tool types, and they are also present at a diversity of site-types including both
funerary and domestic contexts. Post-depositional processes on archaeological sites of the
Northern Isles often allow, at best, only partial recovery of the organic materials which were
certainly made use of in the prehistoric period. Consequently, the excavated assemblages of
coarse stone artefacts form an important component of the surviving material culture from many

sites.

The aim of this study is to explore the possibilities of using the coarse stone assemblages to
observe aspects of social change throughout the prehistoric period. It draws together the available
data on coarse stone artefacts, much of which is of a rather disparate nature, with a view to
providing a standard work of reference for use to those excavators in the Northern Isles who,
faced with a large coarse stone assemblage, require a description of the types of artefacts which
occur as well as background information on their context and chronology. This is in part a
synthesis as it combines proposals for standardised definitions of the various artefactual types
together with a record of the type's occurrence. Of more interest, however, is the use to which this
information can then be put. By comparing the various artefacts with reference to their form,
manufacture, use and deposition it is possible to perceive certain aspects of continuity and change
within and between the site assemblages. This variability within the artefactual record is
interpreted at a broader organisational level in order to assess the social implications which these
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patterns may represent.
This study does not attempt to fossilise these artefacts in time or space: the patterns observed are
only those which were produced from the available information and the interpretations which are

presented can only be seen as hypotheses against which future data can be set.

1.1 Geographical Scope

This study 1s confined geographically to the Northern Isles partly because of personal research
interests but also because outwith Orkney and Shetland there are so few comparable assemblages.
In Caithness there is some field evidence, from an amateur collector, that flaked stone bars and
ard points were produced using the local flagstones but none of the excavated sites from this area
have produced such assemblages. Recent research on St Kilda by Andrew Fleming has indicated
that the local dolerite was quarried in prehistoric times and was worked to produce assemblages
of flaked stone bars comparable in form to those from Shetland (Fleming 1995). Elsewhere in
Scotland the use of stone for artefacts is confined to the relatively simple forms such as cobble
tools and stone discs and there 1s little or no evidence that stone was worked to the degree and

finesse which was achieved in the Northemn Isles.

1.2 The Artefacts

The term 'coarse stone artefacts' encompasses a wide group of differing objects which exhibit
great variety in the choice of raw material, manufacturing strategies, form and subsequent
function. The artefacts may be created simply through the use of a naturally occurring cobble or
else they have been shaped, prior to use, from cobbles and blocks of stone by several means.
Most of the artefact groups which are examined here may be considered as tools; they were most
probably involved in the processing of other raw materials including such jobs as butchery, flint
knapping, grinding and tillage. Other artefacts have a more 'passive’ role, as for example
containers or covers, whilst a few objects which are more decorative in form, or less obviously

functional, are likely to have had a more complex social role.
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The only common factor that links this group of objects is the nature of the raw material which,
although it includes sedimentary, metamorphic and igneous rock, may be defined broadly as all
stone which does not exhibit clearly the conchoidal fracture which is characteristic of the
siliceous materials such as flint and chert. This in itself is an imprecise definition as many of the
rocks, particularly the sandstones, have reasonable flaking qualities which have allowed them to
be knapped to shape. In reality, there is no precise definition for coarse stone objects: each
artefact type stands on its own. The term itself has evolved as a convenient means of categorising
certain pieces which, in the past, have been perceived as rather crude in form. Present day usage

of the term tends to encompass all stone objects, except flaked flint, chert and quartz.

Excluded from the detailed analysis of this study are certain distinctive objects such as axes,
mace-heads, quems, spindle whorls, gaming pieces, whetstones, stone weights, lamps, and bowls.
Although these artefacts may be referred to in passing they are not a field of inquiry here since
several, in particular the axes and maceheads, have been the subject of other research (Ritchie
1992, Simpson and Ransom 1992). Of the other artefact types which have also not been
examined it should be noted that most of these are objects which were in use during the iron age.
Although they represent a considerable portion of the artefactual assemblage from this period it is
considered here that, since many are not tools as such, their omission does not diminish this study

in any way. Lists of the artefacts included here are given in tables 4.1 and 5.1.

1.3 Time-scale, Chronology and Radiocarbon Dating

The period under investigation is from the neolithic to the end of the iron age: from the beginning
of the fourth millennium CAL-BC to 800 CAL-AD. The main part of this work is concerned with
the neolithic and bronze age periods, particularly the transition period between the two as, during

this time, the use of stone for tools and other objects was at its peak. However, for reasons of

continuity it 1s interesting to examine aspects of the use of stone in the iron age, particularly in
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relation to the practices continuing from earlier periods and the nature of their eventual disuse.
Towards the end of the iron age and the Pictish period coarse stone was forsaken for other raw
materials, in particular metal and steatite, and the use of stone was confined to a small number of

specific objects.

The terms 'neolithic’, 'bronze age' and 'iron age' are used here in their descriptive sense and as
convenient markers of a broad chronology. However, the three-age-system, on its own, cannot be
used with success in an artefactual synthesis which spans the prehistoric period; the imposition of
these terms creates an overly rigid structure on what were, after all, continually changing
prehistoric societies. Since it is aspects of continuity and change which are of interest here a more
absolute time-scale of calibrated radiocarbon dates is the preferred chronological indicator. In

chapter 8 an attempt will be made to place the artefacts within this chronology.

The radiocarbon calibration is based on high precision C14 measurements of Irish oaks as
published by Pearson et al in Radiocarbon 28, 2b, 1986. All of the radiocarbon dates have been
calibrated to the nearest equivalent of one sigma level and labelled in the text 'CAL-BC'(see

appendix A for further information and a full list of dates).

1.4 Research Strategy

The basis of this work has developed over a decade or more of coarse stone artefact analysis by
the author. During this period (1980-1993) several large assemblages of coarse stone were
recovered from excavations and reported on by the author such as the sites of Skara Brae, Pool,
Tofts Ness, Links of Noltland and Barnhouse, all of which are in Orkney and Kebister and Upper
Scalloway in Shetland. The examination of these collections, which often included large numbers
of a particular artefact type, allowed a standardised methodology to be developed for the
definition of the artefacts in order that comparison of the objects within and between the sites

could be made.



Since this research involves as comprehensive a survey as is possible of coarse stone artefacts
retrieved from excavation other collections of coarse stone have also been examined. These
include most of the relevant material from the Royal Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh,
Tankerness House in Orkney and the Lerwick Museum, Shetland and the complete assemblage
from the bronze age site at Sumburgh, Shetland. It was not possible to examine personally all of
the assemblages included in this study and in many cases use has been made of the finds
catalogues and reports produced by other workers, most notably Henshall, Rees and Smith. The
results of these workers have been adapted by the author in order to create, as far as possible, a

standard terminology and comparative basis for the research.

Since the 1970s a relatively large collection of data from modem excavations has been produced
which spans the whole of the prehistoric period. A great variety of domestic and funerary
contexts have been investigated and several of the sites are multi-period in character (see chapter
2 for more detail). Excavation procedures have differed on each site in reaction to the nature of
inquiry: from rapid rescue excavations to detailed academic exercises. The amount of actual
excavated area in relation to the extent of the site as well as the retrieval of the finds differ
between sites and these factors must place a cautionary note on any subsequent inter-site
interpretation. However, in comparison with earlier archaeological work, the contextual
information which has been recorded from the modemn excavations is of great value and is of

more use to present day interpretations of the archaeology.

For the above reasons the various site assemblages which are used in the study have been divided
into core (recorded by author with good contextual information); primary (not recorded by the
author but with good contextual information); and secondary (assemblage and contextual
information both lacking, these are most often the earlier excavated sites). The core assemblages
provide the basis for the definition of the artefact types which are then applied to the primary and
secondary assemblages. Full lists of sites mentioned here are given with the site location maps

(figures 6.1 and 6.12).



A particular problem encountered in this research has been the general lack of full site reports. To
date none of the large domestic sites such as Pool, Tofts Ness, Links of Noltland, Skara Brae,
Barmhouse, Upper Scalloway and Kebister have been published. The contextual information and
broad phasing which was available at the time of writing the specialist reports for these sites is
used here. Although this may be modified in the final excavation reports it is not felt that the
interpretation of the functioning of the stone assemblages would be radically different. There is
no contextual detail for the bronze age site at Sumburgh although the latter assemblage has been
catalogued by the author. Draft coarse stone reports and catalogues for the unpublished core sites
which have been studied by myself: Barnhouse; West Midden, Links of Noltland, Skara Brae,

Pool; Tofts Ness; Kebister; and Upper Scalloway are presented in Appendix B.

The problems which beset a work of synthesis such as this relate to the vast differences in the
past recognition and recording of context and artefact and the availability of the data. Despite
these qualifications it can be seen that there are a number of important assemblages from sites
which can be compared and contrasted, these form the core sites against which material from

earlier excavations may be compared.



Chapter 2

BACKGROUND HISTORY

The history of research into coarse stone artefacts runs parallel to the fortunes of archaeological
investigation in the Northern Isles. Three main periods of excavation and collection can be
identified since the 1850s (Fraser 1983, 35; Renfrew 1990, 2-6) with each being characterised by
the underlying philosophies of the day. There follows below a brief history of past research in
these areas with particular reference to the identification and interpretation of coarse stone

assemblages.

2.1 Pre-War

The latter half of the nineteenth century up to the first world war was a time of great antiquarian
interest in archaeological remains in both Shetland and Orkney and during this period such well
known sites as Skara Brae, Maes Howe and Jarlshof were first investigated as well as numerous
other middens, tumuli and house sites. At this time excavation practice merely consisted of a
clearing out of the structures and there was little in the way of disciplined contextual recognition.
However, the finds were considered of interest and those which were retrieved during this period

often went to form the large personal collections which were then in vogue.

Artefacts of coarse stone had long been recognised by antiquarians and aside from such pieces as
for example querns, grain rubbers and spindle whorls whose functional interpretations stand to
the present day there was much speculation concerning the forms and use of such tools that we
now know of as Skaill knives, ard points, flaked stone bars and cobble tools. Two gentlemen in
particular, George Petrie working on Orkney and Arthur Mitchell on Shetland, made several

pertinent observations concerning the recognition and classification of some of these artefacts.

During the 1860s Petrie followed closely the excavations at Skara Brae which were being carried

out by William Watt. As well as planning the structures as they were revealed and reporting on
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them, he also recorded many of the finds (Petrie 1868a). The finds discussion includes a good
description of material and form and opinions are also given as to the function of many of the
artefact types. He then goes on to discuss one type of stone implement, the stone flakes, which
were numerous at the site (ibid, 213-215). After a description of material, shape, size and wear
patterns he concentrates on the possible method of manufacture of such pieces. Upon noticing 'a
notch on the fractured side of the thickest edge of one of them which had evidently been caused
by the stroke or blow by which the flake had been produced' (ibid 213-214), he observed that
many bore the same mark and took this as evidence for the deliberate manufacture of these
flakes. As to the means of detachment of the flakes from the parent cobble he speculated that
direct percussion by a hammerstone would not produce the deep characteristic notch and that a
stronger blow would be needed. Fortunately, a happy accident whilst eﬁanﬁni.ng‘ a kitéheﬁ- o

midden on Westray revealed the most probable method of detachment:

'T was afterwards strolling on the rocks below the cliffs..... when the appearance of a
stone, which had recently been broken, attracted my attention. On lifting it I saw with
some surprise, that a flake of a circular shape had recently been struck from it, and at the
upper edge, where the stroke had taken effect, was a notch, the counterpart of those by
which the flakes found at Skara are characterised....... it occurred to me that my son and a
companion, who had shortly before gone along the cliffs, had been amusing themselves
by dashing stones on the rocks, and had thus unwittingly rediscovered the ancient mode

of producing the rude stone implements of the early inhabitants.’ (ibid 214-215)

Upon repetition of this action Petrie was able to confirm his supposition and he concluded that
the dashing of a cobble on rocks could provide enough force to remove the flakes and leave the
characteristic crushed scar. The actual term 'Skail flake' (sic) or 'Skail knife' (sic) appears to have
been given to these stone flakes by Childe in his first report on Skara Brae (Childe and Paterson
1929, 242) and they were doubtless named after the Bay of Skaill (present day spelling) by which

the site of Skara Brae is situated.



The interests of Arthur Mitchell took him to Shetland from where he reported on discoveries of
large numbers of 'rude stone implements'. Initially he had been present at the clearing out of an
underground structure at Safester, Sandsting and noticed hundreds of manufactured stones
coming from the clearance material. Acting upon information given to him by locals he also
visited the nearby site at Houland, Clumly in Dunrossness, and Vaila in Walls where at each he
was able to collect many more of such manufactured stones which were often to be found in

heaps altogether (Mitchell 1868).

Although commenting that the implements were, 'as rude in execution and design as the rudest

| irnpleménté from the dnft, and are in most résﬁecfs as puzzling’, (ibid, 123) Mitchell manages to

make some pertinent observations as to their form and function. As well as reporting on the
mineralogy of the rocks from which the artefacts have been made he observes that they had all
been shaped by flaking and that some had also been pecked. He classified them on morphological
grounds and assigned them to club-like forms; long, narrow flattish stones; broad flat stones with
a point at one end; and cylindrical with both ends tapering (ibid 125-126). Writing in the present,
Rees notes that all four of these classes undoubtedly include what we now know of as ard points
(Rees 1979, 9) whilst the rest most probably include various forms of flaked stone bars. A further
four of Mitchell's categories include single examples of handled clubs, cobble tools and a

probable mortar.

Speculation as to the function of these stone implements concermns Mitchell in the rest of his
paper and he quotes a previous writer as observing their similarity to bludgeons used by South
Sea islanders (Mitchell, 1868, 130), though this may in fact refer to the handled forms. At this
time a small but comparative collection was reported on by Petrie from cists and tumuli in
Orkney (Petrie 1868b) and this led to some suggestion that their presence may have been
associated with ritual deposits. However, the possible use of these implements in agricultural

practices was touched upon too with reference to flint implements recently found in France which
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had been interpreted as ard shares and the contemporary use in Ireland of stones in ploughs and

harrows (Mitchell 1868).

Cobble tools did not go unremarked either at this time and supplementary notes by Nelson in the
first Jarlshof report make observations on the main forms and wear patterns of the large quantities

of cobble tools which were recovered (Bruce 1907, 32).

Although the stone tools were seen as very rude in form and thus comparable to 'flints from the
gravel drift' (Petrie 1868a, 216), neither Petrie nor Mitchell were willing to assign such a great
age to these artefacts. Petrie suggested that their simplicity could not be accepted as proof of great
antiquity since they were clearly associated with skills and practices 'greatly in advance of t.hatv
lowest stage of barbarism which the rudest forms of flint and stone implements are now usually
assumed to indicate' (ibid, 217). Mitchell took an alternative view by suggesting that the rudeness
of form could represent a degradation of type due to the introduction of new processes, in this

case metal working (Mitchell 1868, 131).

The foregoing accounts have been worth looking at in detail. No doubt other nineteenth century
antiquarians held opinions as to the nature of these stone implements but both Petrie and
Mitchell stand out by their elegant display of observation and enquiry, a forerunner of artefact

analysis and experimental archaeology which was not to reappear until relatively recently.

2.2 Inter-War

The second main period of archaeological work in Orkney was during the inter-war years and at
this time many of the chambered cairns were investigated by Calder, Callander and Grant (Calder
1937, Callander and Grant 1934). The very nature of these sites meant that little in the way of
coarse stone artefacts were retrieved. Those stone artefacts that were found were most often
recovered from later deposits and thus not seen as pertinent to the main investigations which

concentrated on the contents of the neolithic chambers.
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Settlement sites received more attention than previously with the first excavation of Knap of
Howar (Traill and Kirkness 1937) and the series of excavations of Rinyo and Skara Brae by
Childe, the latter in advance of opening the monument to the public (Childe 1930; 1931a; 1931b,
Childe and Grant 1939; 1947). These three neolithic sites were rich in finds and Childe
developed a pottery typology from the Skara Brae material which was used to compare with that
from Rinyo (Childe and Grant 1939, 25). The pottery styles were also used in an attempt to place
the sites in a wider chronology and to compare with the chambered caimns (ibid, 31). Large
numbers of coarse stone artefacts, particularly Skaill knives and stone discs, were observed at the
sites of Rinyo and Skara Brae (Childe 1931; Childe and Grant 1939, 29; Childe and Grant 1947,
39), but it seems that only a few typical exarnpies ‘of the foregoing were‘actually collected whjlst‘
it is probable that the pieces of more elaborate form such as stone mortars, 'hatchets and cleavers',
carved stone and other of the more unusually shaped pieces were saved more carefully. These
latter pieces are described by Childe in his various reports in some detail, together with their
location on site (Childe 1931b). Apart from the description of the objects a few of the pieces are
subject to comparison with stone artefacts from elsewhere, but there is little acknowledgement of

the role of the stone assemblages in the life of the site.

Excavations at the Calf of Eday by Calder revealed structures with iron age pottery and an
assemblage of coarse stone tools which included Skaill knives, ard points, flaked stone bars,
stone discs and cobble tools (Calder 1937; 1939). The similarities of the coarse stone assemblage
from this site with those from the early iron age sites at Jarlshof and Wiltrow, both on Shetland,
was noted (Calder 1939, 172) but nothing further was done with the material save an exhaustive
listing. Other types of site were also investigated during this time including bronze age tumuli,
brochs and later underground chambers or earthhouses but few finds of coarse stone were
recovered in comparison to those from sites of the earlier period and little in the way was done

with them apart from a brief recording.
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The inter-war period in Shetland was less productive of archaeological research than in Orkney
and was composed mainly of the series of excavations at Jarlshof by Curle and latterly Childe
(Curle 1932-1936a, Childe 1938). Curle also excavated the prehistoric house site at Wiltrow
(Curle 1936b). The tools which were found at Wiltrow included 'spatulate tools and rounded
clubs' (ibid, 157) and Curle immediately compared them to similar tools coming from the bronze
age levels at Jarlshof which he had recently excavated, although the latter site also had tools of
slate which were noticeably absent at Wiltrow. The finds from Wiltrow were associated with the
remains of iron smelting and Curle observed that at both Jarlshof and Wiltrow the use of the
stone implements was not superseded by bronze or iron (ibid, 164). Curle goes on to list the jobs
that would have required the use of such tools: tillage; quarrying, peat cutting;, clay extraction;
butchery and hide prepération, but aéknoWledges that it Wés not possible to détennine the use to |

which these tools were certainly put (ibid, 165).

