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THE DWARFIE STANE, HOY, ORKNEY: ITS PERIOD AND
PURPOSE. By CHARLES S. T. CALDER, AR.IAS,
F.8.A.Scor. WirH A NoTE oN “Jo. BEN” AND THE DWARFIE
StaANE. BY Stk GEORGE MACDONALD, K.C.B., PRESIDENT.

During the summer of 1935, when engaged on work of investigation
for the Royal Commission on Ancient Monuments, I had an opportunity
of inspecting, along with Professor Bryce, the curious monument in the
island of Hoy, well known as the Dwarfie Stane. It is a huge isolated
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Fig. 1. The Dwarfie Stane from the north-west.

block of old red sandstone (fig. 1), lying one mile and a half south-south-east
of Quoyness, in the valley between the Ward Hill of Hoy and the Dwarfie
Hamars. As an ancient but baffling feature of interest, it had been
described again and again long before Sir Walter Scott enhanced its
familiarity and glamour by the use he made of it in *“The Pirate.”

The immense mass of rock rests broadside-down on the slopes, 300
vards north of the Hamars. Its shape is roughly that of a rectangular
prism, broken here and there, and also much weathered through long
ages of exposure, particularly on the top where the forces of disinte-
gration and destruction have been aided by the peculiar stratification of
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the whole. A cavity in the west side has been laboriously hollowed out
from the solid by human ageney (fig. 2). This has clearly been done
with a definite object, for the space has been subdivided into three
parts—a central passage or corridor, and a recessed cell on either side.
The general dimensions have frequently been stated but, in the
majority of instances, with a varying amount of error. The stone
measures 28 feet in length and 14 feet 8 inches in breadth on the south,
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Pig. 2. The Dwarfie Stane: Plan, Sections,'an-d Elevation.

decreasing to 13 feet on the north, while the height also decreases from
6 feet 8 inches on the south to 3 feet on the north, where the lower edge
is sunk below the ground. The difference in height is accentuated by
the angle of repose which, to judge from the top of the stone, has an
inclination of 9 or 10 degrees from the horizontal. That the rock was
already in its present position before the hewing was begun is proved
by the fact that the floor of the hollowed-out portion is on the level,
and confirmation might be found in the lop-sided impression produced
by the position of the entrance. The south jamb is only 9 feet distant,
but the north jamb is 16 feet distant, from the ends to which they are
respectively nearest. It was probably the need for providing convenient
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headroom that led to the doorway being placed nearer to the higher
end rather than in the middle. The opening (fig. 3) is 2 feet 10 inches
wide by 2 feet 4 inches high, while its sill rises 5 inches above the ground.
The interval between the soffit of the lintel and the top of the stone
has been about 1 foot 8 inches, but the front part of it has been destroyed
and wasted away. The passage —
(A) penetrates for a distance of ——— A
fully 24 feet before reaching the -,7;-’///&,////(»‘.\ b e
lateral cells (B and C). Thereafter -*"N_/, NNy Yo,
it extends for 5 feet or so farther i////.»m \:ﬂ"""/'w”,.'."’w‘\""""’”/”’
between them as a corridor, the o Tk 7 % jll *‘1;7’\“ ““r(
roof of which is 2 feet 11 inches ;)// ”I’l’g;’,,,w e’
above the floor. : 7 g ’”’ ’ ‘ ]
The southern cell (B) appears
to be the more important, being
comparatively elaborate in execu-
tion and exhibiting detail that is -
entirely absent in its neighbour. °
It is entered through a rectangular
opening 4 feet 1 inch wide by 1
foot 8 inches high, which has .
slightly rounded corners and is
framed within two jambs, an up-
rising kerb, and a quasi-lintel, the |
last 11 to 3 inches lower than the
ceiling of the corridor. The inside
projection of the east jamb is 8 :
inches, as against 2} inches of the ‘u
one on the west. The kerb rises “r‘;lﬂ-'//
1 foot on the outside, is 3 inches
broad on the top and drops 5 Fig. 3. The Dwarfie Stane: Entrance and Opening
. . to Cell B.
inches in a curve to the floor of
the cell, which is therefore 7 inches higher than the floor of the corridor.
The cell roof, which is continuous with the soffit of the lintel, has an
upward and eastward trend, attaining a maximum height of 21 feet
above the floor, whereas the height at the west is only 2 feet 1 inch.
The walls converge slightly towards the roof and, with an allowance for
a varying degree of curvature, the cell has a maximum length of 5 feet
and a maximum breadth of 3 feet. Across the east end a low ledge of
the rock, 8 inches wide, rises 34 inches in front above the floor, sloping
up to 51 inches at the back. This is always referred to as a pillow for
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the inhabitant, as no doubt it was, though in a sense very different from
the usual one. The opposite cell (C) is plainer. Its walls and roof are
more curvilinear in outline and merge into one another gradually. It
has no entrance in the ordinary meaning of that term, for it is entirely
open on the side next the corridor, from which it is demarcated by
nothing but a very shallow kerb, 4 inches wide, 2 inches high on the
outside and 1 inch high inside, leaving a difference of only 1 inch
between the floor levels as against 7- inches in the southern cell. It is
approximately 44 feet long by 2 feet wide, but about half-way up its
height of 2 feet 3 inches these dimensions are exceeded owing to the
curvature. :

