
















163AN EARLY HISTORIC STEATITE URN FROM ORKNEY

This confirms that this funerary assemblage
definitely dates to the mid-first millennium AD
and is therefore of Early Historic date.

3. Identification of the hide cover

In order to check de Cardonnel’s intriguing
claim that the hide that had covered the urn
was of deerskin, a tiny sample of the surviving
fragments of the hide was placed in the NMS’
scanning electron microscope (SEM), and the
resulting high-magnification images (fig 3.4)

were sent to Dr Esther Cameron, a specialist in
archaeological leather based in Oxford.

Unfortunately, Dr Cameron reported, the
hair in question had lost its outer layer, and
was therefore of low diagnostic value as far as
ascertaining the species using this particular
technique was concerned. On Dr Cameron’s
advice, the sample was then sent to Penelope
Walton Rogers of The Anglo-Saxon Labora-
tory, for examination using optical microscopy.
This proved to be significantly more successful,
and the following report was received:

Fig. 3.4 SEM images of fibres and skin from the hide cover of steatite urn from Orkney.
Scale bars: top L, 50 l m; top R, 500 l m; bottom L, 1 mm, bottom R, 100 l m.
(1 l m = 0.001 mm). Images: NMS.
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Report on the animal hide (Penelope Walton
Rogers)

All work was carried out with an optical
microscope which allows the fibre to be viewed
by both incident light, for the surface of the
fibre, and transmitted light, for the internal
structure. The hide sample was first examined
at x64–x160 magnification and then fibres were
extracted and viewed at magnifications up to
x640, as whole-mount preparations (length-
ways view) and cross-sections.

The hide has survived as a thin surface layer
of skin, pierced by hairs. The full length of the
fibre is present, from roots protruding at the
back to intact tips at the front. The length of
the roots indicates that the hide originally
would have been several millimetres thick,
while the 10–15 mm length of the fibres on the
front shows that this was a very short-coated
animal (as de Cardonnel observed). The hairs
are 25–55 microns diameter, with a poorly-
preserved cuticular scale pattern which, where
visible, is irregular mosaic. Approximately 30%
of the fibres have a medulla (a central channel)
which is narrow and continuous or frag-
mented. The fibres have a robust circular cross-
section with the medullae concentric. Pig-
mentation granules of moderate density are
evenly distributed through all fibres and indi-
cate a light brown (dun) beast.

This may be confidently identified as cattle
hide from an adult animal. Calf hair has differ-
ent diagnostic features (Wildman 1954, Apple-
yard 1978) and the length of fibre, combined
with adult characteristics, indicates that the
coat must have been naturally short. The nar-
row range of diameters is more typical of
primitive domesticated cattle than of the wild
ox (Ryder 1969). The use of animal pelts, par-
ticularly cattle hides, to cover and wrap bodies
in prehistoric inhumations in northern Europe
is well established, but they have been less
frequently recorded in cremation burials. There
is a distant comparison for the Orkney urn in a
fragment of pelt, possibly cattle hide, on the
outside face of a bucket in an Iron Age grave at
Westhampnett, Sussex, where the cremation
had been placed, unurned, in the grave (Walton

Rogers 1997); and the fur of a small mammal
was also found with a La Tène III cremation at
Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire (Ryder in
Stead 1967, 34).

4. Analysis of the fragments of a metal object 

The six small fragments of a thin metal object
that had been found among the urn contents
were analysed using X-ray fluorescence spec-
troscopy in the NMS Department of Con-
servation & Analytical Research, by Dr Jim
Tate. The metal was found to be brass, and
inspection of the fragments by NMS curator
George Dalgleish confirmed that the object
had been machine-worked. These features
demonstrated beyond doubt that the fragments
are of relatively recent date, and thus are
unconnected with the urn’s original contents.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The recent ‘appliance of science’ to this old
find has substantially enhanced our under-
standing of it. We can now say that the urn had
contained the remains of an adult, probably
male, who had died around AD 500; and that
it had been wrapped in a cattle hide – not a
deerskin, as de Cardonnel had suggested –
from a primitive domesticated variety of cattle,
the hide coming from an adult which was light
brown in colour.

The radiocarbon date provides important
confirmation that steatite urns were indeed
used during the first millennium AD, as the
evidence from Oxtro (Orkney) and Uyea (Shet-
land), reviewed below, had previously sug-
gested. Thanks to the NMS Dating Cremated
Bones Project, we are now able to present a
broader chronological view of the use of
steatite urns in general.

The use of steatite vessels as cinerary urns is
known only from the Northern Isles and from
Eigg (Wilson 1863, 206–7; Henshall 1963, 150),
although a sandstone version of a large
Orcadian steatite urn form (complete with
sandstone ‘accessory vessel’) is known from
Aucorn in Caithness, and is on display in the
Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh. In Orkney,
steatite urns fall into two broad size categories:
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large (up to 600 x 600 mm) and small (the ‘de
Cardonnel’ urn being among the smallest).
Some steatite urns, both large and small, have
one or more grooves just below their rim on the
exterior; others, like the de Cardonnel urn,
have not. Many have toolmarks, and, as
Audrey Henshall has noted (1963, 150), many
have sooting on their exterior. This sooting was
interpreted by Henshall as evidence suggesting
that the vessels had previously been used in a
domestic context, for cooking, but Paul
Sharman proposes (pers comm) that in some
cases, urns may have been placed on the
funerary pyre.