This period of archaeological work was characterised by a large number of excavations with the
emphasis on investigations of the structures themselves. Several large assemblages of coarse
stone were recovered and were used to compare against each other to determine the broad dating
of the sites but without any detailed analysis. Reasonable synthesis of this material would have
been difficult at this time as there were relatively few sites with which to compare and
information for the bronze age was significantly lacking. Those assemblages from prehistoric
sites which had been investigated served to blur chronological distinctions, particularly because
of the relatively long time span of the use of many of the tool types and because, as is now

known, several of the artefact types were in use in Shetland long before their appearance in

Orkney.

2.3 Post-War
From the 1960s onwards an intellectual shift occurred in archaeology with emphasis on
environmental and spatial analyses and the application of anthropological theory to archaeological

patterns. There were also great developments in artefactual investigations particularly with regard
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to the technological aspects of the material culture. This period is also characterised by the
eventual use of radiocarbon dating, and the relative freedom which this gave to dating the sites

allowed other aspects of research to come to the fore.

Little work was done at the beginning of this period; only a small amount of excavation was
carried out in the 1950s in Orkney and these were secondary excavations at the chambered cairns
of Quoyness and Maes Howe by Childe and the first of a series of excavations at Isbister. In
Shetland at this time Calder ran a series of excavations and survey of house sites including

Stanydale and Whalsay but in the 1960s there was almost no excavation of note.

The 1970s and onwards in contrast sawva great deal of recording and excavation aﬁd this was in a
large part due to the setting up of the North of Scotland Archaeological Services unit (NOSAS)
which was based in the Northern Isles in response to the (then) Scottish Development
Department policy of rescue excavation. Many excavations of note were carried out by NOSAS
and these include an important contribution to knowledge of the bronze age with investigations of

burial mounds and burnt mounds of this period (Hedges 1975; Hedges 1977).

Neolithic settlements were also well represented in the archaeological record and since the last
excavations by Clarke of Skara Brae in the early 1970s five other early prehistoric settlements
have been excavated on Orkney up to the time of writing: Pool; Tofts Ness; Barnhouse; Links of
Noltland; and Knap of Howar. On Shetland the excavations of Sumburgh, Scord of Brouster and
Kebister have greatly increased the information available for the early prehistoric period in this

area.
Sites dating from the iron age were also excavated and many of them comprised the latest

settlement of multi-period sites such as Pool, Tofts Ness, Pierowall Quarry, Howe and Kebister.

Recent excavations of broch sites include Upper Scalloway, Howe and Bu.
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This was also a period of research and synthesis with almost exclusive concentration on the
Orcadian chambered tombs. Henshall had by this time published her corpus of work on the
chambered cairns of Scotland (Henshall 1963) which included all the available contextual and
finds information for these monuments from the Northern Isles. This has recently been revised to
bring the information on the Orcadian tombs to date (Davidson and Henshall 1989) and provides
a most useful discussion as to the period and complexity of use of the chambered caims. During
the 1970s Renfrew proposed his model of the Orcadian neolithic society with reference to the
typology of the caims, the effort involved in building them, the demographics of the skeletal
remains and the territories of the monuments (Renfrew 1979). Later, Fraser, again working in
Orkney, combined aspects of locational data of the tombs such as inter-visibility, situation on
agriculfural land and chamber alignment to investigate fﬁrther aspects of social reconstruction

(Fraser 1983).

Theory building for the later prehistoric period of the Northem Isles is less substantial though a
combination of excavation and survey has produced some site synthesis work. In this respect
Hedges has contributed much research which includes the investigation of the location and
character of the bronze age burnt mounds and the development and dating of iron age house and
broch sites (Hedges 1975, 1987). On Shetland Fojut did a geographical and archaeological study
of the brochs (Fojut 1983).

Excavation practices during this period developed rapidly due to improved techniques and
according to changing intellectual demands in order to gain as much relevant information as
possible from the sites. This was in part due to the large numbers of rescue excavations being
carried out on sites which were eventually to be destroyed by modern development and for this
reason many of the sites, or at least sampled areas of the site, were subject to total excavation.
Contextual recording was more rigorous than for previous excavations and less selective retrieval
of finds took place on most sites meaning that the artefact assemblages have more integrity. In

consequence, excavations since the 1970s have produced a vast number of finds of all types,

14



particularly ceramics, stone, and, from sites where preservation conditions have allowed, bone

and metal all of which are from relatively well documented contexts.

Despite the large amount of excavation and subsequent theoretical research into the prehistory of
the Northern Isles, the 'portable’ material culture has received relatively little attention as regards
substantive synthesis or theory building. Reasons for this may include the emphasis on rescue
excavation which did not allow the time or money for consideration of the wider functioning of
the material culture or else the tardy nature of research excavations which remain unpublished.
Also, the good quality of the Orcadian monuments in comparison to the rest of the British Isles,

attracted workers who were interested in developing general social models of the neolithic.

Most of the published sites include some form of finds report and these are appended with, often,
lengthy catalogues. However, the use to which the artefactual information is put is on a presence-
or-absence basis in comparison with other sites whilst attempting some form of chronological
linking. The ceramic assemblages of the Orcadian neolithic are a case in point as here the long-
running debate on the chronological associations of Unstan and Grooved ware has taken
precedence over other considerations of the functioning of these assemblages. Only recently, at
the neolithic site at Pool, has more detailed analysis of the technological attributes of the pottery
assemblage been attempted (MacSween, 1992). This includes analyses of clay sources,
tempering and manufacture as well as form to investigate their changes within the stylistic

sequence (ibid, 261).

One important exception to this chronologically orientated analysis has been the work of Sian
Rees. Certain artefacts of coarse stone have been studied in detail, initially as a part of her
research on prehistoric and Roman agricultural implements (Rees 1979) and later in artefactual
studies from individual sites (Rees 1986a, 1986b). Stone ard points from the Northern Isles were
included in the earlier work and on the basis of a study of all of the, then known, occurrences of

ard points she was able to identify and classify this artefact type on the basis of form and function.
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The proposed classification scheme was based on the types of cross-section and butt ends of the
points (Rees 1979, 13) whilst an examination of the wear traces indicated the most probable
methods of use (ibid, 18). At the time of that research she was unable to trace any possible
chronological development of these tools because of the lack of precise dating (ibid, 25). Another
type of stone tool, the 'heart-shaped' implement of slate, was included in this work to explore the
possibilities of its use as a shovel; a term given to this object by Hamilton in his Jarlshof report
(ibid, 319). She concluded that there was no evidence for their use as shovels on the basis of their

form or wear traces.

The form and function of flaked stone bars have also been examined by Rees using the
assemblageé from the Shetland sites of Tougs and Scord of Brouster (Rees 1986a, 1986b). A
morphological classification was attempted which divided these tools into three or four types on

the basis of shape and the wear traces were also examined (see chapter 4).

The use of wear traces to determine the possible functions of stone tools has also been applied to
Skaill knives (Clarke 1989). Here, in an experimental study, the stone flakes were made and then
used as butchering tools to assess their usefulness in such work. The resultant edge damage on

the flakes was then compared with that found on the prehistoric tools (see chapter 4).

Certain stone artefacts have therefore been the subject of quite detailed research in respect to
identifying their form and function and this has been an important first step in their analysis. In
all cases though, the objects have been examined in some degree of isolation and the broader
1ssues such as their use within and between sites have not yet been explored. Indeed the apparent
ubiquity of many of the coarse stone tool types at prehistoric sites and the long span of their use
has almost numbed attempts at synthesis. Hedges remarks on the ard points and flaked stone bars

from Knowes of Quoyscottie:

'The finds themselves need little comment (they) . . . form a rather unimpressive
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catalogue chiefly composed of the sorts of crude stone implements which could be

attributed to almost any period of prehistory in the Northemn Isles' (Hedges 1977, 143).

Now, some several years on there 1s enough contextual and artefactual information to take this

work on and raise the awareness of coarse stone artefacts.
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Chapter 3

RESOURCES AND EXPLOITATION

The Northern Isles have a rich lithic resource-base and many different types of rock were
available for use by the prehistoric communities. This chapter discusses the stone resources in
terms of geological type, availability of the resources, manufacturing and use capabilities, and

resource access.

3.1 Geology of the Northern Isles (figs 3.1 and 3.2)

The solid geology of the Northemn Isles has been fully detailed in the British Regional Geology
Handbook for Orkney and Shetland (Mykura 1976). This section summarises the rock types from

the Northemn Isles and is entirely based on the information abstracted from the Handbook.

In Orkney the solid geology is composed mainly of extensive flagstone and sandstone beds which
form the gently shelving landscape typical of the island group. The majority of the rock is from
the Middle Old Red Sandstone and comprises the Stromness Flags, the Rousay Flags and the
Eday Beds. The Rousay and Stromness Flags are both similar in form being thinly bedded
sedimentary rocks of varying grain size from mudstones and siltstones to fine-grained sandstone.
Their bedding structure causes the rock to cleave into a slab form which gives the name of flags
and these have been quarried in recent past for paving stones. These two types can be easily
distinguished in beach deposits as the Rousay Flags commonly weather to a grey colour whilst
the Stromness Flags are ochreous. The Eday Beds consist of yellow and red sandstones
alternating with flags or marls. The sandstones here are often quite soft and are of a fine to
medium grain. On Hoy there are sandstones from the Upper Old Red Sandstone which are

medium-grained and red or yellow in colour.

Cobbles and pebbles of metamorphic rock occur within the sedimentary beds and are associated
with the breccias (a type of conglomerate) and the pebbly sandstones. The most common of these
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are granites, granite-gneiss, diorite, quartz and quartzite.

A series of volcanic dykes and sills occur in the SW of the island group. These are composed
mainly of camptonite and monchiquites but there are a few bostonites. Dolerites and basalts are
found as isolated outcrops of igneous rocks associated with the Eday Beds. Metamorphic rocks,
mainly granite, outcrop near Stromness. Volcanic rocks on Hoy are associated with the Upper

Old Red Sandstone and are comprised of tuffs, tufaceous sandstone and the Hoy lava.

The geology of Shetland is more complex than that of Orkney being composed of metamorphic
rocks and igneous intrusions of a Devonian age and sedimentary and igneous rocks associated
with the later Old Red Sandstone. Shetland is divided into two geologically distinct parts
separated by the Walls Boundary fault henceforth termed W and E. Sedimentary rocks occur in
the Walls Peninsula and SE Mainland. Those to the extreme west are red to buff in colour whilst
those of the Walls Peninsula are dark grey. The sedimentary rocks in the E Mainland are more
complex being composed of flagstones and pebbly sandstone (of either a buff, grey or purple
colour), conglomerates and basal breccias. Intrusive pebbles from the latter three types are

composed of locally derived igneous and metamorphic rocks such as granite and siltstone.

The metamorphic rocks are mainly metasediments and to the W they comprise schists, gneisses
and granite gneisses. To the E there are several major divisions composed of: psammites;
quartzites, pelitic schists and gneisses; flaggy psammites with thick bands of limestone; phyllites

and spillites.

Igneous rocks are associated with the Old Red Sandstone and form intrusions of granite, diorite

and gabbro to the W.

Dirift deposits of glacial till overlie the solid geology in both Orkney and Shetland. In Orkney the

till is confined mainly to low ground and is exposed in coastal sections often 3m to 10m in
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thickness. Most of the material in the till is of local origin; in the W mainland and Rousay the
underlying flagstones provide the material in the till but, because of the direction of ice
movement, in the E and N the material is largely derived from the Eday Beds. Some material is
derived from outside Orkney, particularly Sutherland and Caithness, and this includes granitic,
felsitic and schistose rocks as well as quartzites. In Shetland the glacial till is thinner and more
irregularly deposited than that of Orkney and there are fewer big exposures. The directions of ice
movement are also more complex and the material within the till matrix reflect both the

underlying geology and the type of rock over which the ice has passed.

3.2 Availability of Resources

The préhistoric population would have had access to stone from three main types of deposit:
coastal erosion; glacial till; and bedrock. The coastal erosion deposits are the most accessible and
numerous and this is in the main part due to the extensive coastlines of both of the island groups:
in Orkney the coastline measures some 800km in length and in Shetland it is 1450km (Mather et
al 1975, 10). Both the solid geology and the glacial till are exposed around the coastline. Where
the bedrock 1s sandstone or flagstone it is eroded, first into blocks and slabs, and then worked
further by the sea to form beach cobbles. Another important source of beach cobbles are those
which are derived from the drift deposits which have been exposed by the sea; in Orkney it is
thought that much of the material in the shingle beaches actually comes from the glacial till itself
(Mather et al 1975) and consequently some of the rock types found in these deposits may not be
derived from the immediate locale. In the present day there are fewer, and less extensive, natural
exposures of glacial till inland from the coastal areas (Mykura 1976). Although this will in part be
a function of the peat which now covers much of the ground surface in the Northern Isles it is
unlikely that there were ever any large exposures of till in the period before massive peat
accumulation as there were no large river systems which would have cut through and exposed the

till in the early prehistoric period.

Exposures of bedrock were probably exploited for the raw material for tools but there is little
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actual evidence for this in any of the assemblages. However, during excavations on Whalsay,
Shetland Calder noted that:
'along the slopes of the Hamars above the school are many outcrops (of sandstone) which
have been used as quarries. Dumps of waste material in front of them contain rock
chippings and flakes in which implements are also found, presumably wasters or left-
overs in the manufacture of tools on the spot.’ (Calder 1956, 356).
Circumstantial evidence for the quarrying of sandstone comes from the debitage which was
associated with the manufacturing of the flaked stone bars at Kebister (see chapter 4). Here the
sandstone flakes were all fresh inner flakes and there was no remnant cobble cortex on the
surface of any of the flakes. Given the large size of many of the flaked stone bars it is likely that
quite large parent blocks were used ﬁoni which fo foﬁn the -picce and that the a%/ailable cobbles
were just not big enough. Advantage may have been taken of sandstone blocks already partially
split by natural weathering rather than directly quarrying the blocks from exposures. Some
debitage has also been found at Benie Hoose on Whalsay (Calder 1955, 37), and evidence for the
manufacture of flaked stone bars in Orkney comes from two separate locations at Bu which have

both flaked stone bars and debris from their manufacture (Hedges 1987, 39).
The laminated materials such as the pelitic schists would have been relatively easily quarried
most probably by taking advantage of a more friable weathered exposure (Dixon pers comm)

which would produce the thin slabs more easily.

3.3 Manufacturing Capabilities and Use

No detailed analysis has been carried out on the physical properties of the many different types of
rock which were used in prehistoric assemblages and in consequence, it is not possible to explore
to any great extent the relationships between material selection, artefact type and use. The
discussion which follows takes a broad view of the geological properties of the raw material and

includes detail from only a few sites.
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Several factors combine to determine the choice of materials for the various types of artefact:
grain size; hardness; and fracturing properties. These physical properties affect the degree and

type of manufacture as well as the use to which the artefacts may be put.

Sandstones are the most common raw material types found on prehistoric sites. They are able to
be shaped with relative ease by flaking, pecking and grinding and often quite sophisticated shapes
were produced such as the handled clubs. The sandstone which was used is most often micaceous
and fine-grained and thus relatively hard wearing. However there are differences between the
various types of sandstone which occur in the Northemn Isles. In Orkney the black Rousay
flagstone is very fine-grained and is bedded with micaceous inclusions which makes it more
laminate whilst the greyer sandstone is ﬁlofe homogeﬁedus and less liable to frécturing along a
bedding plane (Collins pers comm). This means that these rocks cleave in different ways and at
the sites of Tofts Ness and Pool, where both grey and black sandstones were used for Skaill
knives, those flakes made on the latter material had a tendency to be more elongated in form than
those made on grey sandstone. It is probable that the shape of the flake was determined by the

original cobble which would be more elongated if it were black sandstone.

At Kebister in Shetland there are differences between the grey and red sandstones in that the red
sandstones tend to have more obvious bedding planes along which the rock is often split, whilst
the grey sandstones have higher clay content than the red giving them a more homogeneous
character (Collins pers comm). It was noted from this site that the grey sandstones were preferred
for the more finely made objects such as the handled clubs whilst those ard points made on this
material tended to be rounder in cross-section (presumably because of the lack of bedding
planes). These ard points were also more likely to be broken from an end rather than laterally,
which was more common to those of red sandstone, and suggests that this grey sandstone was

more tractable and less likely to break laterally through use.

Finer-grained sedimentary rocks such as siltstone or mudstone are most common to Orcadian
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sites where they are used particularly for the small and finely-produced ground-end tools. A very
homogeneous micaceous siltstone was used for all of the complex three-dimensional sculpted

objects found at Pool and Quoyness (see chapter 5).

The laminated materials such as the finely-bedded sandstones and shales and their
metamorphosed equivalents: phyllite; and pelite, are used for a wide vanety of artefact types but
most of these simply involve the chipping around the circumference of the thin blank to shape it
(see chapter 4.3). Neither the form of these artefacts nor even the material suggests that any were
used for heavy or destructive work. However, at Sumburgh a laminar-type material was used for
the flaked stone bars which are of similar proportions to those flaked stone bars made on
sandstones such as at Kebistér. This shale-iike materiél ié rﬁofe hoﬁogeneom fhan the tnie

laminated materials and was obviously able to be shaped and used without problem.

The physical properties of the rock may not have been the only factors in material choice and in a
few cases more abstract characteristics may have motivated selection as, for example, the
aesthetic qualities of the rock. At Upper Scalloway a few of the smaller stone discs are made on
an attractive mottled pelitic schist. Also from Upper Scalloway are stone balls which are made on
a variety of sedimentary and metamorphic rocks one of which, a quartz-feldspar-muscovite-schist,
glistens as it is held. As well as aesthetic value, some types of rock may have held value for rarity
or perhaps because they came from a certain place. From Bamhouse there is one complete stone
ball and several fragments of probably similar balls, as well as two of the multi-hollowed stones

all of which are made on a volcanic rock which is present on Hoy.

3.4 Resource Exploitation

It is likely that the assemblages from each site were derived almost entirely from rocks which
were local to the area whether they were exploited originally from till, beach or quarried deposits
(fig 3.1 and 3.2). There are, though, problems in assessing just how much effort was involved in

the collection of the stone and how far from the sites themselves the material was extracted.

23



Certainly the evidence from Whalsay would suggest that at least at this site there was easy access
to quarriable material, whilst at Kebister it is possible that the sandstone may have been collected
from further afield and brought back as large blanks for further shaping. Given the very large
numbers of these flaked stone bars and the apparent lack of heavy use or curation of many of
them, they may be regarded as easily disposable. It is unlikely therefore that much effort was

made in procuring the raw material and that use was made of nearby resources.