Extending mainly over this cell, but partly over the passage, there
is a rough, irregularly oval-shaped opening, the axes of which, between
its broken edges, measure 3 feet 9 inches and 3 feet. In 1792 it is said
to have had a diameter of 2 feet 9 inches.! The increase is no doubt
due to subsequent wear through its being used as a means of access by
visitors, whose feet have also left their mark on the well-worn kerb
below. When it is first mentioned, this opening is spoken of as an
“impluvium,”” or hole in the roof.2 But there is no reason to believe that
it is anything else but a breakage, or that it formed part of the original
arrangement. It has usually been explained as a flue for the escape of
smoke from a fire, the hearth being sometimes alleged to have been in
the north cell but more often to have been in the corridor. On the other
hand, there is nowhere any indication of a hearth nor any sign of the
stone having been subjected to the action of prolonged heat. Besides,
to say mnothing of the openness of the supposed vent to inclement
weather, a fire so situated would have left little or no room for living
or sleeping in.

A large squared block of stone (fig. 4) with a roughly rounded pro-
jection at one end lies prostrate about 2 feet in front of the entrance.
It measures 4 feet 2 inches to the shoulder but 5 feet 1 inch in extreme
length, while it is 2 feet 8 inches broad by 2 feet 1 inch high. It will be
immediately obvious how closely the end dimensions correspond to those
of the entrance. In view of this correspondence it is suggested that the
stone has been the door, the margin of clearance for its insertion being
just such as might be reasonably expected.

The Dwarfie Stane was first described by ‘“‘Jo. Ben,”’ as long ago
as the sixteenth century.? For four centuries it has aroused the curiosity

v Archeeologia Scotica, vol. i. p. 265.
2 Barry’s History of the Orkney Islands, Appendix VII. p. 445.
3 See Note on ““Jo.Ben ” and the Dwarfie Stane by Sir George Macdonald, K.C.B., infra, p. 230.
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of successive generations of antiquaries, and the purpose it was meant
to serve has been a matter of much conjecture. Legend has invariably
been appealed to, the original story being that the rock was hewn out
by a giant and his wife for their own accommodation. Later writers,
however, realising that the bed recesses were hopelessly short for anyone
of gigantic stature, have substituted for this a theory that it was the
dwelling of a dwarf or the habitation of a hermit. Out of thirty-six

published accounts ' no fewer than twenty-five accept, more or less
‘whole-heartedly, the view that it was a residence. In three others it is
respectively regarded as having been either an altar or an oratory or a
temple. Two authorities, Johnston 2 and Dietrichson ? speculate as to

i

Fig. 4. The Dwarfie Stane: ‘ Door.”

whether it may not have been a rock-sepulchre, the former without
venturing an opinion as to its period or its category, and the latter only
with some hesitation. Johnston, whose article is most informative with
a wealth of minute detail, has excellent plans and appends a useful
bibliography. Dietrichson assigns the monument to a time between
A.D. 600 and 872, and suggests that it may be a hermitage of the Irish-
Celtic Culdees, but he is himself only half convinced and is reluctant to
dismiss the idea that it may represent a rock-burial.