The results of the NMS Dating Cremated
Bones Project have established that steatite
urns were in use in Orkney from as early as
2100/2000 BC (at Quandale mound 8), with
examples ranging in date down to c. 1500 BC
(‘Orkney’, findspot unspecified; Sheridan
2003a, figs. 13.13, 13.14). These findings are
consistent with the results obtained for Jane
Downes (of Orkney College) from the large
urn found in 1994 in a barrow at Linga F[i]old
(Downes 1995): alder charcoal from that urn
produced a date in the second quarter of the
second millennium BC (Ashmore 2003, 44).
They are also consistent with the findings from
Loth Road, Sanday, where a general date
bracket of 1700–1300 BC was obtained (from
non-associated organic material) for a steatite
urn containing cremated remains (Sharman
pers comm).

The NMS project has also produced a date
in the first millennium BC for a steatite urn
from Uyea in Shetland: cremated bone from
this urn produced a date of 2480±60 BP
(GrA–21621, 790–410 cal BC at 2r: Sheridan
2003, figs. 13.13, 13.14).

The radiocarbon dates obtained for the ‘de
Cardonnel’ urn therefore extend the currency
of steatite urn use yet further, into the first
millennium AD. There have been at least two
other finds of steatite urns where a date in the
first millennium AD has seemed likely. These
are:

1. Oxtro in Orkney where, as Petrie pointed out
(1890, 76), a cemetery of short cists overlay the

remains of a broch. One of these cists con-
tained a ‘stone urn containing ashes and frag-
ments of bones’; another had a re-used frag-
ment of a Pictish stone as its cover slab; and 

2. Uyea in Shetland, where another re-used
fragment of a Pictish stone had been used as
the cover of a steatite urn (Catalogue of the
National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland,
1892, 260, IB 18).

The fact that steatite urns have now been
demonstrated to have been used in the North-
ern Isles at various times over a 2500-year long
period need not imply a continuous funerary
tradition. Very little is known about funerary
practices in general in the Northern Isles
between around 1500 BC and c. AD 500,
although Patrick Ashmore’s recent review of
the evidence for first-millennium AD burials in
Orkney (Ashmore 2003) has concluded that
inhumation predominated and that cremation
was only occasionally practised. Since that
publication, Moore & Wilson’s work at Berst
Ness (Knowe of Skea) on Westray has pro-
duced evidence for cremation as well as
inhumation in an early-to-mid-first millennium
AD context (Moore & Wilson 2002; 2003). The
continuing application of AMS radiocarbon
dating to cremated bone, as well as to unburnt
bone and to other organic material, will no
doubt help to clarify the picture in due course.

Finally, this exercise in revisiting an old find
has demonstrated the value of serendipity 
(and of curation!) in archaeological research.
Thanks to its careful recording by 18th century
antiquarians, careful curation by MoA and
careful investigation now, we are able to recog-
nise the de Cardonnel urn as an exceptionally
important item, providing invaluable evidence
for the first millennium AD use of steatite
vessels as urns in the Northern Isles.

POSTSCRIPT

After the text (above) was completed, my NMS
colleague Trevor Cowie kindly drew my
attention to a reference to the possible presence
of cattle hide in another Orcadian steatite urn
find, from Sebay (Orkney Museum Reg. Nos.
1985.4–6; NMRS No. HY50 SW 4). Here the
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urn, found in 1963, is likely (on typological
grounds) to date to the first half of the second
millennium B.C. It is considerably larger than
the de Cardonnel example, being 419 mm high
and with a rim diameter of 432 mm. Its mouth
had been covered by a stone slab. The alleged
hide material was found on top of the bones
inside the urn, and it survives as a mass of
hairy fibres. These have now been examined by
Penelope Walton Rogers, on behalf of NMS
and Orkney Museums. She concludes that
these do indeed belong to an animal hide,
identified as ‘bovid, possibly calf ’, from a mid-
brown animal. It therefore appears that the
bones may have been deposited in the urn
inside a (?) calfskin bag. Unfortunately the
cremated bones themselves do not appear to
have been passed to the Orkney Museum.
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NOTES

1 This note was written by Alison Sheridan
(NMS), with contributions from Kathleen McSwe-
eney (University of Edinburgh), and Penelope
Walton Rogers (The Anglo-Saxon Laboratory), and
with advice from Esther Cameron (freelance).

2 Steatite, commonly known as soapstone, is a
massive variety of talc which, in Scotland, outcrops
on Shetland and at a few locations in western and
north-east Scotland. In Orkney, steatite imported
from Shetland is known to have been used at various
periods from as early as c. 2000 BC; Viking settlers,
familiar with the material from Norway, used it in
preference to pottery.

3 Abbreviations of names of organisations:
MoA: Joint Museum of Antiquities of the Society 

of Antiquaries and University of Newcastle 
upon Tyne.

NMS: National Museums of Scotland.
SAS: Society of Antiquaries of Scotland.
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