The same principle of a large quantity of artefacts meaning easy access to resources most
probably holds true for many of the other artefact types such as Skaill knives and cobble tools.
Since such a large proportion of all the assemblages is made on cobbles, including flakes, flaked
blanks and cobble tools it 1s clear that these were an important source. The cobbles from most of
these sites were most certainly derived from beach deposits as they are all well-rounded and have
a strong cortex. At Bammhouse, which is an inland site, the assemblage is quite abraded and many
of the stones selected are more irregular in shape than is normally seen in other assemblages. The
abrasion may be related to post-depositional factors on that particular site. Alternatively, it may
be a result of selecting cobbles from local till deposits which have not been sorted to the same

degree as those from coastal deposits.

With a few exceptions most of the excavated prehistoric settlement sites lie close to, or on, the
present day coastline (fig 6.1 and 6.12). However, the configuration of the coastline of the
Northern Isles has changed much since prehistoric times with the submergence of the land; in
Shetland peat found at a depths of up to 9m beneath the sea has been dated to around 5500bp
(Mykura 1976, 111) indicating that sea level must have been at least 9m lower than present. This
difference in sea level means not only that there was further to go to get to the beach, but that the
actual character of the coastline and land will have changed since the sites were originally
inhabited. The site at Skara Brae, which is now artificially protected from the storms around the

Bay of Skaill, was in fact sited away from the immediate coastline at the head of a lagoon just
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prior to the main period of settlement (Davidson and Jones 1990). In a shorter time-scale the
coastline 1s subject to storm action which can radically change local areas by causing massive
shifting of sands which both cover and expose cobble beaches, and which also causes rapid
erosion of the till exposures. The physical changes in the coastline during and since the
prehistoric period mean that it 1s impossible to state with certainty just how distant from the site

the beach deposits were which were being exploited for stone.

There 1s very little evidence in any of the assemblages that stone was procured from any
significant distance from the site. The presence of rocks which are 'foreign’ to the area can
normally explained as coming from glacial till. The main exceptions to this rule are the matenals
which have been used for axes and other polished stone; in Shetland many of these pieces are
made on porphyry and a quarry and workshop of this type of material has been identified at the
Beorgs of Uyea (Scott and Calder 1952). In Orkney there is no evidence that the stone for the
axes was quarried (see chapter 9) and the materials, although often being very different to the rest
of the stone assemblages, have not been sourced. The volcanic rock which was used at
Barnhouse, and possibly Skara Brae, for specific objects may have been derived directly from
Hoy and here should be noted the presence of lumps of haematite at many of the Orcadian
neolithic sites which must also have come from Hoy originally. It is not certain however, whether
the presence of these materials suggests a mobile contact or whether they were found in deposits
closer to the sites. Only during the iron age is there evidence that the raw material came from a
further distance: at Upper Scalloway a pale, fine-grained sandstone was exploited which is
thought to derive from the E coast of Shetland (Dixon pers comm). This sandstone has been used
mainly for whetstones and hones. Rotary quems of gametiferous schist from iron age sites in the

Northern Isles were also probably quarried from particular spots further afield.
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Chapter 4

THE ARTEFACTS: PART ONE

The following two chapters define and discuss many of the different types of coarse stone artefact
which were 1n use during the prehistoric period in the Northern Isles, particularly those which
have not been published in much detail before. It is not an exhaustive list as several distinctive
and well-known forms have been excluded, especially those from iron age contexts (see chapter
1). Further excluded are the more miscellaneous objects which do not, in themselves, form a
cohesive group for description, or else which do not appear in significant enough quantities to
allow detailed attention, these are referred to in passing. It must be noted here though, that a
particular artefact type which occurs as a single piece in some assemblages may be more
numerous at another site; the recent excavations at Barnhouse and Upper Scalloway have
produced stone assemblages with relatively large collections of several previously unseen or rare
artefact forms and it is quite possible that some artefact types which are rare or unknown at

present may prove to be a more common form in future excavated assemblages.

In this chapter attention is paid to those artefacts which occur in significant quantities at several
sites and which are also common to many other sites. The data used here has been taken, where
possible, from the relevant core assemblages studied by the author: Links of Noltland; Skara
Brae; Pool; Tofts Ness; Barnhouse; Kebister, Upper Scalloway and Sumburgh, and each artefact
type is discussed with reference to raw material, form, manufacture and use. A list of the artefact

types under discussion is given in table 4.1.

The type-names which have been given to each of these objects most often refer to the form of
the piece rather than its function since, in most cases, it is not certain to what use these tools were
actually put. For some artefacts though old names which imply a particular function have been
retained, partly because they best describe the shape of the piece e.g. 'cleaver' or 'club), or else
because these are terms which are most commonly used in the literature and may cause confusion
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if renamed e.g. 'Skaill knife' or 'Knap of Howar borer'.

The most common artefact types may be divided into four mutually exclusive groups on the basis
of form: flakes; flaked blanks; chipped laminated material; and cobble tools. Within each of these

groups there are several specific artefact types (table 4.1).

4.1 Stone Flakes
The flakes are of three main types: flakes manufactured for use; flakes produced as a by-product

of tool manufacture; and flakes produced as a by-product of tool use.

4.1.1 Skaill knives

Those flakes which are manufactured directly for use are more commonly known as Skaill
knives. These stone flakes were named by Childe after the Bay of Skaill in Orkney where Skara
Brae, the first excavated site to produce large numbers of stone flakes, is situated (Childe and

Paterson 1929, 242).

The flakes are invariably made from beach cobbles of the local flagstone though very
occasionally a different raw material such as quartz or amphibolite may have been used. Many of
the beaches in Orkney and, to a lesser extent, Shetland are littered with such cobbles and they
would have been freely available for use in the past. The geology of the different flagstones: their
bedding formations and inclusions, influences not only the shape of the original worn beach
cobble but also its flaking properties. These factors must have modified the production of the
Skaill knives to a certain extent but no significant differences in the form of these flakes between

the various flagstones was noted in analysis (though see chapter 3.3).

Skaill knives are produced by throwing a parent cobble hard against an anvil stone in order to
detach the flakes. This method was first noted by Petrie (Petrie 1868a) and is discussed in some

detail here in chapter 2. The resultant flake has a characteristic 'powdery' crushed scar at the point
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of detachment indicating the input of force needed for their manufacture (figs 4.1 and 4.2).
Several of the smaller flakes do not carry this scar but instead have a little nick as if detached by
direct percussion. Observations from experimental tool replication suggests that these small scars

can also be made through the cobble shattering when thrown at an anvil.

The resultant flakes are most often primary (retaining all the pebble cortex on the dorsal face)
though secondary (only partial cortex present on dorsal face) and inner flakes are also present. In
long-section the flakes tend to exhibit a thick, rounded end (generally at the point of detachment)
which tapers to the distal end. The morphology of this distal end varies from feathered to stepped
or rounded and often these different morphologies will occur on the same flake forming a
complex edge (fig 4.1). Their shape, in plan, can vary from squat to elongated (fig 4.3) though, as
groupings from several sites show, they exhibit a greater tendency towards a slightly squat or
rounded shape (table 4.2). The shape of the flake is determined by the original parent cobble and

the selection of suitably-shaped cobbles must have been necessary to produce the required flake.

The flakes have a wide weight range. Comparison of the data from several sites shows that there
1s a remarkable standardisation in the weight distribution between assemblages (fig 4.4) and over
half of each assemblage have individual weights up to 80g. Subtle differences occur in the weight
distributions between Pool and Tofts Ness, and Skara Brae and Links of Noltland because the

practice of wet-sieving on the latter two sites allowed the recovery of a smaller flake component.

Very few of the flakes have evidence for secondary working; in most cases the original flake edge
has sufficed, and secondary retouch is present on 7% or less of the large flake assemblages (table
4.3). There are often no uniform characteristics to this retouch. In many cases only a small part of
the edge has been re-flaked by either overlapping unifacial or bifacial flaking, whilst on a few
flakes the edge modification is more extensive (fig 4.5.2 and 4.5.3). The removal of single flakes
around the edge forms a denticulate outline and on other pieces the flaking has produced a steep

edge (fig 4.5.1). On a few pieces though the original edge has been completely altered by flaking
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to form a heavily angled outline.

The typical Skaill knife is therefore often squat to round in shape with a thick proximal end
which enables it to be gripped comfortably in the palm of the hand leaving free a long,
unmodified working edge. No physical evidence remains to indicate that these flakes were ever

hafted prior to their use.

A varying proportion of each of the large flake assemblages bear traces of macroscopic edge
damage in the form of rounding, flaking, crushing and denticulation (table 4.3 and fig 4.6). These
forms of edge damage are apparent to the practiced eye and are often quite distinct from any
damage incurred through post-depositional processes. Where there was any uncertainty the edge
damage was not recorded; at Skara Brae the small proportion of edge damaged pieces is a
reflection of the recent breakages along the edge caused by retrieval and storage methods which
prevented further examination. Experimental use of Skaill knives has produced edge damage
characteristics similar to that noted on the original tools (Clarke 1989) and it is likely that most of

this damage was formed as the result of use of these tools.

The most common forms of edge damage are simply a rounding or dulling of the edge, light
unifacial or bifacial flaking with rounding (fig 4.1), and denticulation formed by the snapping of a
fine edge. An experimental programme to assess the usefulness of these flakes as butchery tools
showed that edge damage is more influenced by the original edge morphology than by the actual
type of work being carried out. This was observed particularly because most of the flakes were
used in combination work, for example, cutting both meat and gristle sometimes against the bone
and those flakes with a finer edge exhibited more edge reduction than the thicker flakes although

the types of use to which they were put may have been similar (fig 4.2) (Clarke 1989, 26).

The experimental work has shown that such flakes are very efficient as butchery tools. The

modermn-day butcher uses a selection of knives and choppers of varying shapes and sizes; this was
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reflected in the choice of flakes in the experimental butchering session where the butcher
selected the smallest flakes for skinning and the largest for chopping bone with intermediate
sizes used for a wide range of tasks (Clarke 1989). The shape and size ranges of the flakes found
in the prehistoric assemblages would easily accommodate this need for selectivity in tool shapes

and sizes.

Although the potential functional repertoire of such tools has not been fully explored, butchery
being just one option, it is likely that their use was confined to the processing of reasonably pliant
substances, particularly as the sandstone is a fairly soft rock. The Skaill knives proved to be very
efficient as butchery tools during the experimental session, and it i1s highly probable that butchery
tool-kits are present within the large prehistoric flake assemblages. This is explored more fully

and with reference to context in chapter 9.

The Skaill knife therefore can be regarded as a tool which is quickly and easily produced from an
almost infinite stone resource. There is very little evidence for the curation of these flakes, and
they can be viewed as highly disposable items which may well have been used only once before

being discarded.

4.1.2 Flakes as by-products of manufacture and use

Those flakes which are present as a by-product of tool manufacture and use are less easily
recognisable but, in general, they are much smaller than the Skaill knives and have a smaller
cortical component. At Skara Brae (1972-3 excavations) and the Links of Noltland, where
detailed recovery techniques such as wet-sieving were used, there is evidence that flake debris
occurs in quantity; at the former site, where the analysis 1s complete, over 1400 flakes with
dimensions of less than 40mm have been recorded with the majority coming from two large
midden layers (fig 4.3). At these sites there are a few flaked blanks (see chapter 6) but certainly
not enough to have produced this quantity of debris. It is most probable that the debitage is

related to the production of Skaill knives as the shattering of a cobble can produce a vast amount
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of such debris. This would mean that the tools were actually produced on site rather than nearby

on the beach. This is an interesting point and 1s discussed in chapter 9.

Flake debris also occurs in association with the flaked stone bars at Kebister and Tougs in
Shetland and Bu in Orkney. At Kebister over 1100 flakes were recovered 87% of which were
samples from two distinct concentrations and it is likely that these are representative of original
knapping floors. All of the flakes from this site are of a red sandstone, the same as that used for
the flaked stone bars and they are squat in shape (fig 4.7) with a tendency for the thicker flakes to
be rounder in plan. The evidence from this debris suggests that the sandstone was quarried
directly from outcrops; there is no cortex present on either the flaked stone bars or the debris to
indicate that beach cobbles were used, and, given the length of many of the stone bars (see 4.2.2),
1t 1s unlikely that the beach cobbles were large enough to serve as blanks. Although no
experimental replication has been carried out, the flakes, many of which are small in size, most
probably represent the final stages in the shaping of the flaked stone bars, with the blanks being

shaped roughly at the source of outcrop and then brought onto site for final production.

The use of some tools also leads to flake production. At a few sites there is some evidence that
flakes became detached from cobble tools during their use. These flakes can only be identified by

the presence of former wear traces which are normally on the cortical surface at the proximal end.

4.2 Flaked Blanks
Those artefacts which have been produced as the result of flaking a cobble or block of stone to

shape are termed flaked blanks and three main forms are recognised: ard points; flaked stone
bars; and flaked cobbles.

4.2.1 Ard points

Stone ard points are a distinctive class of artefact the characteristics and function of which have

been well documented by Sian Rees (Rees 1979, 1986a, 1986b, and see chapter 2). A summary
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of their main features, following Rees, is given below.

Ard points are made on sandstones of a variety of types and both quarried blocks of sandstone or
suitably shaped beach blocks or cobbles were used. At Kebister both red and grey sandstones
were used for ard points and these are reflected in specific differences in the shape of the final
tool; those tools made on the grey sandstone were much rounder in cross-section than those made
on the red sandstone and this is due to the differences in geology of the two materials (figs 4.8,

4.9.2 and see chapter 3.3).

The pieces are flaked to shape from the parent block and many were subsequently altered by
pecking over one or both faces (fig 4.10). This pecking may have been to facilitate hafting as
Rees has suggested (Rees 1979) whilst it may also have acted as a final shaping to remove some

of the flake scars and thereby strengthen the tool.

Rees uses a morphological classification for ard points which is based on cross-section and end
shape. In cross-section the ard point can vary from round to oval (fig 4.10) and, in some cases,
they can be quite flat (fig 4.9.2). The working end may be pointed, or at least rounded, whilst the
butt end 1s more roughly flaked and varies in shape from tapering to squared or curved (fig 4.10).
Occasionally a double pointed ard may have been produced, and these are often amongst the

largest pieces.

These ard points have been prepared for hafting in different ways. On many pieces pecked areas
over the face has led Rees to suggest that this was roughen the point for purchase in the bindings
or socket of the ard (Rees 1979, 16). On other ard points there is evidence for the additional
shaping of the piece: at Kebister two of the points have additional notching on either side towards
the butt end whilst at Sumburgh and Catpund it was common for the ard points to have areas of

deep pecking at cardinal points towards the butt end (fig 4.9.1).
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These artefacts functioned as stone shares held within a simple crook ard which was used to till
or plough the soil (ibid, 7). Typical to ard points are the wear patterns which they bear. These
wear traces take the form of a characteristic worn upper face and U-shaped wear at the tip on the
lower face (fig 4.10). Often this wear will occur on both faces indicating that the point has been
turned for re-use. Work by Rees has shown that such wear patterns occur on these pieces because

of their form of hafting and angle of penetration in the soil (1bid, 19).

4.2.2 Flaked stone bars

Flaked stone bars are usually made from quarried blocks of stone, most commonly sandstone,
schist, or shale but in some cases suitably shaped or prepared cobbles were used. They are
manufactured by removing flakes from the parent block in order to produce the required shape.
The majority of the bars which are made from stone blocks have been flaked over the entire
surface including ends, sides and faces to give an oval cross-section (figs 4.11, 4.12.2). Other bars
have been shaped only around the ends and sides and the unworked faces are formed by cleavage
along the bedding planes which gives these pieces a flat cross-section (fig 4.12.1). Flaked stone
bars may also have been made on cobble blanks and these include naturally flat cobbles, rounded
cobbles which have been split longitudinally or else long, primary flakes. The blank has then
been flaked bifacially around the edge to outline the shape and in some cases thinned by flaking
over the cortical face (fig 4.13). On these pieces cobble cortex remains on part of the face.
Evidence for the manufacture of flaked stone bars is present in the form of manufacturing

debitage which has been found at three sites (see 4.1.2 above).

Rees has attempted a classification of flaked stone bars from the sites of Tougs and Scord of
Brouster based on morphology and she observes three possible groupings namely: axe-shaped
tools; oval-shaped tools; and cushion-shaped tools (Rees 1986a, 1986b). This classification is
rather subjective as many of the tool types merge into one or other form with no distinctive cut-
off point between categories. Problems also occur in assigning the broken pieces to such a

grouping, of which there are a high percentage at each site. The flaked stone bars from Kebister,
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Sumburgh and Tofts Ness form the largest assemblages which I have examined and this forms

the basis for discussion below.

In plan the flaked stone bars are most commonly a tapering rectangle or sub-rectangle though
several are quite broad in relation to length, particularly those from Sumburgh. The bars have a
wide size-range and this is very similar between sites despite the contrast in raw materials used
(figs 4.14, 4.15 and 4.16). The Kebister assemblage exhibits two clusters at certain size ranges

(fig 4.14) but this 1s not noticeable from the other sites.

The morphology of the ends of the bars is varied and they include curved (figs 4.11.2, 4.11.3),
squared (fig 4.12.1), and pointed ends (fig 4.11.1) though it is most common for the ends to be
gently curved or asymmetrically curved in plan (figs 4.11.4, 4.12.2, 4.13.2). The long-section of
the bar is generally straight though in a few case it appears to have been deliberately shaped into a
shallow curve. The cross-section varies from flat to oval and in many cases this is asymmetrical,
forming one more rounded, or thicker, long edge (fig4.11.2, 4.11.4). There is certainly some
variation within the morphological characteristics of the flaked stone bars but this is difficult to
quantify, end morphology and cross-section appear to be most variable but there are no clearer

patterns.

Wear traces, in the form of macroscopic damage, are apparent on many of the pieces and this
normally takes the form of a rounding of the edges and areas of smoothing and striations on the
faces. In addition some flaking was no doubt a result of use but this is often indistinguishable
from that used to shape the piece. The most common form of wear is edge rounding and this is
normally present on the broadest end and continues down one, or less commonly, both sides (figs
4.11.1,4.11.2,4.11.3, 4.12, 4.17). Where both sides are rounded one is usually more extensively
worn than the other. Areas of smoothing are present on some pieces and in most cases it is
located on one face only, at the end which has been rounded (fig4.11.2,4.11.3,4.17.1,4.17.2,

4.17.5). Associated striations are visible on some of these pieces. There does not appear to be
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any relationship between the type of wear and the morphology of the ends of the piece although

most of the wear traces are concentrated at the broadest end.