All this I learned after my own observations had independently led
me to conclude that the cells were designed to accommodate the dead
and not the living. But I am prepared to go further than either Johnston

1 The Reliquary, vol. ii., Bibliography, p. 101, and, in addition, The Statistical Account of Scotland,
vol. xvi. p. 248; Handbook to the Orkney Islands, p. 136; Summers and Winlers in the Orkneys, 2nd
edition, p. 2565; Anderson’s Guide o the Orkney Islands (1884), p. 134; Monumenta Orcadica, p. 47;°
The Orkney Book, p. 179; History of the Church in Orkney, pp. 9, 10.

2 The Reliquary, vol. ii. pp. 84-101. 3 Monwmenta Orcadica; pp. 8, 9, 43, 47-49.
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or Dietrichson, and to claim that the Dwarfie Stane is the first and
only example in the British Isles of a completely rock-cut tomb of the
late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age. It should probably be associated
with the megalithic people from the south and west, and be dated to the
remote and obscure period of transition between the two phases of
culture I have just named. I should like to support this statement by
describing later two analogies from the Mediterranean and by referring to
other tombs from the intervening countries, as well as by drawing attention
to certain features in some of the monuments in Orkney itself. Mean-
while Professor Bryce authorises me to say that he expressed complete
agreement with me on the spot.

It should be added that legend has its part to play in connection
with this explanation also. The story of a giant or a dwarf can only
have arisen after the true origin of the monument had long been for-
gotten, and that in itself must indicate an ancient lineage. But there
is something else. It is surely significant that, in all countries where
megalithic monuments are found, there should be a superstitious asso-
ciation of giants with undisputed cairns of the Neolithic or Bronze Ages,
throughout the area of distribution. Our own islands furnish many
examples of ‘“Giants’ Graves’ and the application of the legend to the
Dwarfie Stane would seem to bring it into line with these in respect
of time and purpose. Dr Duncan Mackenzie expresses his belief that
the “tombs of the giants” in Sardinia had ‘“an ethnological connection
which brings them into one general context with the whole rest of the
middle and west Mediterranean as well as of west Europe, and as far
afield as Britain and Norway.”’ !

The Giant’s Tomb at Molafa in Sardinia 2 (fig. 5) offers a close parallel
to the Dwarfie Stane. In all its features except size the resemblance is
remarkable. It is entirely hewn out of the sandstone rock and it has a
central corridor, on either side of which is a recess, having the floor
raised above the corridor level by a kerb in much the same way. Other
links are the curvature of the wall surfaces and the fact that the
entrance has been closed by a large stone. In a word, the analogy is
complete in every essential. A second satisfactory parallel is furnished
by the tomb of s’Abba Bodaga?® (figs. 5 and 6). It is probably
unfinished. So far as completed, however, it shows a chamber hollowed
out in a large isolated boulder, this time of granite. Only one cell seems
to have been contemplated, and the suggestion has been made that the

i Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. v, p. 135,
2 Ibid., p. 123,
# Ibid., p. 104. I am indebted to the Council of the School for permission to reproduce fig. 6,

as well as the plans and sections (2) and (3) in fig. 5.
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entrance has been masked by a slab fitting into it like a door.? The
back of the entrance has been contracted to form a slightly narrower
rectangular aperture with projecting jambs, reminding one of the opening
to the south cell of the Dwarfie Stane. Dr Mackenzie points out that
the last feature recalls the portal hole which is so characteristic of the
tombs of the giants.? A comparison of the longitudinal sections of
Molafs and s’Abba Bogada (fig. 5) with that of the Dwarfie Stane is
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Fig. 5. (1) Dwarfie Stane: Section. (2) s’Abba Bogada: Plan and Section. (3) Molafa:
Plan and Sections.
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instructive. The grotesque-looking objects on the top of the tomb of
s’Abba Bogada (fig. 6), it ought to be explained, are natural.

Molafa is an adaptation in rock of the built tombs of the megalithic
period. These are usually constructed of stone, but many combine
masonry with prepared rock-cut walls and foundations. Cairns of the
latter class occur both on the mainland of Great Britain and in Ireland,
serving to connect those of the Mediterranean with the Orkney monu-
ments to which I have next to refer.

Although the Dwarfie Stane can hardly vie in real importance with
such a magnificent tomb as Maeshowe, Orkney, it may be the more

1 Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. v. p. 104. 2 Ibid., p. 104.
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interesting as being absolutely unique. That the two are intimately
related cannot be doubted as soon as it is realised that the Maeshowe
cells (fig. 7) incorporate in masonry all the features cut in rock in the
Dwarfie Stane. Thus, the entrance is of much the same character, squarish
and small, and it also leads into a corridor extending right to the back;
the recesses off the sides are similar, and in Maeshowe, too, the floors of
two of these are raised above the corridor level by a kerb 5% inches high;

!