There is evidence on several pieces, particularly those from Sumburgh, that they may have been
hafted. Some have been notched on either side (fig 4.17.3, 4.17.4, 4.17.5) but in most cases
discrete areas of rounding, smoothing and in some cases a light gloss are located on opposite
sides towards the middle of the piece (fig 4.17.1, 4.17.2). This wear is most likely to have been
produced by the friction of a soft binding, such as leather, rubbing against the tool whilst in use.
Tankerness House Museum in Orkney has a model of how the bars may have been hafted or
attached to a handle. In this reconstruction it is used as a type of hoe or mattock (fig 4.18). Here it
1s interesting to note that they have selected a bar which has been deliberately broken widthways
in order to provide a secure setting for the working head. Over three quarters of the flaked stone
bars from Kebister were broken widthways and there was a greater tendency for the broken
pieces to have a flat cross-section (fig 4.19). This flat shape would certainly make the breakage of
the pieces more likely though whether they were broken deliberately, as part of manufacture, or
accidentally, during use or deposition, is not certain. Some of the bars from Kebister and
Sumburgh retain pecked areas over the faces and this may also be associated with hafting in some

way.

The precise function of these tools remains obscure and no replicative experiments for
manufacture or use have been carried out. They are normally found at sites which also have ard
points and Rees has suggested that they would be useful in breaking up soils prior to cultivation
with an ard (Rees 1986a, 88). It is highly likely that they functioned as some form of tillage
implements given their pattern of wear traces and agricultural context (see chapter 9). The gross
differences in size, shape and end morphologies also suggest that a range of functions is

represented in each assemblage including perhaps hoeing, mattocking and picking,
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4.2.3 Flaked cobbles

These are cobbles which have been flaked unifacially or, more commonly, bifacially around part
of the circumference prior to use in order create an acute edge angle. A few flaked cobbles have
been found on neolithic sites (fig 4.20.2) but these appear to have been less heavily utilised than
those from later contexts. The bronze age assemblage from Tofts Ness is the largest examined

and this together with the few from neolithic sites form the basis for discussion.

Cobbles of sandstone, quartz and quartzite have been used and these are normally quite flat in
cross-section and vary from circular to ovoid in plan (fig 4.22). The majority of these pieces

cluster at around 70mm to 120mm in length (fig 4.22).

On most of the pieces the edge has been flaked bifacially in order to create a more acute angle
(fig 4.20, 4.21). The flaking may be extensive, in some cases removing most or all of the cortical
material from one face (fig 4.20.1, 4.21.1) but in general it covers only up to half of the

circumference usually on the longest side (fig 4.21.2).

Most of these flaked cobbles are subsequently wom through use leaving wear traces. This wear
varies from a light rounding and abrasion of the flaked edge (fig 4.20.1) to heavy faceting which
has presumably destroyed the original edge angle (fig 4.21.2). In some cases the use to which the
tool was put may have caused additional flaking but there are very few cases where the abrasion
is actually truncated by flaking and it is most common for it to occur over the original flake scars.

Some areas of pecking are also present on one or both faces of a few pieces.

The function of these tools is not known. Certainly the original idea was to produce a chopper-
like edge on a cobble with some weight, but this edge appears to have been considerably altered
as 1t was used and there is no evidence for re-flaking on the original piece. If the flaked cobble
was used as a chopper then it must have had a short life or else the need for a chopping edge was

just in the initial stages of the processing activity.
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4.3 Chipped Laminated Material

These artefacts are all made on laminated stone such as slate, shale and phyllite as well as the
finely-bedded sandstones. In many cases, particularly for the material found in Orkney, the exact
geological definition has not been sought; the fine bedding layers of these materials which cause
the stone to fracture into very thin, flat sections is the main characteristic of this group. The
original blank is shaped around the edge to the desired form by chipping, probably by holding the
blank on an anvil and lightly flaking the edge with a suitable hammerstone. In some cases the
edges have been worked bifacially, but this normally only takes place on material such as the
sandstone which 1s more homogeneous and less likely to shatter than the shales. There are

several different types of artefact in this category and these are discussed below (table 4.1).

4.3.1 Stone discs

This group includes all artefacts which have been made on thin, flat slabs of stone and which
have been chipped around the edge to form a circular to sub-circular shape. Most of the discs
required no further modification after the edges were chipped (figs 4.23, 4.24.1) but on several
the circumference (fig 4.24.3) and sometimes the whole piece has been ground to a smooth finish

(fig4.24.2,4.24.4).

Stone discs vary considerably in the choice of raw material, their manufacture, size and, to some
extent, shape. The large assemblages from the multi-period site at Pool and the broch site at
Upper Scalloway provide the basis for definition and discussion of these artefacts as there are

some interesting patterns between the form of the stone discs and the phasing of these sites.

Several factors can be 1dentified which distinguish the neolithic material from the iron age phases
at Pool. Those discs from the neolithic phases are almost exclusively bifacially chipped to form

an acutely-angled edge (fig 4.23.1) and both finely-bedded sandstones and shales are common. In
the iron age and Norse phases the discs are shaped by rough chipping (figs 4.23.2, 4.23.3, 4.24.1)

to form a more abrupt edge, a few have been ground right round the edge and all are of sandstone
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(fig4.24.2, 4243, 4.24.4). The size ranges of the discs in the earlier and later periods also vary:
in the neolithic deposits the majority of the discs are larger than 80mm in diameter whilst in later

phases the majority are smaller (fig 4.25).

At the broch site of Upper Scalloway about three quarters of the discs are made on schists and the
rest of finely-bedded sandstone. They have been shaped in the main by rough chipping and
several have been ground. The majority, including all the ground discs and those made on
mottled schist are smaller than 80mm and this is a similar pattern to those from the iron age at
Pool (fig 4.25). However, unlike Pool the rest of the discs have a wider size distribution with a

tendency for the larger discs to be made on sandstone rather than schist (fig 4.25).

Given the differences in form and size of the stone discs it is probable that they represent several
different uses. In archaeological reports these artefacts are commonly referred to as pot lids,
regardless of size; often they are described as having been found lying on top of, or at least
closely associated with, ceramic vessels. It is highly likely that many of these discs did indeed
function as lids; given their rather careful shaping they were most probably intended for
placement within or on a circular vessel. This argument would be supported by the evidence from
Pool where about one third of the discs had evidence for heat damage in the form of a surface
discolouration, often reddish-brown. On most of these discs this bumnt or heated area 1s located
very discretely around the edge of the disc on both faces. The size distribution of these heat-
damaged discs 1s interesting as, with one (smaller) exception, they all have diameters larger than
120mm (fig 4.25). It seems likely that they served as overhanging pot lids whilst the pot was on
the fire and that the projecting edge of the disc got burnt in the process. A projecting lid on a hot
pot would facilitate, in the absence of a handle, the removal of the cover in order to inspect the
contents of the vessel. The smaller discs may thus have served a different function, perhaps more
closely associated with storage in pots or other containers. In this case the stone disc may have sat
inside the neck of the vessel, perhaps with the addition of a more malleable material such as

leather or dried grasses to form a sealed closure. Unfortunately, it is not possible to compare the
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diameters of stone discs and ceramic vessels at Pool as much of the pottery was distorted through

post-depositional processes.

The stone discs from the iron age and Norse contexts at Pool and the majority of those from
Upper Scalloway, are considerably smaller than those from the Pool neolithic phases.
Nevertheless, the range of the Scalloway discs is similar to those from the neolithic at Pool and,
as none of these larger discs have evidence for heat damage, it is probable that they were
associated with the use of storage in vessels. Several of the smallest discs have been quite finely
shaped by grinding and smoothing (fig 4.25) and it is possible that these, and others of their size,
are some form of gaming counter (probable gaming counters from Upper Scalloway are not
included here). A few of the smallest pieces from Scalloway are made on an attractive mottled
schist and this may have been selected for specific, but here unknown, use. Hamilton has also
suggested the use of some of the smaller discs from Jarlshof as plugs for skin containers
(Hamilton 1956), although here he may have been referring in particular to the small steatite

discs which are not discussed here.

4.3.2 Rectangles

These tools, made on laminated materials are flaked bifacially around the edge. They vary in plan
from a tapering rectangle to sub-rectangular or ovoid in shape and their cross-sections are flat (fig
4.26.1, 4.26.2). They are very similar to flaked stone bars in size (fig 4.27) but they have a flatter
cross-section. Most of the ends are curved in plan although some have distinctive points. The
rectangles from Kebister have no visible wear traces but since this material is very friable it is

possible that some of the original surfaces had peeled off.

It should be noted here that there is at present some uncertainty as to the attribution of many of
the artefacts from the site at Sumburgh. The greater proportion have been classified as flaked
stone bars as, despite the fact that they have been made on a laminated material, this shale-like

stone 1s more capable of being flaked like sandstone than the other more friable laminated
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materials. This assemblage therefore includes pieces which have been made like flaked stone
bars but many of which have proportions and a flat cross-section like the rectangles. The
measurements of these pieces show a continuum and consequently, it has been difficult to
identify the point at which the flaked stone bars can be separated from the rectangles, if indeed
there is such a division. Contextual information, unavailable at present, may help to clarify this

problem.

4.3.3 Points

Points are long and narrow and they tend to be smaller in size than the rectangles (fig. 4.27).
They have been flaked bifacially around the edges to shape (fig 4.26.3, 4.26.4) and the end
opposite the point is curved or squared. None of the pieces from Kebister have visible wear

traces.

4.3.4 Other shaped pieces

Laminated material is also used for more complex forms of artefacts and the most common types
include 'heart-shaped' implements, 'cleavers’, 'knives', discs with 'handles' and lobate objects; their

basic forms are best understood with reference to the accompanying illustrations.

Heart-shaped' pieces are characterised by a roughly triangular form with a large perforation made
in the centre of the piece, often towards the broad end (fig 4.28). The broad end may be shaped
by either a neat break which forms a straight edge (fig 4.28.1) or sometimes it is chipped to create
a slightly in-curving edge (fig 4.28.3, 4.28.4). The perforation is often quite large and shaped to a
sub-oval form which tends to flatten at the side nearest the broad end. Hamilton has referred to
these pieces as shovels (Hamilton 1968, 31) with presumably the perforation being used to hold
the piece. There is however little left for a useful shovel end after the perforation has been
formed in the face. There 1s also no actual evidence for any wear traces on the edge or faces
which would undoubtedly have been present if the pieces had been used in this way. The lack of

wear traces together with the fact that many are liable to breakage across the perforation suggests
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that these objects may not have been used as tools but instead served a more passive function. If
the perforation was designed to hold a certain thickness of rope then the piece could have been

held in place or rested against something by the careful shaping of the broad end.

Knives' and 'cleavers' are mainly distinguished from each other in terms of size. Both have one
end which could be described as a head or blade with a projecting handle formed to one side. The
knives often have a curved blade end reminiscent of the flensing knives but the edge on these
pieces 1s not at all sharp (fig 4.29.3, 4.29.4). Occasionally a serrated edge has been formed by
minute notching. This serration is present on forms without handles too and Rees has suggested
their use as reaping implements (Rees 1979). Cleavers are larger and heavier, usually being
produced on less friable material than the knives. The heads on these pieces vary in shape and

size; some are like 'hatchets' whilst others are longer and more curved (fig 4.29.1, 4.29.2).

A few pieces have been shaped as discs but also feature a single projection formed on the
circumference. This projection is sometimes relatively long which would enable it to be gripped

as a handle but occasionally it is small and tapers to a point.

Lobate objects are not common but they are easily recognisable by the presence of normally three
to five isolated lobes forming a star-type shape (fig 4.30). The function of these pieces is not

known.

4.4 Cobble Tools

These artefacts are produced on cobbles which are unmodified prior to use. The tasks to which
these tools were put have left distinctive wear traces on the exterior of the cobble and it is the
type and location of these wear traces which form the basis for the classification by artefact type.
There are of course always some types of cobble tool which do not fit readily into the
classifications below but these are not likely to be central to the role of these tools on any one

site. The major groups of tools are each defined and discussed below on the basis of those from
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the sites at Upper Scalloway, Pool, Tofts Ness and Kebister.

4.4.1 Pounder/ grinders

These artefacts have a very distinctive form. They are distinguished by broad areas of faceted
wear on one or both ends of the cobble (fig 4.31.2, 4.31.3, 4.31.4) and on some of the rounder
cobbles the bands of faceting continue around the edge (fig 4.31.1). These facets can occur singly
but in many cases two or more facets are worked on one end of the cobble with ridges formed
between them (fig 4.31.2, 4.31.3). The texture of the facets can vary enormously from a very
smooth, ground face to a heavily pitted and roughly wom surface. Flaking around the edge of the
facet is also very common. Many of these tools also exhibit an extensive area of smoothing on

one of the faces and some may have pecked areas also on a face.

These tools tend to be longer than broad with a rounded cross-section. The size ranges are similar
between sites although some diversity can be seen; those from Pool are amongst the largest of
this type whilst the pounder/ grinders from Upper Scalloway include a number that are smaller
and more rounded in form (fig 4.32). The materials used for pounder/ grinders are quite varied,
sandstones are common to all sites but where metamorphic rocks were more freely available, as

at Upper Scalloway and Kebister, these were preferred (fig 4.33).

It is probable that these tools were used for crushing and grinding a variety of substances, from
grain and seeds, to mineral inclusions used in ceramic production. The larger pounder/ grinders
are often the most heavily worn pieces and these may have been used on less tractable materials.
The smoothly worn face on some of the tools would probably have been created by a stirring

motion to collect or spread the material being processed.

4.4.2 Faceted cobbles
These tools exhibit areas of faceted wear on part of the surface (fig 4.34.1, 4.34.3). They are

easily distinguished from pounder/grinders as they are often smaller in size (fig 4.36), have a
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greater shape range and the area of faceting is often smaller.
4.4.3 Facially pecked cobbles

These cobbles have areas of pecking on one or both faces. The pecked areas may form a spread
across the face but often they are seen as one or two discrete patches (fig 4.34.2). Sometimes the
pecking may take distinctive circular or linear forms.

4.4.4 Combination of above
Some cobbles exhibit both faceted wear around the circumference of the tool and facial pecking

on the surface of the piece (fig 4.35).

The stone selected for the faceted, facially pecked and faceted/ facially pecked cobbles is as
varied as that used for the pounder/ grinders (fig. 4.37) and used in similar proportions. At Tofts

Ness, which has a large number of these three tool types, the size ranges of all the types are
similar to each other (fig 4.36) but it can be seen that during the various phases of the site

different sizes of cobbles were used: small cobbles in the neolithic, medium-sized cobbles during
the bronze age; and larger cobbles in the iron age. During the neolithic at Pool smaller cobbles

were also preferred for use. This pattern is not so noticeable at the other sites.

It is likely that the difference in the sizes of each tool type between the phases at Tofts Ness is
because the tools were used for different tasks in different periods. This means that in these cases

classification by wear type alone is not sufficient to identify particular tasks. At least some of
these tools, particularly those with faceting and/ or facial pecking would have been used as

hammerstones in flint or quartz knapping; such wear has been replicated during experimental
knapping (Callahan 1987). Those smaller ones from the neolithic phases at Pool and Tofts Ness

certainly bear wear traces compatible with their use in flint knapping and the preferred use of
quartz and quartzite in this period suggests that they were using a very hard hammer. Other

possible tasks for these tools are not so obvious but many, patticularly the larger ones are most
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probably under-developed forms of pounder/ grinders.

4.4.5 Group A cobble tools

These are a discrete type of faceted cobble which have been observed in large numbers at Upper
Scalloway. They are all sandstone cobbles, often long and narrow with a flat cross-section (fig
4.38). Bands of faceting run down the sides and sometimes occur on the ends (fig 4.39). The
facets are often quite rough in texture and occasionally the pecking is so deep as to form notches
(fig 4.39.3, 4.39.4). The faces on some of these tools have been smoothed and striations are
visible. Many of these cobbles also exhibit patches of glossy residue over one face or towards

one side (fig 4.39).

The function of these tools is obscure and no other site has produced them in such quantity.

Some were certainly subjected to heavy work as shown by the complete alteration of the cobble's
outline while yet others bear only lightly ground facets or else none at all. These wormn edges must
have been produced by crushing or grinding and since they are much narrower than the broad
faceted edges of the pounder/ grinders they may have been used in a more confined space;
perhaps in trough or dish rather than on a slab. The glossy residue present on many of these
pieces is doubtless the remnants of the material being processed. The thickness of the residue
deposits on some of the tools would suggest that it may originally have been a viscous or sticky
liquid and therefore some container must have been necessary in which to hold it. No analysis

has yet been done on this residue to confirm whether it is of animal or vegetable extraction.

4.4.6 Other cobbles with polish/ gloss/ residue

Some cobble tools exhibit no obvious physical alteration to the extenior of the cobble but instead
may show areas of polishing or gloss residue. These form a disparate group in terms of raw

material, size and form and no further analysis has been done on these tools.
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4.4.7 Ground cobbles

The neolithic site at Barnhouse has a small collection of several ground cobbles. These tools are
made on flat cobbles of a medium-grained sandstone and bear traces of grinding, formed through
use, on specific parts of the surface of the piece. Most often the ground areas are on the broad
face of a flat cobble and the surface has been altered to form a flat or slightly askew profile (fig
4.40.1, 4.40.2). On other stones the grinding 1s present down the side to create a slightly angled
edge (fig 4.40.3). Those stones with facial grinding would appear to have been used against a
larger, hard surface whilst those with ground edges may have been used as some form of

sharpener or smoother.
Individual ground stones occur throughout prehistoric assemblages though they are relatively few
in number. They are distinct from whetstones, hones and other sharpening stones because of their

size and shape.

4.4.8 Plain hammerstones

Within any assemblage there are some cobble tools which do not fall into any specific category.
Often the largest group of cobble tools from a site is that described as 'plain hammerstones'.
These are cobbles whose wear traces are neither distinctive nor repetitive so it 1s not possible to
give them a type name. In most cases the use-wear is light and randomly placed suggesting that
they were not task-specific tools. Some plain cobbles it must be remembered are most likely to
be under-developed forms of other more distinctive types, where for reasons of under-use,

perhaps because of breakage, a full and characteristic pattem of wear has not been developed.
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Chapter 5

THE ARTEFACTS: PART TWO

This chapter is concerned with those artefacts which cannot be placed so readily into the broader
groupings of chapter 4. They tend to form only a small component of any particular site
assemblage or else, as in a few cases, the artefact type may be common on just one site though

occurring singly in other instances (table 5.1).