Fig. 6. s’Abba Bogada.

lastly, on the ground before each cell at Maeshowe lies the closing stone
with which the resting-place has been sealed.

The ‘““door” at the Dwarfie Stane is ponderous, weighing approxi-
mately a ton and a half, and the notion that it was a house door, to be
opened and shut by an ordinary mortal on each arrival or departure, may
therefore be ruled out. It is obvious that, once in position, it wasintended
to remain there. Can it be anything else but the sealing-stone of a burial
chamber? When it was inserted it would extend so far into the corridor
that there would be no room for a hearth, but none, of course, was neces-
sary. Again, its bulk is so great that not only would the main entrance
be sealed, but the separate opening to each cell would be blocked up to
such an extent that, even after the north cell was broken into through
the hole in the roof, it would be almost necessary to move the *“door”’
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some way back before access could be had to the south cell. It is con-
ceivable that it was levered out from behind for at least a short distance,
and that it had been thus far displaced when ““Jo. Ben’’ wrote of it as
closing the entrance. For whatever reason, it has subsequently been
pulled out altogether. In 1792 Principal Gordon speaks of it as being
4 feet ‘“high,” not “long,”” an expression which probably means that in
his day it was standing on end instead of lying prostrate as it now does.?
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May not the leverage exerted by this massive stone during its ultimate
removal account for the fracturing of the forepart of the lintel? And
may it not also be that the roughly rounded end is the result of chiselling
in an effort to gain admission when the stone was ¢n situ? Only after
that had proved futile, does the line of least resistance through the roof
seem to have been tried.

Both single cells and multiple cells occur in megalithic tombs and
cairns, as many as twelve entering off the corridor being recorded.? 1
am able to cite a good example of the multiple type from the Calf of

1 Archeeologia Scotica, vol. i. p. 265,

2 Archwologia, vol. xxxiv. p. 136, pl. xvi.
VOL. LXX. 15
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HEday, in Orkney (fig. 8). Its true character was not recognised by its
discoverers, who described it as a habitation,! and it is marked ‘‘Erd-
house’’ on the O.8. Map. It is built of upright stones and rubble, support-
ing a roof of horizontal slabs, but its foundation and parts of the walls
are formed in the solid rock. The structure comprises a corridor with
four small cells opening off it. One of the cells has a kerbstone in position,
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Fig. 8. Calf of Eday: Chambered Cairn.

and another was found with its entrance filled with masonry, while there
was a large stone at the mouth of the corridor.2 Petrie alludes to it as
a subterranean chamber of a type which he suggests would be better
adapted for concealment of provisions than for a dwelling, adding that
at all events it would have been unsuitable as a place of retreat for any
lengthened period. -He also remarks that the recesses of this particular
example convey the idea of beds or sleeping berths, and recall to his mind
the interior of the Dwarfie Stane, an observation which confirms the
idea of a connection between the two.? But Petrie, in a later account,

L Proc. Soc. Anl. Scol., vol. ii. pt. ii. p. 155.
2 Ibid. 3 Proc. Ork. Ant. Soc., vol. v. pp. 19-20.
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which appears to have been overlooked, strengthens this connection by
associating the cairn definitely with the chambered tombs.! In struc-
tural detail and arrangement the cells of the cairn on the Calf of Eday
are in agreement with those of the lower chamber of Taiverso Tuick,
Rousay, Orkney, which is also partly rock-cut, and which yielded round-
bottomed pottery of neolithic type.2 The lay-out of the Eday cairn is an
almost exaect reproduction, too, of a rock-cut tomb, No. 9 of a group at
San Vicente, Mallorca (fig. 9),* which shows the same number of cells
similarly disposed at the end of the corridor. In the group the raised
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Fig. 9. San Vicente: Rock-cut Tombs, Nos. 7 and 9.

kerb, so conspicuous in the examples here described, is a noticeable
characteristic which is well represented in Tomb No. 7 (fig. 9).4 The
occurrence of these points of similarity is a further proof of Mediterranean
influence.