5.1 Knap of Howar Grinders

Only a handful of artefacts of this form have been found, most from the settlement site of Knap
of Howar on Orkney. They are made on cobbles of sandstone and are distinguished by their
domed upper face and flat, ground under-side. All are very similar in form and size (fig 5.1). It is
likely that these pieces were shaped prior to use, initially by splitting a rounded cobble
widthways and then by grinding this broken face to prepare the flat working surface. Discrete
areas of heavy pecking, or pitting, are located centrally on this flat face (fig 5.1) and these most
probably represent further preparation of the working face. Areas of pecking are also present on
the domed upper surfaces of the piece; these too are often indented but are less localised than on

the flat face (fig 5.1).

These tools most probably functioned as some form of grinder. They are all rather small and
would have been capable of being held in one hand. They must have been used on a flat surface
and the pecking on the upper face most probably results from an initial crushing of the substances
to be processed prior to being more finely ground. The discrete area of pecking on the flat face
seems integral to the function and Inskeep notes that:

'... the function of the small pit in the grinding surface is to reduce 'skid' and improve the

efficiency of the tool' (Ritchie 1983, 92).
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5.2 Knap of Howar Borers

These artefacts are few in number and, as with the grinders, most have been found at the site of
Knap of Howar. The borers are distinguished by the presence of a rounded or pointed knob which
has been formed on one end of an elongated pebble (fig 5.2). This knob is usually isolated from
the main body of the pebble by the presence of a shoulder which is worked, by grinding, around
the entire circumference; on these pieces the knob is circular in cross-section with a rounded or
blunt end (fig 5.2.3). On other pieces the shouldering is seen in cross-section only giving the
knob a more oval cross-section (fig 5.2.1, 5.2.2). Occasionally the working end has not been
isolated, it has simply been ground around the circumference at one end to produce a point with a
circular cross-section. The knobs themselves are not very deep, the largest being just over 10mm

in length with a similar diameter.

These pieces were undoubtedly shaped prior to their use with the requirement being for a circular
protuberance with a blunt, rounded end. Their function remains obscure but the excavator at the
Knap of Howar noted that the direction of the visible striations confirmed their use as borers and
suggested their use in perforating the bone and antler hammers (Ritchie 1983, 56). From the
available evidence though, it would appear that the borers were too small to produce the rather
larger perforations found on these tools. It is uncertain too whether the striations were necessarily
produced through the use of these tools or whether they were formed during the manufacturing

process.

5.3 Ground-End Tools

This small group comprises a number of rather disparate objects which have all been ground,
particularly on the end, to form distinctive shapes. Most of these pieces come from the site at

Barnhouse but single objects have been found at a number of other neolithic sites.

All of the pieces have been made on small fine-grained sandstone pebbles and two main groups

can be identified. The first group consists of a series of small, narrow, elongated pebbles, some of
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which have been worn down the sides, but all of which have a ground end which may be blunted
or faceted (fig 5.3.1, 5.3.2). Some of these pebbles have also been ground all over and may bear
fine facets down their length whilst others bear less extensive wear often in the form of a light
gloss or pecking on a narrow side and/or end. The second and smaller group is composed of
spatulate objects (fig 5.3.3, 5.3.4). These are again made on small pebbles, but with a flatter
cross-section than those above. They are distinguished by the formation of spatula-type ends
which were created by grinding on both faces. Multi-directional striations are often visible on

these worn ends.

5.4 Multi-Hollowed Cobbles

These are a distinctive form of worked cobble and the few that have been recorded are mainly
from Bamhouse. They have not been included under the cobble tool category because it is still
uncertain as to whether the hollows were deliberately produced prior to use or else formed as a
result of wear. All the pieces are very similar in size and shape and they are made on harder types
of stone such as granite or volcanic rock. They each bear two or more hollows which have been
worked by pecking on the sides and/or faces of the stone (fig 5.4). On some pieces there is

additional pecking which often forms a broad facet around the edge of the stone.

5.5 Pestles

Only a handful of these objects have been observed, all from the site at Upper Scalloway. They
are made on cobbles of sandstone and are distinguished by their regular tapering shape and
stmilar size (fig 5.5). For some of these objects a suitably-shaped cobble may have been used (fig
5.5.3) but several have been deliberately pecked over the whole of the surface to shape it (fig
5.5.1, 5.5.2). Both the broad and narrow ends bear ground facets and each piece has four discrete

areas of pecking forming indentations at the cardinal points about 30mm from the broad end.

The indentations may have been formed to facilitate gripping or some form of hafting. The pieces

are similar in form to some ard points, particularly those with pecked indentations, but they have
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not been used as such because the wear traces are quite different.

5.6 Handled Clubs

These are an interesting tool type which have long been recognised at sites but which appear to
have been neglected in the literature in terms of description and discussion. The site at Sumburgh
has the largest excavated assemblage of such objects and these, together with the collection from

the Lerwick museum, are used to define and discuss this type.

The handled clubs are almost always made on sandstones though occasionally other
homogeneous material such as micaceous schists may have been used. Their common
characteristic is the presence of a finely-shaped handle on which a larger club-like head has been
formed (fig 5.6). They have been shaped from a blank initially by flaking and then by pecking and

grinding.

The handles are very finely formed with a round to oval cross-section and are broadest at the head
end and taper to form a rounded or pointed end (fig 5.6). The heads tend to be more varied in
shape though all may be described as sub-rectangular with an oval cross-section. Many of the

heads are quite damaged and it is often difficult to note any general trends in shape.

The shouldering which forms the head on the handle is always seen in plan and more often than
not these shoulders are distinctly asymmetrical; on one side the shoulder is shorter and more
abrupt whilst on the other side the shoulder is formed at a greater angle (fig 5.6.2, 5.6.3, 5.6.4).
On a few pieces a slight shouldering is also seen in profile and this also tends to be asymmetrical

in form.

There is not a great variation in the sizes of these pieces and they are also of similar proportions
(fig 5.7). Occasionally some pieces bear decoration in the form of a series of ridges and channels

across the base of the head (fig 5.6.1).
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The function of these pieces has not been determined. The head often bears traces of wear in the
form of flake damage and many of the pieces are very damaged through breakage or from the
removal of large flakes across the top of the head. The handled club appears to be very vulnerable
across the junction of head and handle as many breakages occur here. The function of the 'handle’
is questionable; it forms only about a third of the total length of the piece and would not function
well as a handle owing to its tapering shape and short length. Nevertheless, the careful shaping of
this end, the intentional asymmetry of the shouldering, and the lack of damage here suggest that

the handle was in fact made to support some form of hafting.

These were most probably utilitarian objects but the decoration applied to some of the pieces

suggests that they also fulfilled a wider function.

5.7 Single-Hollowed Stones

This group encompasses a number of different forms whose common factor is the presence of a
worked hollow on the face of the piece. More finely worked objects such as stone lamps and
bowls are not included here. The most distinctive form of hollowed stone is the 'mortar' which is
found in neolithic deposits. These are often the smallest of all hollowed stones and are fashioned
on blocks of flagstone (fig 5.8.1). Sometimes the block appears to have been shaped as a rough
hexagonal and it has been suggested that these echo the forms of similar objects made from
whalebone which are found in contemporary contexts (Childe 1931b). The hollow is circular in
plan and quite steep-sided with a rounded base. At Skara Brae several of these mortars were
coated inside with a reddish substance which suggested to the excavator their use as paint pots

(Childe 1931b).

Other forms of single hollowed stones occur in later prehistory and these tend to be larger than
those from the neolithic. At Pool a relatively large collection of such objects was retrieved of

many different shapes and sizes. These can initially be distinguished on the basis of whether they
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were made on large cobbles (5.9.3) or else on sub-rectangular blocks with rounded or flat bases
(5.8.2, 5.10). Those made on large cobbles have deep, round-based hollows whilst those made on
blocks more commonly had shallow, flat-based hollows. The precise functions of these objects
are not known; some may have been used as mortars, anvils or containers whilst others may
simply be unfinished forms of different artefacts. Yet other pieces have counter-sunk hollows (fig

59.1,5.9.2).

5.8 Stone Balls and other Sculpted Obiects

Stone balls are occasionally found on archaeological sites. The only ones to have been excavated
in recent times have been from broch sites. Those ﬁom Upper Scalloway vary in size between
45mm and 85mm in diameter and all have been pecked and/ or ground all over to form a
spherical shape often with discrete areas of flattening on one or more faces (fig 5.11). The
materials include fine-grained sandstones, granite, psammite and quartz-feldspar-muscovite-
schist, the latter piece which glistens as it is held. The three stone balls from Howe are all smaller
in size than those from Scalloway and are of fine-grained sandstone, one has been artificially

coloured by a black oily film (Ballin-Smith 1994).

The function of these objects is not known. The deliberate flattening on some of the pieces
suggests that they were intended to sit in place whilst the choice of an attractive material or the

application of colour suggests a decorative role.

There are references to plain stone balls appearing on some neolithic sites (Childe and Grant
1939, 27) and the site at Skara Brae has also produced the more complex carved stone balls
(Childe 1931b). The latter have not been included here since they have been the subject of

detailed research and discussion elsewhere (Edmonds 1992, Marshall 1977).

Sculpted objects other than carved stone balls are also present at neolithic sites. From Pool there

are four sculpted stones and one possible related fragment all from the same phase of the site. All
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of the pieces are made on black micaceous siltstone which has been pecked and ground to shape;
striations from the grinding are visible on some of the pieces. They are all similar in form though
there is a great variety in the quality of working. The finest piece (fig 5.12.4) has one conical
projection at one end, two at the opposite end and four conical projections worked around the
upper half, one of which has been removed and the scar pecked over. Another object (fig 5.12.1)
is incomplete but appears to have been more symmetrical than the previous piece. It has two
large conical projections and a smaller, more bulbar one at one end whilst the centre of the piece
1s slightly waisted and the opposite end worked to a flat face. Two other pieces are rougher: one
has been quite badly damaged with three broken conical projections whilst a fourth projection has
been completely removed and the scar pecked over; the last is larger and more crude in form

suggesting that it is an unfinished piece.

These objects would have required a great deal of time and effort in their production. It is
unlikely that their function was ever of a utilitarian nature and instead they are most probably
representative of abstract meanings. On two pieces there is deliberate pecking over the scar of a
removed projection but there was no subsequent grinding to smooth over the area. This raises
questions as to whether the projections were removed deliberately and the scars left or whether
the pieces were subject to accidental breakage the repair of which was less careful than the

original manufacture.

The style of these sculpted objects: three-dimensional with conical projections, is most similar to
two objects which have been found in the chambered tomb at Quoyness, Sanday (fig 5.12.2,
5.12.3) though in actual form they are quite different. The conical element is also seen on objects
found during the early excavations at Skara Brae which are more symmetrical in form and some

of which have additional decoration (Clarke et al 1985, illustration 3.22).
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Chapter 6
DOMESTIC CONTEXTS

The term 'domestic’ is used here to describe those prehistoric sites relating to daily life and where
there is evidence for economic practices as well as, in some cases, overlap into the ntual sphere.
Domestic contexts are taken here to include all excavated sites with evidence for habitation or
domestic use and this can take the form of contexts such as rubbish tips or middens, and
structures which are commonly interpreted as houses. Bumnt mounds are also included in this
section as, though there is no evidence for the actual permanent habitation of these sites, they did
appear to function mainly in a domestic sphere. Earth houses or souterrains which exist on their
own have been omitted from this survey because of the lack of dating evidence and the general

paucity of the finds.

A total of 23 sites or separate site phases (16 from Orkney and 7 from Shetland) are discussed
here and these include all sites for which there are both radiocarbon dates and reasonable
contextual information. A few assemblages from excavations with either no radiocarbon dates or
less contextual detail are also included where relevant. The Orkney and Shetland sites combined
represent an almost continuous time span from the early neolithic to the end of the iron age,
however the majority of the radiocarbon dated sites are from Orkney and these show a
preponderance of sites of a neolithic or iron age date with only a few from the bronze age. In
Shetland there is less absolute dating but it would appear that the neolithic is less well

represented in excavated sites than the later periods.

Where feasible, each site has been divided according to the available dating evidence on broad
chronological grounds into neolithic, bronze age and iron age. A short description of each site is
given together with a summary of the phasing which has been taken from the excavators'
publication or pre-publication notes. The main reference for each site is given at the beginning to

avoid repetition in the text. As has been noted earlier certain artefact types are outside the remit
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of this study and are not discussed here and, since this can be no more than a summary of the
available information, the reader should refer to the site reports themselves for outstanding detail.
Draft reports and catalogues for all the stone assemblages studied by myself are available in
appendix B and these include the sites of Bamhouse, Links of Noltland, Pool, Skara Brae, and
Tofts Ness, all of which are in Orkney, and Kebister and Upper Scalloway in Shetland. One
further site studied by me is Pierowall Quarry and this is already published. A separate discussion
of the artefacts with reference to more absolute chronology forms chapter 8 and this includes

assemblages from other sites with less contextual information and dating evidence.

6.1 Orkney Neolithic (location map fig 6.1,)

6.1.1 Midden .sites

Knap of Howar (Ritchie 1983)

The excavated structures comprise two adjoining stone-built houses linked by a passageway at
the point where the walls abut. The houses are divided intemally by partitions and house 2 has
recesses built into the walls. Both of the houses are built into and on top of the primary midden
which is phase 1. An upper layer of midden deposits represents phase 2. The radiocarbon dates
and the matenal culture are similar between these phases which suggested to the excavator that

there can have been little time difference between phases.

Skara Brae 1970s excavations (Shepherd 1993)

Excavations were carried out in the centre of the surviving settlement (trench 1) and on its
eastern edge (trench 2). In trench 1, phase 1, several new structures were identified which were
built in or on the midden. A period of sand accumulation followed suggesting spatial or temporal
abandonment. This early phase is broadly equivalent to Childe's phase 2. Phase 2 of trench 1
comprises the full scale accumulation of middens through to end of settlement occupation. The
material recovered here is related primarily to the previously known passages A, B and F. Only

one putative new building was found here and it is suggested that it is a defined working area
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rather than a house. In trench 2 the lower half was almost entirely composed of a wet, black
midden, which was identified by Childe in his test pit 4, whilst the upper levels of the trench

were composed of alternate layers of sand and midden.

Two areas were investigated outside the village (trenches 3 and 4). In trench 3 there was a series
of walling divided into at least three phases of building. The upper contexts of this trench had
been eroded although some midden was identified at lower levels of walling. Trench 4 was
composed of episodes of sand accumulation and ard marks. There 1s no dating for these two

trenches.

Links of Noltland, West Midden(Sharples 1982)

The whole site comprises a series of trenches laid out to examine a large, single structure
(Grobust) and the developmental history of the midden deposits lying to the west. Only one
trench in the site has been fully excavated and this 1s the West Midden. It is represented by two
earlier periods of cultivation during which midden was used to fertilise the soil (phases 1 and 2).
Phase 3 is the formation of midden deposits on the top of which a wall was built. The final act of
this phase was the deliberate deposition of at least 11 deer carcasses. A period of abandonment
followed represented by sand accumulation and then ploughing resumed in the sand and on the

midden (phase 4). Lastly there is a robbed-out field wall.

Pool(Hunter et al forthcoming)

The occupation comprises a series of tips and middens with structures. Two horizons of
windblown sand have been used as markers to form three chronological phases. Phase 1 has dark
tips and structures. These structures are sub-circular with no indication of hearth or fumiture; one
rather ruinous structure may have had wall recesses. Phase 2.1 has ardmarks and possible fencing
posts and phase 2.2 some unidentifiable structures. The excavator suggests that these phases may
represent a continuous process of deposition and that there may be a hiatus between this and later

site activity. Phase 2.3 has more substantial structural remains and two of the three structures had
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evidence for a possible specialist industrial function. Phase 3 had the remains of a total of eight,
probably domestic, structures all of which were in a ruinous condition with the exception of S8
which was the largest structure and appeared to have served as a focus of settlement. This is seen

by the excavator to be similar to H8 at Skara Brae and area G at Rinyo.

Tofts Ness(Dockrill pers comm) ‘
Phase 1 comprises the remains of a free-standing structure with evidence of a hearth and robbed-
out orthostat furniture. It is part of a larger unexcavated complex of buildings and is similar to the
structures from phases 2.3 and 3 at Pool. Phase 2 comprises a midden sequence dating from the

neolithic through to the early bronze age which seals the earlier building,

The Finds (Clarke forthcoming a, b, ¢; Ritchie 1983; Appendix B)

Each of the assemblages can be broadly characterised by a comparison of the relative frequencies
of the three largest artefact groups: Skaill knives; stone discs; and cobble tools (table 6.1 and fig
6.2). All but one of the assemblages, Knap of Howar, is dominated by Skaill knives. Cobble tools
are present at all sites though in much reduced numbers by comparison with the flake tools. Stone
discs are frequent at only two sites: Skara Brae and Pool. There is no significant difference in the

relative frequencies of these artefact types between the different phases of each of the sites.

Most of the cobble tool types are present at each site but there are differences in their distribution
(fig 6.3). At Skara Brae and the West Midden, Links of Noltland the most common form is for
plain hammerstones including a significant number of those with flaking damage. At other sites
the plain cobbles are less numerous and most of these are simply pecked on the surface. These
two sites also have the smallest proportion of their assemblage as cobble tools (fig 6.2). In
contrast, the sites with a larger proportion of cobble tools, have greater numbers of the more

distinctive forms such as those with facial pecking and/ or faceting (fig 6.3).

Flaked blanks are present at a few sites and the most common forms are unifacial or bifacial
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cobbles with lightly utilised edges, as at the West Midden. Two of the flaked cobbles from
Bamhouse have a rough notch worked on one side. Those from Pool more closely resemble
flaked stone bars as they are made on sub-rectangular cobbles and flaked down the sides and on

one end though they do not bear the distinctive wear patterns of the type.