Returning to Maeshowe, we may note that some of the stones have
been dressed with a tool that has left on the surface a covering of
pit-marks. This is an additional feature linking it with the Dwarfie
Stane, on the walls of which pit-markings are very pronounced. It

1 Archeeological Journal, vol. xx. p. 36.

2 Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot., vol. xxxvii. p. 81, figs. 3 and 4; ibid., vol. 1xix. p. 340.

3 Archeeologia, vol. 1xxvi. p. 187, fig. 9. I have to thank the Society of Antiquaries of London

and Mr W. J. Hemp for permission to redraw and reproduce the cross-section and plan shown here.
4 Ibid., p. 126, pl. xix.
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will naturally be asked what kind of implements employed for hewing
would have produced this distinctive dressing. Wallace, who was the first
to depict the Stane (fig. 10), was also the first to assert that the marks
had been made by a ‘“Mason’s Irons,”” ! and an illustration by Pococke
with its imaginative arcading (fig. 10) certainly creates the impression
that a mason has been at work.2 But, if my contention is sound, the
cavity was cut hundreds of years before iron was known in this country,
though the constructors may have possessed a knowledge of copper or

Fig. 10. The Dwarfie Stane: Perspectives and plan of top.
(1) From Wallace, (2) and (3) from Pococke.

bronze tools. Nor is there any reason why pointed flint or stone should
not have been used.

I am informed by a metal-worker, who has watched African natives
at work with stone implements, that the latter are much to be preferred
to those made of soft untempered metals. Besides, the satisfactory use
of flint as a medium has been successfully demonstrated by the experi-
ment of Sir J. Y. Simpson, carried out in our own Museum more than
seventy years ago.? The subject of his test was the back of one of the
stones figured in the Sculptured Stones of Scotland. The material selected
was not a soft sandstone but something more difficult to work, a grey
Aberdeen granite from Kintore. The doorkeeper of the Museum, he says,

v A Description of the Isles of Orkney, chap. iv. p. 21.

2 “Tour in Scotland,” Secottish History Sociely, vol. i. p. 135.
3 Proc. Soc. Ant. Scol., Appendix to vol. vi. p. 122,
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cut for him, in two hours, with a flint and wooden mallet, two-thirds of a
circle, seven inches in diameter, nearly three-quarters of an inch broad,
above a quarter of an inch in depth, and very smooth on its cut surface.
The experiment, he concluded, showed that cups and rings might have been
produced before the introduction of metals, or in the Stone Age. In
Malta two structures of Neolithic date, Hagiar Kim and Mnaidra, show
pit-marked dressings.! The marks at the former resemble those on the
Dwarfie Stane in being more or less incidental, but those at the latter
are different and are intended for decoration. Both show what may be
effected in the dressing of stone work even without metallic tools. Pro-
fessor J. L. Myres has stated that the marks at Hagiar Kim have been
produced simply by pounding with a hammer, and that at Mnaidra they
have been cut out and worked larger by rubbing with a stick and some
sand.? Finally, in 1901, more than a hundred stone implements were
found during excavations at Stonehenge, most of them being flint axes
which had probably been used for dressing the softer of the sandstone
blocks.?

Hugh Miller, who, incidentally, carved his name on the pillow stone,
estimated that with pick and chisel he could excavate such another
cavity as in the Dwarfie Stane in three weeks or a month.t With
flint implements the task would, of course, be much more toilsome. But
a lavish expenditure of time and labour must generally have been
incurred in the construction of these early tombs, and in this respect
the Dwarfie Stane is not by any means exceptional. Though unique in
character in the British Isles, it is not isolated in type, the series of con-
necting links enabling us to derive it from the rock-cut tombs of the
Mediterranean. But a series of connecting links hardly seem necessary
to prove the association. The correspondence of the architectural
features is in itself sufficiently forceful and convincing to establish
almost beyond question a direct communication. Stripped of its romance
and legend as a habitation, the Dwarfie Stane yet remains more
interesting and important in actual fact, as a tomb which survives as a
monument of one of the earliest phases of culture which these islands
have witnessed.

I have to thank Sir George Macdonald for a most helpful revision
of this paper and also Professor Thomas H. Bryce for allowing me to
include a statement of his opinion.

! Papers of the British School at Rome, vol vi. p. 97.
® Ibid., p. 97, fig. 2, pl. xiii; fig. 2, pl. xxiv.

3 Rough Stone Monuments, by T. Eric Peet, p. 19.
4 The Cruise of the Betsy (1858), chap. xv. p. 475.