The remainder of the assemblage from each site comprises small numbers of other artefact types
(table 6.2). The grinders and borers are, apart from the cobble tools, the most frequent artefacts
found at Knap of Howar. A borer similar to those from Knap of Howar was recovered from the
phase 3 deposits at Pool and a smaller one was found in trench F, the earliest area in the West
Midden at Links of Noltland (outside the area recorded here). Single finds of Knap of Howar
grinders were made in the phase 2 contexts of both Pool and Tofts Ness. The ground-end tools
which are common at Barnhouse (see 6.2 below) occur as single examples at Pool and Knap of
Howar and two have been found in trench F and one from Grobust, both at Links of Noltland
(outside the area recorded here). A multi-hollowed cobble, similar to those from Bamhouse has
been found at Pool. From Skara Brae (trenches 1 and 2) there are a few pieces which have no
parallels: a bifacially ground flake; a decorated Skaill knife; a radially incised stone (a similar one
was found during earlier excavations (Childe and Paterson 1929, 235)); and a broken club-like
object which appears to have originally had a handle. One other piece from Skara Brae is a
rounded lump of volcanic rock with a single shouldered knob worked on one face and this may be

compared with the sculpted knobbed objects from Pool although the latter are not shouldered.

Context
All of these sites are dominated by midden or tip contexts and, unsurprisingly, the largest

proportion of each of the stone assemblages is found in these types of context (fig 6.4).

The most common artefact type, the Skaill knife, dominates the middens of all the phases of the
sites (fig 6.5) and the largest number of Skaill knives occur in middens which have been

undisturbed by ploughing or construction; in the West Midden at Links of Noltland 57% of the
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Skaill knives were found in the four clayey midden layers whilst over 70% were recovered from
the main midden layers at Skara Brae. The flake debitage also follows a similar pattern to the
Skaill knives: 73% from the main midden layers at Skara Brae, 80% from similar contexts in the

West Midden, Links of Noltland.

The other artefact types are less numerous than the Skaill knives and at most sites their
distribution follows a similar pattern to the Skaill knives (fig 6.6) though, where there are enough
pieces to make a meaningful comparison, some differences between sites are apparent. At Skara
Brae and Pool stone discs are most common in midden or tip deposits, though they also appear in
other types of context in larger proportions to the Skaill knives (fig 6.7). The large number of
discs at Skara Brae may be misleading because it comprises a large proportion of fragments; only -
about 20% are complete specimens and though an attempt was made to re-fit the disc fragments
here it was not successful. This is of interest in itself since mosf of the breakages were not fresh
50 it seems that these discs were broken prior to, or just after deposition and the fragments
scattered in the middens. At none of the other sites is there such evidence for the fragmentation
of the discs. The few discs from Tofts Ness are more complete and tend to be distributed in

layers other than midden deposits (fig 6.7).

Cobble tools are only numerically abundant at Pool and Tofts Ness and at the latter site they
occur in a similar pattern to the stone discs, 1.e. they are more common to contexts other than

middens. At Pool the cobble tools are more common to the midden layers (fig 6.7).

Due to the nature of these sites with their extensive tip and midden deposits and the lack of
concordance of context and its location it has not been possible to associate particular dumps with
specific structures. It is therefore not possible here to examine the detail of artefact type and

specific location.
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6.1.2 Non-midden sites

Barnhouse(Richards 1990)

This Grooved Ware settlement comprises a series of free-standing houses which are similar in
form to the early houses of Skara Brae and Rinyo. They appear to cluster around a larger more
elaborate house (H2) and they have been subject to rebuilding or alteration. Towards the end of
the use of the settlement a structure (S8) was built which was different to the houses, being
monumental in plan and use. There are no middens present as such though in one area there is an

accumulation of occupation debris associated with one of the houses.

Pierowall Quarry (Sharples 1984)

This is a stone platform and structure built on the chambered cairn.

The finds (Clarke 1984, Clarke forthcoming d; Appendix B)

At Barnhouse the assemblage is dominated by cobble tools, many of which are fragments (table
6.1 and fig 6.2). The cobble tool assemblage is slightly different in composition to those of the
midden sites by the inclusion of a few pieces with polish or gloss and a number of flat cobbles
with distinctive bands of faceting around the perimeter of piece (fig 6.3). At this site there are
also several other artefact types which either do not occur at other sites or else are less common
elsewhere (table 6.2). Stone discs are absent and the few flakes which are termed Skaill knives

here may be heat spalls or breakages from cobbles rather than flakes intentionally made for use.

Finds from Pierowall Quarry were limited to a few Skaill knives from the wall collapse and
shillet layer as well as an interesting and unparalleled cobble tool which is a regular oval cobble

with four smoothed facets placed at the cardinal points (tables 6.1 and 6.2).

Context
The distribution of the artefacts from Bamhouse is varied. Types such as the cobble tools, stone

flakes and ground cobbles were more commonly found outwith the structures although no
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specific activity areas could be recognised for these tools. In contrast the ground-end tools were
more likely to be found within the structures. Stone artefacts were recovered from all of the
structures and in most cases these comprised small numbers of the types mentioned above. Only
the assemblages from the structures H2 and S8 and their immediate surroundings are significantly
different; not only were there more objects from these contexts but, as well as the foregoing
types, there were also a relatively high proportion of the more carefully-shaped pieces such as the

multi-hollowed stones, stone balls and bifacially edge-ground pieces.

6.1.3 Function

There is clearly a difference in the composition of assemblages between the sites which have
large middens and the site at Barnhouse which has no such contexts. At the former sites Skaill
knives and stone discs are common whilst at Barnhouse stone discs are absent and Skaill knives
rare. The assemblage from Barnhouse is of interest not only for this lack of the most common
artefact forms but also for its collection of tools which are uncommon or absent at other sites; this
points to fundamental functional differences between sites during this period. Also, the close
association of middens and the presence of large quantities of artefacts raises questions about the

development and use of the middens themselves. These points are discussed fully in chapter 9.

The use of cobble tools remains fairly constant between assemblages but there are differences in
the occurrence of particular types. If types such as the facially pecked and/or faceted pieces are
indeed associated with flint knapping (see chapter 4.4) then the patterns seen may reflect the
common practice of flint, chert or quartz knapping on all sites and the lack of these particular
cobble tools at sites such as Skara Brae and West Midden, Links of Noltland may suggest that
flint knapping was either not carried out in the contexts excavated or, more likely that other
material such as bone or antler was used as a hammer. The larger flaked hammerstones from
Skara Brae and the West Midden may have been used in activities not present at the other sites
such as stone dressing. At Barnhouse there are a large number of grinding stones which are not

present at the other sites.
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Although many of the artefacts are utilitarian, there are a number which may be considered as
holding a spiritual value. These include the sculpted objects from Pool, all from phase 3 midden
deposits; a sculpted object and a decorated Skaill knife from Skara Brae (Saville 1994); and, by

association with context, the stone balls and multi-hollowed cobbles from Barnhouse.

6.2 Orkney Bronze Age (fig 6.1)

Tofts Ness (Dockrill pers comm)

Phase 3 comprises the badly robbed remains of a building which was cut into the midden of
phase 2. Phase 4 has a small oval structure with a flagged floor and stone tank. This building is
very similar to, though smaller than, the structure associated with the burnt mound at Liddle
although no burnt stone was found at Tofts Ness. This small building is contemporary to a big

round-house with a central hearth and radial orthostat divisions.

Liddle and Beaquoy (Hedges 1975)

These are the only two burnt mounds with stone finds to have been excavated in recent times.
Liddle has a single structure with a large burnt mound butting against it and Beaquoy is formed
from two structures, occupied sequentially with two mounds. The mounds were composed of

fire-cracked stone, ash and carbon.

Finds(Clarke forthcoming a, Hedges 1975; Appendix B)

The assemblage from Tofts Ness is dominated by flaked blanks which include ard points, flaked
stone bars and flaked cobbles (table 6.3 and fig 6.8). Between phases the assemblages differ
markedly in the type of blank which was selected for the flaked stone bars; cobble blanks are
most numerous in phase 3 whilst during phase 4 the choice is for flaked stone bars to be made on
tabular sandstone blanks (fig 6.8). Cobble tools of all types are present but faceted grinders are

most common particularly in phase 4 (fig 6.8). A significant number of Skaill knives are also

found at Tofts Ness.
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Most of the finds from Liddle and Beaquoy are cobble tools the illustrated examples of which are
faceted on both ends and/ or sides, a few show signs of facial pecking. At Liddle there is one
possible flaked cobble similar to those from Tofts Ness although perhaps smaller (LF32). No
flaked stone bars were present at Liddle and Beaquoy and there are only single finds of ard points

from both sites.

Context

Middens and other layers are the most common contexts of deposition in both phases at Tofts
Ness though in phase 4 one third of the assemblage was recovered from walls and rubble contexts
(fig 6.9) of which the majority was composed of flaked blanks. Since there is no indication in the
contextual information from this site of the concordance of layer and structure it has not been

possible to examine the contexts in detail.

At Liddle and Beaquoy all of the stone implements were recovered from either the bumt mounds

or from the redeposited mound material in the building.

Function

Flaked blanks are clearly dominant at Tofts Ness and are particularly numerous in the latest
phase. The difference in the manufacturing techniques of the flaked stone bars between phases
appears signiﬁcant. Although the association of some of the tabular pieces with phase 4 wall
deposits suggests an earlier presence for this type, it does not necessarily mean that the contrast
between the use of the cobble and tabular blanks can be assigned to chronology. It is more likely
to be a functional difference given the differences in structural types between phases. On a few of
the ard points from phase 4 there was evidence for remnant cortical material indicating the

selection of cobbles, at least for these, as the parent blank.

At Tofts Ness Skaill knives continue in use as do many of the cobble tool types which are present

in the neolithic phases.
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At Beaquoy a large pile of unburnt stones in one of the structures was most probably a store for
future use because the excavator noted that:
'most of the stones appeared to have come from the land but several discarded
implements were included' (Hedges 1975, 56)
It may be that at least some of the stone artefacts were collected together with the natural stones

from field-clearance heaps.

6.3 Orkney Iron Age (fig 6.1)

6.3.1 Round-houses and early brochs

These are considered together for ease of discussion since it is still not certain in some cases
when a late round-house can be considered an early broch. All of these settlements do have a
shared time span of about 850-400 CAL-BC though the settlements at Pool, Tofts Ness and

Howe extend into the early centuries AD.

Quanterness (Renfrew 1979)
This round-house was built into the side of the neolithic chambered cairn and has four phases
indicating the development from a simple circular structure with subsequent intemnal division to

the final thickening of the round-house wall.

Pierowall Quarry (Sharples 1984)
This large round-house was built over the neolithic cairn. Very little of the house survived to be
excavated. An occupation layer was present in the round-house and a partly-paved occupation

deposit was found externally.

Tofts Ness (Dockrill pers comm)
The round-house of phase 6 is smaller than the one from the bronze age of phase 4. Sub-phases

6.1 to 6.4 relate to the construction and subsequent occupations and extensions.
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Pool (Hunter et al forthcoming)

Round-houses with developmental phases ending in a cellular structure.

Bu (Hedges 1987)

This structure is defined as a thick-walled round-house or broch. The broch was built on
ploughsoil which sealed an earlier occupation (phase 1a) of unknown extent and date which
comprised a rubble of horizontal flagstones in which there was a scatter of stone implements.
This phase must date before 850 CAL-BC (the earliest for the broch) and may therefore be
considered bronze age. Phase 2 comprises the broch and associated structures and included in this
phase is a pile of stones found outside the structures and which contained stone tools. Phase 3

indicates the re-use of the structure as an earth-house and subsequent decay.

Howe (Carter et al 1984)

This complex site i1s formed of a series of settlements spanning the whole of the iron age. The
earliest phases (3 and 4) comprise the remains of settlements enclosed by ditches and walls.
Phase 5 is a round-house and ring fort with an earth-house built into one of the neolithic tomb
cells. Phase 6 is a later round-house or an early broch (most of the finds from these latter two

phases are combined in the stone catalogue as phase 5/6).

The finds (Ballin-Smith 1994, Clarke 1984, Clarke forthcoming a, Hedges 1987, Appendix B)
Cobble tools are the most common artefact at all sites except Pool (table 6.4 and fig 6.10). It has
not been possible to classify most of these pieces since the catalogue descriptions from Bu and
Howe were insufficient. Certainly at Pierowall Quarry, Quanteress, Tofts Ness and Pool the
pounder/grinders or larger faceted cobbles and plain hammerstones were the most common
forms. At both Bu and Howe a small number of cobble tools were described as having brown
stains on the surface of the piece and this may be similar to those Group A cobbles found in

greater quantity at the broch of Upper Scalloway (see 6.6.2).
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Skaill knives are present at Pool, Pierowall Quarry and Tofts Ness, the latter site having a
significant number whilst those from Pool at least may be residual. At Pool hollowed stones, of
various forms, and stone discs, are the dominant artefact types and these occur in relatively

smaller numbers at the other sites.

The finds from Bu consist of, amongst others a number of flaked blanks and the debitage
associated with their manufacture (table 6.4). A collection of flaked stone bars, an ard point and
working debris from phase 2a were found amongst a pile of stones located at the extreme end of
the trench outwith the structures. Further finds of flaked stone bars, chipped laminated rectangles
and the occasional piece of debris came from within the broch. At Howe, a few flaked stone bars
and a piece of chipped laminated material came from within the structures. The flaked blanks
from Tofts Ness are much less numerous than in the preceding phases and are from the very

earliest phases of the iron age.

Context

At most of the sites the majority of the finds are from structural or rubble contexts (fig 6.11).
Most of the finds from these contexts may be regarded as secondary but in a few cases, as at Pool,
a number of the hollowed stones were associated with orthostat or post settings suggesting that
they may have been shaped to contain or hold an upright. Where there are middens present as at
Pool and Tofts Ness these contexts accounted for a number of varied types of artefacts. Direct
association of artefacts and occupation was limited but at Pierowall Quarry most of the finds were

retrieved from occupation deposits as were several at Bu and Howe.

At Bu, the stratigraphical relationship of the stone pile containing the manufacturing debris and
flaked blanks is questionable: this is described as being on or above the ploughsoil horizon and
led the excavator to assume its contemporaneity with the broch itself. Unfortunately there is no
information from the section drawings to discover how deep the ploughsoil layer was at the point

of this stone accumulation or whether the accumulation was formed in the soil. Thus, it is not
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absolutely certain whether these artefacts can be assigned to the period of use of the broch.
Further finds of flaked stone bars and the occasional pieces of debris come mainly from wall and

rubble contexts at Bu though one flaked stone bar came from the ashy deposit in the broch itself.

Function

The common factor between all the assemblages 1s the dominance of cobble tools; at most sites
they include pounder/ grinders and the larger faceted cobbles most of which may have been used
in processing food stuffs. Hollowed stones are present at all sites but since they vary widely in
type it is not possible to determine a common function for them between sites. The composition
of the assemblages then diverges into those with flaked blanks: Bu, Howe; and Tofts Ness, and
those without: Pierowall Quarry; Quanterness; and Pool. These flaked blanks tend to be
associated with the earliest phases of the sites though they do not occur in any great quantity. The
assemblage from Tofts Ness has the greatest variety of artefact types and this is due to the
presence of forms such as facially pecked cobbles and Skaill knives which occur in the earlier

phases of the site and which appear to have continued in use through to the iron age.

6.3.2 Brochs
Howe (Carter et al 1984)
Phase 7 is the fully developed broch tower and external settlement, and phase 8 is a Late Iron

age/ Pictish settlement built into the ruins of the broch.

Finds and context (Ballin-Smith 1994)

A very large assemblage was retrieved from these phases (table 6.4, fig 6.10) with cobble tools
again the dominant artefact type. Stone discs were also more numerous than in preceding phases.
A significant number of chipped laminated rectangles and cleavers were recovered, these being

virtually absent prior to the building of the broch. Two small stone balls were also found.

Most of the tools were found in rubble contexts or else re-used structurally though some were
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recovered from the domestic floors and others, particularly groups of cobble tools, were found
placed within the wall of the broch. There is little other locational information for the artefacts
though it was noted that four of the chipped laminated rectangles were found in earth floors near

to hearths.
Unlike the distribution pattem noted for the finds from Upper Scalloway broch (see 6.6) there
appears to be no difference in the occurrence of the finds between the broch itself and the

external buildings.

6.4 Shetland Neolithic (fig 6.12)

Scord of Brouster (Whittle 1986)

This is the only firmly dated neolithic site in Shetland. The dates range from the mid fourth
millennium and into the mid second millennium CAL-BC which mean that it extends into the
bronze age though the whole site is considered here. The structures include three houses, a kerb

caimn, and a field system comprising clearance cairns and field walls.

Finds (Rees 1986a)
The assemblage is dominated by ard points and flaked stone bars with some laminated
rectangular tools, handled clubs, cobble tools and stone balls (table 6.5). Although not recorded

as such in the report by Rees several of the cobble tools are actually bifacially flaked cobbles.

Context
Three-quarters of the artefacts are from redeposited contexts: in house and field walls; clearance
caims; and incorporated in stone accumulations around the houses (fig 6.13). This in itself makes
any analysis difficult however, certain pattems in artefact type and context are apparent. The ard
points and flaked stone bars appear in all types of context, and when their relative percentages
within contexts are compared they are found to occur in similar proportions to each other (fig

6.13). With a couple of exceptions the ard points and flaked stone bars are the only two types of
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artefact to be found in the contexts from the field system and the house construction. In
comparison to the ubiquity of these two types, the rest of the artefacts are more context or area
specific: the cobble tools, laminated rectangles and stone discs are most likely to occur in
occupation levels inside the houses (fig 6.13). In this respect the finds from trench G, an
accumulation of stones against part of the wall of H1 is of interest. Larger stones were found at
the base and overlain by smaller stones including stone implements. This suggested to the
excavator that a gradual accumulation had taken place. The finds here include ard points and
flaked stone bars, in similar proportions, as well as a few laminated pieces, stone clubs and a
cobble tool. This sub-assemblage may be compared with the finds from the final phase of decay
in H1 which are relatively similar in compbsition. The finds from this phase were scattered over
the whole of the internal area and suggested to the exc’avator that they represented the collapse of
a roof in which these objects may have been stored. These, therefore, may be linked to the actual
occupation of the house. Those from Trench G may also be linked to the occupation of that house
and perhaps represent the discard of these onto rubbish dumps. The stone heap would certainly

appear to be contemporary with the occupation of the house.

A further point of interest is the presence of the stone balls, of which all but one are associated
with H1 phases 2 and 3, and the stone clubs which are only associated with H1 phases 2 and 3,
and the accumulation of stones around H1 (trench G). Rees noted that the ard points from these
contexts were more finely fashioned in comparison to the rest of the assemblages (Rees 1986a,
91). Since over half of the laminated rectangles come from these contexts too, it is possible that
the stone balls, handled clubs, fine ard points and rectangles represent a later assemblage (see
chapter 8). The latest dates for the site are associated with H3 from which a further quarter of the
rectangles come though there is nothing in the rest of the assemblage from these contexts to

suggest any difference to that from the rest of the site.
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6.5 Shetland Bronze Age (fig 6.12)

Kebister (Owen and Lowe forthcoming)

This phase has no radiocarbon dates but the pottery from this phase is bronze age in date
(MacSween pers comm). Phase 1.1 is represented by a timber-framed structure with gullies and
other surfaces and phase 1.2 by a fragment of a stone building, two drain complexes (A and B)

which are separated spatially, and an area of flaked stone bar manufacturing.

Tougs (Hedges 1986)

Phase 1 comprises a burnt mound and associated structure with hearth and cooking trough. The
fill in the building comprising burnt mound material and silt is post phase 1. The later oval house
is phase 2 and the derived material from its walls is pre-phase 2. Artefacts from excavation of the

field system were unphased.

Sumburgh
No contextual information is available at present but as this site has an important comparative

assemblage a provisional breakdown of the assemblage is given in table 6.5.

Finds (Clarke forthcoming e, Rees 1986b; Appendix B)

The assemblages from all of the sites are dominated by flaked stone bars and ard points (table 6.5
and fig 6.14). The flaked stone bars from Kebister and Tougs are all made on sandstone whilst
those from Sumburgh are predominantly of a shaley stone though there is a small proportion at
this site made on sandstone. The shale-like stone was capable of being flaked to produce stone
bars of similar sizes and proportions to those of the sandstone and it is for this reason that they
have been included as flaked blanks rather than as chipped laminated material. The lack of
chipped laminated rectangles from Sumburgh (table 6.5) is due chiefly to many of these pieces

being subsumed under the flaked stone bars.

The ard points appear to be very similar between sites though at Sumburgh a significant
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proportion of the ard points have distinctive areas of pecking towards the butt-end of the piece.

Chipped laminated material forms a small proportion of each assemblage and the rectangles and
points are the most common forms. At Sumburgh several of the more elaborate forms are present
such as the heart-shaped pieces, lobate objects, and the occasional serrated piece. A lobate object
1s present in the bronze age deposits at Kebister but other pieces from this site such as the small

'knives' and the heart-shaped piece are unstratified.

The cobble tools include those with facial pecking and/ or faceting and a number of plain

hammerstones are present.

Sumburgh also has a large number of handled clubs and cleavers; only a few of the former were

found at Kebister. Skaill knives are also present at Sumburgh.

Context

At Tougs just under half of the assemblage 1s composed of material derived from the walls of the
house and a quarter from the unphased contexts in the field system. The excavator noted that
though many tools were found in the clearance caimn associated with the field system, none were
found in the pile of unburnt stones against the burnt mound structure, which was presumably
derived from field clearance, and none were found collected along with the heating pebbles; this
1s in contrast to the context of the finds at Beaquoy. There is no patterning of the cobble tools
between phases. The laminated material is common to all phases but the points are confined to

the burnt mound and associated building,

At Kebister many of the objects from phase 1.1 were recovered from feature fills and many of the
objects from phase 1.2 were redeposited. The make-up of assemblages from both of these phases
is very similar but there are certain patterns of artefact type by context. Many of the artefacts

were derived from the two drain complexes (A and B) of phase 1.2 where they were re-used for
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the lining of the drains and for the capstones. The composition of the artefacts between these two
drains is significantly different: all the flaked stone bars and ard points from complex A are of red
sandstone whilst those from complex B are all of grey sandstone. Complex B also had much of
the worked shale from this phase and three of the handled clubs whilst no such artefacts appear in
complex A (table 6.5). The differential use of grey sandstone for ard points was repeated in the
rubble over the stone structure, which is in the same area as the drain complex B, and there was
also a significant amount of worked laminated material here. In complex B and in the rubble the
ard points are more numerous than the flaked stone bars; a pattern which is not repeated
elsewhere on the site. This pattern suggests that activity in the B area was perhaps limited
spatially, or even chronologically and that there may be unexcavated areas nearby which are more

closely related to this deposit.

Evidence for in situ working areas is provided by an area in trench 2 which had a large amount of
manufacturing debris and associated flaked stone bars.
The cobble tools from this phase do not have a significantly different distribution to the rest of

the objects.

Function

The assemblage from Sumburgh is different from those of Kebister and Tougs because it
includes a greater variety of artefact types and because of the chief use of a shale-like stone for
objects such as the flaked stone bars and cleavers. This is doubtless due to the location of the site
in an area of shale geology; where sandstone was used for flaked stone bars at Sumburgh beach

cobbles were selected. The use of Skaill knives also continues at this site.

The fact that ard points and flaked stone bars tended to occur together in similar proportions was
noted at Scord of Brouster (see 6.4). This pattem is also present during the different phases at
Kebister and Tougs. Even between the different sites there is a similar proportion of ard points to

flaked stone bars; at Kebister the greater proportion of ard points in relation to flaked stone bars
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may be explained by the dominance of this form in certain contexts of phase 1.2 (fig 6.15).

6.6 Shetland Iron Age (fig 6.12)

6.6.1 Houses

Mavis Grind (Cracknell and Smith 1983)

The phase 1 occupation of this oval stone house is dated within the first three centuries CAL-AD
although the excavators state that the finds, particularly the pottery in comparison to other sites,
suggest that it dates earlier to a bronze age/ iron age transition. Phase 1 is the remains of the early
house wall, phase 1/2 the midden deposits outside the structure, and phase 2 the partitioning of

the interior. The abandonment of phase 3 consisted of rubble and dumps of peat-ash.

Kebister (Owen and Lowe forthcoming)
The 1ron age has four sub-phases: 2.1 has two oval stone house, 2.2 is cultivation; 2.3 i1s a multi-

cellular structure; phase 2.4 abandonment.

Finds (Clarke forthcoming e, Cracknell and Smith 1983; Appendix B)

The assemblage from Kebister is dominated by flaked stone bars but cobble tools and stone discs
are well represented (table 6.6. and fig 6.16). A few ard points and some chipped laminated
pieces are also present. In contrast the finds from Mavis Grind were confined mainly to cobble
tools and stone discs. Only one ard point was found here together with two shaped laminated
pieces. The cobble tools from both assemblages were composed of faceted cobbles, pounder/

grinders and plain hammerstones.

Context
The stone assemblage from the iron age phases of Kebister has many artefact types in common
with the earlier phases and there is almost certainly some redeposition of early material in this

period; there are two re-fits of broken flaked stone bars between these and the earlier phases. It
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1s, however, difficult to determine the extent of redeposition and therefore just how many of the
objects such as the flaked stone bars and ard points were actually in use during the iron age. The
ard points, flaked stone bars and laminated material are most commonly found in rubble or
structural contexts of phase 2.1 (fig 6.17) and suggests that the use of at least 40% of these pieces
was prior to their redeposition at the beginning of this phase. Several are also associated with old
ground surfaces of phases 2.1 and 2.2 but one broken flaked stone bar from such a context refits
with a piece from an earlier phase suggesting that there is redeposited material on the old ground
surfaces too. From figure 6.18 it can be seen that the numbers of flaked stone bars, ard points and
chipped laminated objects drops markedly throughout the phases whilst the cobble tools are more
evenly distributed and stone discs become the dominant type in the latter two phases. This
pattern suggests that if mixing did take place then it did reduce considerably through time.
Artefacts such as cobble tools and stone discs are more likely to be associated with occupation

deposits (fig 6.17).

The largest proportion of the assemblage from Mavis Grind is associated with the walling of
phase 1 or the abandonment phase. Although some rubble was present in this abandonment phase
there was evidence for other activity in the form of ash dumps, pits and stake-holes which may
suggest that some of the artefacts were more closely associated with this activity. The midden

layers did not produce much in the way of stone artefacts at all.

Function

Since it is not clear to what extent flaked stone bars and ard points were in use at Kebister in this
period it is difficult to determine their significance in terms of function. If they were used in this
period then, according to the numbers found, they were in more common use in the earlier iron
age phases though this was certainly to a lesser degree than during the bronze age. At Mavis
Grind they are not present at all apart from a single ard point from the abandonment phase. This
same pattern of reduced presence, or absence of flaked stone bars and ard points is seen in the

iron age assemblages sites from Orkney (6.3).

73



As with the Orcadian iron age assemblages cobble tools are dominant and stone discs common
throughout all the iron age phases. There are however no hollowed stones from the sites of

Kebister and Mavis Grind.

6.6.2 Brochs
Upper Scalloway (Sharples forthcoming)
The broch period, phase 2, is followed by the post-broch occupation including external settlement

of phase 3.

Finds (Clarke forthcoming f; Appendix B)

Cobble tools are the dominant artefact type (table 6.6 and fig 6.16), the most common and
distinctive form of which is the Group A cobble. Several other cobble tools bear a similar glossy
residue to these tools. Apart from pounder/ grinders and plain cobbles which are also numerous
there are a few pestles; this distinctive form has not been noted at other sites. Stone discs are also
well represented and they are made on a variety of materials and have a large size range. Some

stone balls and handled objects were also recovered.

Context and function

No distinctive patterning of the finds was noted between the two phases except that the pestles
are only to be found in phase 3 contexts. The most informative analysis comes from the
comparison of the assemblages from the broch itself and its external settlement where there are
some significant differences in the presence of certain artefacts. The stone discs found in the
broch have a greater tendency to be made on schists, and they include all of the small discs made
on mottled schist and the edge ground discs. In contrast, stone discs from the external contexts
tend to be larger, and the use of sandstone was more common. The stratified stone balls are all
from broch contexts as are a number of objects not discussed here such as the shaped hones, the
probable gaming pebbles and the beads. Artefacts such as the cobble tools showed no such

differentiation by context and no specific processing areas could be identified from the available
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evidence. It would appear then that the more carefully shaped objects and those whose function

was more decorative or less utilitarian were almost exclusive to the broch itself.
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Chapter 7
FUNERARY CONTEXTS

The physical remains of prehistoric funerary practices are widespread in the Northern Isles.
Seventy-eight neolithic chambered cairns have been identified in Orkney (Davidson and
Henshall 1989) and 74 in Shetland (Henshall 1963), while cists with cremations or internments
dating from the bronze age and later, either in mounds or else inserted straight into the ground,

are also numerous. Other forms of burial are represented by only single examples.

A substantial number of these sites have been investigated though by far the greater number of
excavations have taken place at Orcadian sites; in contrast to the richness of the Orkney data for
funerary practices those from Shetland are poor so that comparison between the two island groups

1s almost impossible.

The actual archaeological evidence produced from the excavations is of relatively little value. Of
the 31 excavated chambered caims in Orkney only eight have been investigated, or
reinvestigated, since the 1950s. In Shetland only eight cairns have been excavated, all prior to
1960. A similar pattern of excavation is seen for burial mounds and other cist types. Since
archaeological investigation prior to the 1950s tended to concentrate on the contents of the
chamber or the cist itself, scant attention was paid to activity external to the burials and, in
general, the context of deposition was less well described than today. The consequences of
earlier excavation have been that many of the contextual problems of interest here cannot be

resolved.

Recorded finds of coarse stone from these sites are few given the number of excavations and,
though this probably does represent the original nature of the material remains, factors such as
post-depositional disturbance, incomplete excavation and lack of recognition of the artefacts may

have played an important role in the formation of the assemblages.
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Despite these problems with the available data certain patterns of artefact and context are seen on

burial sites.

7.1 Chambered Cairns; Orkney

A particular problem when dealing with chambered caimns in Orkney 1s the sheer complexity and
indeterminate time-scale of the use to which these monuments were put. Chambered cairns
certainly started life as tombs for a form, or forms, of collective burial but there 1s also clear
evidence for their reuse, in different ways, throughout the prehistoric period. Aside from the
deliberate infilling or blocking which 1s present at many of the sites, 21 have evidence for
secondary activity, for example as receptacles for cists or other forms of single burial, and internal
and external activity which may sometimes include further construction. Other caims have been

redesigned as souterrains or else have formed the foundations for dwelling sites (table 7.1).

7.1.1 Finds and context (references given in table 7.2)

Of the 31 excavated chambered caims in Orkney just twelve (three of the Maes Howe type and
nine of the Orkney-Cromarty group) have recorded coarse stone artefacts (this excludes all finds

of stone axes and beads) (table 7.2).

Only four cairns have finds which can be associated with activity inside the chamber itself. From
Quoyness (Ork 44) two sculpted objects and a small ground stone disc are recorded as having
been found in a cell and/ or chamber (figure 5.12), whilst at Quanterness (Ork 43) cobble tools,
Skaill knives, stone discs and a quern rubber were recovered from the first three strata of the
chamber deposit. Both of these monuments are of the Maes Howe type. At Corquoy Hill (Ork
34) a 'ball' of quartz (now lost) is recorded as being found with the skeletons and at Unstan (Ork
51) a possible quern rubber and a smoothed stone come from a cell, the former reportedly from

under a skeleton.
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The remainder of the coarse stone artefacts which have been found within cairns are not directly
associated with the primary use of the tombs. At Cuween Hill (Ork 12) a sandstone ball was
found in a high level in the W cell, and at Huntersquoy (Ork 23) a flaked stone bar came from the
floor of the lower passage, in loose association with iron age pottery (Calder 1938, 204). From
Midhowe (Ork 37) and Sandhill Smithy (Ork 47) the cobble tools, stone discs and flaked blanks,
including ard points and flaked stone bars, are associated with later occupation (Davidson and

Henshall 1989).

Finds from activity external to the caimns include the Skaill knives found in a Grooved Ware
context outside the tomb of Holm of Papa Westray N (Ork 21), stone discs from the surface at
Huntersquoy, and stone discs, Skaill knives and flaked stone bars from the platform at Quoyness.
Two other assemblages are associated with external walls: at Taversoe Tuick (Ork 49) a lobate
slate object, whetstones, hollowed stone and a possible stone disc were found at the foot of the
wall revetting the caim (the lobate piece may not have been found together with the rest of the
stone) whilst the flaked blanks, handled club, cleaver and cobble tools from Isbister (Ork 25) all

came from redeposited material behind the secondary wall.

7.1.2 Dating

It 1s likely that all of the artefacts which were found in the various chambers or cells were
deposited during the time that the tomb was used as a receptacle for collective burial. At
Quantemness the material is from securely stratified and radiocarbon dated neolithic deposits
(Renfrew 1979). The two sculpted pieces from Quoyness have immediate and striking parallels
with several objects recovered from the domestic Grooved Ware site at Pool (fig 5.12)
(interestingly, both Quoyness and Pool are on the same island, Sanday) and a similar small
ground stone disc was also found at Pool. The finds from the chambers and cells of Corquoy Hill

and Unstan would not refute a neolithic date, being found at other neolithic sites.

Only Isbister has radiocarbon dates which may be linked with the secondary stone assemblage.
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Here, the flaked stone bars, ard point, handled club, cleaver, and cobble tools were all found in a
single layer (1.10) comprising clayey earth and rubble dumped behind the later retaining wall.
This wall had a constructed gap in which burials were inserted (Hedges 1983, 301) a date for
which 1s 1675-1415 CAL BC (GU-1187). These stone tools which are associated with later

activity at the tomb are most probably either contemporary, or later, than the date for the burials.

The rest of the assemblages from the caims may be dated broadly by comparison with material
from domestic sites (see chapter 8 for a full discussion). Certain artefacts such as the Skaill
knives, stone discs and particular forms of cobble tools are known to have continued in use at
domestic sites on Orkney from the neolithic through to the bronze age, and at some sites even
later. It is thus relatively difficult to use such objects to date contexts except perhaps where the

absence of known later objects may be observed unconditionally.

The presence of flaked blanks, handled clubs and cleavers can be used to determine a post-

neolithic date whilst the lobate object from Taversoe Tuick has parallels with similar pieces from
the Shetland bronze age sites of Sumburgh and Kebister although there are also two lobate pieces
from Skara Brae. Other objects such as the whetstones and pounder/ grinders are also of a known

post-neolithic date.

It is clear that very few of the artefacts are associated with the primary use of the tombs. Instead,
many have been found at those chambered cairns which have evidence for secondary activity
which 1s constructional in nature, such as in the building of a cist or walling, Of the six
chambered cairns with secondary cists or inserted single burials, four have coarse stone tools
found in secondary deposits and three of these have artefacts which are certainly post-neolithic in
date: Quoyness; Midhowe; and Taversoe Tuick (table 7.1). Similarly at the four sites with
external secondary walling, three have finds of coarse stone of which two: Midhowe; and Isbister
have similarly later objects. Internal secondary walling was present at Sandhill Smithy which also

had later artefacts (table 7.1). However, with the exception of Isbister where the objects were
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found against a secondary wall, none of these later assemblages can be stratigraphically linked
with the secondary constructional activity and none of the artefacts are directly associated with
secondary burials. Therefore, it is not certain at what level these objects were involved in the

continuing rituals of the site.

7.1.3 Function

The functioning of these artefacts is considered at a broader level in chapter 9. In brief it may be
noted that most of the objects which are found inside the chambered cairns may be considered as
utilitarian, that is, they are recognised tools from domestic sites. In many cases they may well
have been used in a practical way, either directly in forming the deposits or as processing
implements on site. None of the pieces examined from these intemnal contexts appear to have
been burnt and this is in contrast to much of the flint which often exhibits heavy traces of heat
damage (Davidson and Henshall 1989). It is possible then that the coarse stone objects were
involved in nituals which were different to the other artefacts which were present in the
chambers. In only two cases may the objects be regarded as non-utilitarian and these are the
sculpted pieces from Quoyness. The precise use of these sculpted pieces may only be guessed at;
such representational objects have been found at the settlement sites of Pool and Skara Brae and

it is of interest that they appear, as do the tools, in both domestic and funerary contexts.

The later assemblages again appear utilitarian in aspect but since the original contexts of
deposition cannot often be related to secondary features it is not certain how, or even whether,

their deposition was involved with the secondary ritual activity.

7.2 Chambered Cairns: Shetland (references given in table 7.3)

Only three chambered cairns have coarse stone objects (table 7.3). These pieces are difficult to
date because types such as the flaked blanks were in use in Shetland from the mid fourth
millennium BC onward (see chapter 8). However, the ground edge discs from March Caim (Zet

27) and the handled clubs, worked slate, and flat-topped cylinder from Punds Water (Zet 33) are
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likely to be of a bronze age date by comparison with other Shetland material (see chapter 8). The
objects from these two sites were found from disturbed higher levels and so are unlikely to be
associated with the primary use of the tombs. At Isleburgh (Zet 21) the two flaked stone bars
were found, one in front of each end of the facade (Calder 1963, 47). These were the only
artefacts found at the site and their deposition, if intentional, is an interesting placement in

association with the tomb.

7.3 Cist Bunals: Orkney

7.3.1 Finds and context (references given in table 7.4)

No stone finds have been found associated with cists without mounds (though see 7.4). However,
there are fifteen excavated burial mounds which have finds of coarse stone (table 7.4). The
contextual information from many of the earlier excavations of these sites is relatively
uninformative and it is not certain whether these artefacts are residual or not. From the
descriptions in the reports it would appear that only a few of the finds were from the cists
themselves; these include a stone disc from Queenafjold, and a cobble tool from Castle, while at
Backakeldy the objects were described as lying on the lid of the cist. At several other sites some
objects were observed as coming from the mound: ard points from Quandale, Whitehall, St
Andrews, and Gyron Hill; a flaked sandstone bar from Bookan; and a grooved pebble from
Knowes of Quoyscottie. Contexts were not given for the artefacts from Holland. At the more
recent excavations of Knowes of Quoyscottie and Knowe of Cuean, ard points and flaked stone
bars were observed to rest directly on the surrounding kerb of the mound. Similar contexts of
deposition were observed at the recent excavation of Linga Fold where ard points and flaked
stone bars were found in and on the kerbs as well as scattered around the later cist cemetery

(Downes pers comm).

A brief survey of the excavated mounds shows that few have been excavated fully and that the
lack of investigation or recognition of the kerbs is a major problem; in most cases the excavation

of the cist was of primary interest and the activities on the edge or immediately beyond the
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mound were not fully investigated. The rough construction of the kerbs at Quoyscottie was
remarked on by the excavator and it was suggested that their purpose was one of definition rather
than retention (Hedges 1977, 142). Of the ten excavated mounds at Quandale only one had a
rough kerb and Hedges also comments that the other kerbs at this site may have been missed if

they had been as roughly constructed (ibid, 142).

There is a recurring tendency for the presence of ard points and flaked stone bars at these sites
and though the evidence is slight it would appear that these artefacts are most likely to be
associated with the mounds which have kerbs (table 7.4). At the recent excavations of Knowes of
Quoyscottie, Knowe of Cuean and Linga Fold the flaked stone bars and ard points were placed
directly in and/ or on the kerb itself, while from earlier excavations they were described as being
found about the mound. It 1s probable that, at least at Knowes of Quoyscottie, Knowe of Cuean
and Linga Fold the deposition of the ard points and flaked stone bars was a deliberate act and that

these tools were an integral part of the burial ritual.

7.3.2 Dating

The only radiocarbon dates available for burial mounds with finds are from the Knowes of
Quoyscottie and Holland but at neither of these sites do they specifically date the primary use of
the mounds. At Quoyscottie the dates are from the cremation pits over and around Knowe 1, not
from the mound itself (Hedges 1977). One date (UB-2162), from a cremation cut into Knowe 1
gives a date of 1130-895 CAL-BC and presumably post-dates the finds from the kerb of this
mound. The dates from Holland (GU-1373, GU-1374) have a similar range, 1265-930 CAL-BC,

but are from a secondary burial in a short cist (Neil 1981).

7.3.3 Function
All of the coarse stone artefacts from the cists and mounds may be regarded as utilitarian in
nature. They occur at domestic sites of this period, the ard points and flaked stone bars are

particularly numerous and were most certainly used as arable tools.
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7.4 Orkney: Sand Fiold

This site is different in nature from other cist and chamber burials in that a free-standing cist has
been inserted into a rock-cut chamber with a passage (Dalland 1989). Dates from inhumed bone
and some slag point to the construction and use of the chamber at about 2850-2500 CAL-BC

whilst the cist was constructed and in use 2150-1750 CAL-BC (Dalland pers comm).

Nine objects of coarse stone were recovered, three of which were simple wedges apparently used
in the construction of the cist. There were also four plain hammerstones, a Skaill knife (which
was from under the cist) and a large stone disc, the latter was slotted down the outer side of the
cist and was almost certainly used originally in association with the large ceramic vessel which

contained a cremation.
This simple stone assemblage is not dateable and, as with most of the coarse stone from funerary
deposits, it is uncertain as to how they functioned in the construction and use of the tomb and

cist.

7.5 Cist Burials: Shetland

There are no records of stone finds from cist burials in Shetland.

7.6 Orkney: Flat Cremation Cemetery

One flat cremation cemetery has been excavated and this was discovered during investigations at
the Knowes of Quoyscottie. It is represented by 33 burials clustering around the NE segment of

Knowe 1 (Hedges 1977, 134). Several of the burials pre- or post-date the knowe.
Two stone artefacts were recovered; both are made on laminated material which has been

chipped around the edge to form a handled implement. These tools were found together in the

same burial and are the only instances of artefactual inclusions apart from some pottery sherds.
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Radiocarbon dates from the cemetery place the use of the site from 1530-790 CAL-BC.
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Chapter 8

TIME-SCALES OF USE

It 1s a problem for archaeologists working in the Northem Isles that many of the sites cannot be
dated scientifically either because of the absence of organic remains or because the sites were
excavated prior to the advance in radiocarbon dating. This leaves a large block of sites,
particularly in Shetland, for which the material culture is the only means of dating. However, with
the exception of the ceramic sequence for Orcadian Grooved Ware (MacSween 1992) there is no
other detailed synthesis for the prehistoric pottery of the Northern Isles. Likewise, the coarse
stone artefacts have not been studied in sufficient detail to allow chronological comparisons

between sites.

There are several problems associated with the dating of coarse stone artefacts a major one being
that several of the more common types such as the Skaill knives, cobble tools and the flaked
stone bars and ard points have relatively long periods of use. Since this long time-scale tends to

overlap the three-age system it has frustrated previous attempts to order the material culture.

Linked with the long time-scale of use is the apparent lack of stylistic development in the forms
of the artefacts. Although this problem has not yet been a subject of detailed research, the
evidence suggests that many of these artefact types remain unchanged throughout the period of
their use. The ard points may be an exception; Rees noted that some of the ard points from Scord
of Brouster were finer in workmanship than those present in the earlier contexts (Rees 1986a).
The various forms of hafting on the ard points, such as pecking and notching may also be a
chronological development, however, much of this is difficult to quantify. Unlike the ceramic

record, the stone tools have no clear development or change in form which can be traced in time.

The context of deposition of these artefacts also poses problems for dating purposes. Large

proportions of the assemblages have apparently been re-used as building material, particularly as
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wall-core, and others have been found in rubble contexts which have uncertain associations to the
rest of the site. This means that most of the artefacts are found in deposits divorced from their
original context of use. With the exception of perhaps the site at Scord of Brouster, finds from

these redeposited contexts have never been integrated successfully with the use of the site.

Yet another obstacle to interpretation of the chronological use of these artefacts has been the
assumption that the prehistoric material culture, particularly with regard to the stone artefacts,
was comparable throughout the Northern Isles and therefore that the assemblage chronologies of
Orkney and Shetland are similar. However, it is apparent that what was in use in Shetland was
not necessarily in use in Orkney at the same time and that there are quite discrete differences in

the chronological presence of certain of these artefacts in the two main island groups.

There follows a review of the present state of knowledge for the chronology of many of these
artefacts with reference to absolute dating (8.1). Not all of the artefact types can be included in
this section; in particular, the various types of cobble tool have been difficult to quantify between
sites as, given their widely differing catalogue descriptions, they are not immediately comparable.
Also, several of the less common artefact types have been left out mainly because of their
occurrence at only one or two sites. Section 8.2 discusses the composition of the assemblages as
they relate to chronology and deals with the above discrepancies. Several other undated
assemblages are then discussed and compared to the proposed chronology (8.3). It is not the
purpose here to fossilise the artefacts in time but instead to lay down some parameters against

which future assemblages can be compared.

8.1 Absolute Dating

This chronology is based on the available calibrated radiocarbon dates and in most cases the dates
refer to a particular phase of the site rather than the specific context of the artefacts. The
chronological ranges for each artefact type are given and the actual dates are listed in the

appendix.
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8.1.1 Skaill knives (fig 8.1)

Skaill knives have an almost continuous time-range of use in Orkney of 3730-385 CAL-BC.
From 3730 CAL-BC to 1800 CAL-BC they occur in quantity, and as the dominant artefact type,
in midden deposits where they comprise a very characteristic flake assemblage. From 1800 CAL-
BC onward they are numerous only in the midden deposits as at Tofts Ness. In Shetland there are
a few Skaill knives from Sumburgh with a date range of 2110-1665 CAL-BC. Here, it must be
noted that these two dates from Sumburgh are from timber structures which preceded the stone
houses (Lamb 1985, 30) and date the early use of the site only; there is as yet no correlation of

finds and phasing for this site.

8.1.2 Flaked stone bars and ard points (fig 8.2)

Flaked stone bars and ard points are considered together as, with a few exceptions, both these
types of artefact tend to occur together in the same contexts. In Shetland they appear as early as
3375 CAL-BC from Scord of Brouster and occur throughout all phases of occupation at this site
until its end at 1520 CAL-BC. The other Shetland sites demonstrate the presence of these
artefacts from 2110 CAL-BC to 670 CAL-AD, this latter date from Kebister. The dates from
Kebister should be used with caution as it is not certain whether the flaked stone bars and ard
points from phase 2 are residual from the bronze age (see chapter 6.6) and also because these
dates show some mixing within sub-phases. There is however a single ard point from the primary

fill of the broch ditch at Upper Scalloway with a date of 85 CAL-BC to 15 CAL-AD.

In Orkney the chronology for flaked stone bars and ard points is shorter. With the exception of
the early date from Beaquoy, at which site only a single ard point was found, they range from
1775 CAL-BC to 125 CAL-AD. The early date from Beaquoy (SRR-1001) is questionable as it
dates the rubble infill of the trough which presumably post-dates the occupation slightly and this
1s clearly later than SRR-999, which dates silt at the bottom of the well (Hedges 1977, 151). The
dates from the Knowes of Quoyscottie are all from the cremation cemetery which appears to have

been in use both before and after the construction of one of the mounds, Knowe 1 (Hedges 1977,
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134-135). The mounds, from which the flaked stone bars and ard points were recovered, are not
specifically dated. Three of the dates are from cremations cut into the old land surface or natural
but UB-2162 1130-895 CAL-BC is from a cremation inserted into Knowe 1 and presumably
post-dates the finds from the kerb of this mound. The latest date for the flaked stone bars is from
Howe (GU-1759 CAL-BC 5-125 CAL-AD) which dates phase 5/6 but which is also within the
range of dates associated with the later broch phases. The latest date for ard points 1s about 400

CAL-BC dating the single finds of these artefacts from Beaquoy and Bu.

8.1.3 Flaked cobbles (fig 8.2)

Although there are a few flaked cobbles from the neolithic of Orkney and possibly some from
Scord of Brouster on Shetland, these do not compare with those from bronze age contexts as they
have not been so carefully shaped nor do they appear to have been used to the same extent after
manufacture. The only flaked cobbles that can be dated here are those that comprise the
characteristic assemblage from Tofts Ness and these have dates of 1775-1510 CAL-BC from

phase 3 of this site.

8.1.4 Stone discs (fig 8.3)

Stone discs are present throughout the prehistoric period in both Orkney and Shetland and their
variation in size and manufacture point to different functions within this group of artefacts. At
Pool it was demonstrated that there are clear differences in the size, manufacture and use of the
discs between the neolithic and iron age (chapter 4.3.1). However, this pattemn is not repeated at
other sites; discs from the broch sites of Upper Scalloway and Howe have a similar size range to
those from the neolithic at Pool so it is clear that size aloné cannot be a criterion for dating, What
1s more chronologically diagnostic is the presence of ground stone discs in an assemblage. With
the single exception of a very small and stubby ground disc from the neolithic phases at Pool
(with no supporting radiocarbon date) the ground discs are found in iron age phases. The earliest
date is from Bu for a single ground disc but they are most common at the broch sites of Howe and

Upper Scalloway with dates of roughly 100 CAL-BC to 600 CAL-AD. The dates from Kebister
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do not in fact date phase 2.4, from which a ground stone disc was recovered, as they are from the

previous phase, 2.3.

8.1.5 Chipped laminated material (fig 8.4)

Rectangles made from chipped laminated material are present early on in Shetland at the site of
Scord of Brouster with a broad date range from the middle of the fourth millennium to the middle
of the second millennium CAL-BC. It was proposed in chapter 6.4 that stone assemblages from
certain contexts of this site were of a different character to others and that this may be a
chronological difference. The main differences noted were in the presence of laminated
rectangles and handled clubs (see 8.1.6). The radiocarbon dates indicate that the rectangles are in
fact present throughout the history of the site though they only occur in any quantity in the latest
phases of Houses 1 and 2 and in House 3. Dates from Sumburgh and the phase 1 date from Tougs
are contemporary with the latest occupation at Scord of Brouster. The dates from Kebister would
suggest that the use of rectangles extended at least into the first millennium CAL-AD though as

has been noted before (8.1.2) there may be a degree of mixing of earlier material in this phase.

In Orkney laminated rectangles are confined to the iron age from Bu and Howe. At Howe most of

these rectangles were found in the floor deposits of the broch (Ballin-Smith 1994).

Laminated points are less common than rectangles and are dated in Shetland only from the
earliest iron age phases at Kebister and phase 1, the burnt mound, at Tougs. There is also one

probable point from Mavis Grind in the second century CAL-AD.

Dates of 2110-1665 CAL-BC from Sumburgh provide the only possible absolute chronology for
the shaped laminated pieces from Shetland such as the lobate objects, 'heart-shaped' pieces, and
cleavers. In Orkney, two 'cleavers’, or handled objects were associated with a cremation from

Quoyscottie whilst cleavers were also found in the broch deposits at Howe.
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8.1.6 Handled clubs (fig 8.2)

Handled clubs are dated at two sites in Shetland. Those found at Scord of Brouster show a broad
date range of ¢2900-1900 CAL-BC. All of these artefacts were found from just one of structures,
House 1, in its last two phases and in the associated dump on the side of the house. The dates for
these phases are in fact quite wide with the date for phase 2a (CAR-247) being some 500 years
earlier than the date of around 2000 CAL-BC for phase 2b (CAR-248). It is possible that these
early dates do not adequately date this phase, as they are similar to dates for the construction and
phase 1 use of this house (CAR-243, CAR-246), and so they should be used with caution. This
later date from Scord of Brouster is contemporary with the dates from the early phases of the site
at Sumburgh which also has handled clubs. The only dated certain handled club in Orkney is the
one from the chambered caim of Isbister. This piece is associated with finds of flaked stone bars
and an ard point from the W bank of the secondary wall. The date here relates to the cist burial in
the wall. There is also an object which closely resembles a handled club from the large, black
midden layer in T2 at Skara Brae. Dates from this context are wide but the upper date overlaps

with the earlier, if questionable dates from Scord of Brouster for the presence of this form.

8.2 Chronology and Assemblage Composition

The above section presented the known chronological spans for several of the artefact types,
however, due to their longevity of use this is not, in itself, of any great value in estimating the
date of an assemblage. What 1s more useful for this purpose is an examination of the composition

of the assemblage based on the major artefact types.

The simplest pattern is that which characterises the assemblage by the most common
manufacturing technique. Figure 8.5 illustrates the varying proportions of the four main artefact
types by period. A broad interpretation shows that in Orkney the common use of flakes during the
neolithic, flaked blanks in the bronze age, and cobble tools in the iron age. In Shetland the
pattern is slightly different with flaked blanks dominant in the neolithic and the bronze age,

worked laminated material common in the bronze age and cobble tools dominant in the iron age.
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This figure also illustrates the variation in composition of assemblages from sites within the main
chronological period and points to differing site functions; this will be explored more fully in

chapter 9.

The composition of the cobble tool types is also a characteristic of period. The evidence from
chapter 6 shows that plain cobble tools are the most common type in the Orkney neolithic whilst
a large proportion of the remainder are most probably associated with flint or quartz knapping;
these latter being of a small size and made on a greater variety of raw materials than is seen in
later periods. During the bronze age of Orkney and Shetland there is the introduction of pounder/
grinders as well as other faceted pieces. During the iron age pounder/ grinders are very common
and all the cobble tool types tend to be of a larger size than those of earlier periods. Cobble tools

with polish or a glossy residue are also characteristic of an iron age date.

The proportions of stone discs within an assemblage may also be indicative of period. Figure 8.5
shows that stone discs have a significant presence at some neolithic sites in Orkney whilst during
the bronze age of Orkney and Shetland there are very few. Stone discs are most numerous in iron

age assemblages of both island groups.

The inclusion of other artefact types allows a finer definition of period and many of the pieces
discussed here are specific to the neolithic of Orkney: Knap of Howar borers and grinders;
ground-end tools; multi-hollowed cobbles; and sculpted stones. Stone balls have been found on
neolithic sites such as Rinyo and Skara Brae (see 8.3) but they are also found on iron age sites,
such as Howe and Upper Scalloway. These latter objects often have flat areas on the surface of
the ball. Hollowed stones are most common and numerous at iron age sites. On neolithic sites the
hollowed stones are either counter-sunk pieces or else small mortar types. A number of artefacts
which are not discussed here are also indicative of an iron age date such as whetstones, spindle

whorls and stone weights.
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8.3 Comparative Chronology

This section is concerned with stone artefacts from sites without radiocarbon dating or which
have not been included in chapter 6. Since several of these sites are early excavations the
assemblages which were retrieved probably form only a fraction of the original assemblages and

any comparisons between sites must be treated with caution.

8.3.1 Orkney neolithic

The Grooved Ware site at Rinyo (Childe and Grant 1939, 1947) has an uncontexted date of 2465-
2220 CAL-BC (Q-1226) and places the use of part of this settlement to around the same time as
the later phases of the West Midden at Links of Noltland, phase 2 at Tofts Ness, and later use of
the site at Skara Brae. Only a small portion of the stone assemblage from Rinyo was actually
collected. In brief, Skaill knives were only numerous in the midden layers which filled the
structure in area G (Childe and Grant 1947) and they were also present in the middens underlying
this structure. They were not found at all in houses A, B, C or D none of which had associated
red midden deposits. In contrast, stone discs were 'common all over the site' (Childe and Grant
1939, 29) with several of the larger ones incorporated in floors as paving slabs (ibid, 29). A few
cobble tools were also found. The combination of several artefact types such as four stone balls,
which were all of a volcanic rock similar to that used at Barnhouse, mortars, ground cobbles, and
a grou