
Carved stone balls
by Dorothy N Marshall

F R Coles, who was Assistant Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland
from 1897-1911, made a study of carved stone balls and prepared a paper on the subject about
1911. Mr Bulmer, Stockfield, Northumberland, also worked on these balls and gave his lists and
cards to the NMAS in 1936. The information contained in Coles' paper and on Bulmer's cards
has been of the greatest assistance to me in preparing this study. In 1911 Coles knew of 180 carved
stone balls, whereas now 387 are known to be in 36 museums throughout the country and in
private collections. Not all of those listed by Coles and by Bulmer have I been able to trace; many
were in private collections, several were in museums but cannot now be located. These are not
included in my total but two well-documented but unlocated balls are included. There are 37 casts
of balls in the NMAS; 15 are casts of balls in other museums, five are casts of balls in NMAS
and 17 do not match any known balls or any in Bulmer's or Coles' lists. These casts of balls I
have included in my list and have plotted as far as possible on the distribution maps.

Three-hundred and seventy-five of these balls are much the same size, with a diameter of
about 70 mm, but there are 12 large balls of 90-114 mm diameter. There are seven oval balls, two
of them larger than average and one small one. This uniformity of size is one of the remarkable
features of these balls, yet within this uniformity there is a wide variety of treatment. Just less than
half have six knobs; these vary from having six discs just marked out, through prominent square-
cut knobs to round projecting bosses. Twenty-six of these six-knobbed balls are decorated; 12
have the interspaces between the knobs clean cut and standing out as part of the design. Some
balls have three knobs, some have numerous knobs - 25, 90, 160, all evenly cut and symmetrical.
Some are decorated with spirals, some with concentric circles and others with a variety of incised
designs. Three unfinished balls in NMAS show that the stone was shaped to a sphere before the
carving of the knobs began. AS 18 is broken with rather more than half remaining; the four knobs
are barely marked out. AS 183, a well shaped sphere with an even but not smoothed surface, has
two discs defined. The third ball on loan to NMAS from Perth Museum has 50 knobs with a small
unworked area. The unfinished surface is rounded and even but not smoothed.

TYPE 1 . 3 knobs 6 examples With locality 4
County only 1
No locality 1

Two of the balls are atypical, having rounded projecting knobs making a more or less triangular object
which is oval in section. The others have clear cut knobs. The distribution is wide, one from Orkney and
others scattered between Banffshire and Angus.

TYPE 2. 4 knobs 43 examples With locality 31
County only 7
No locality 5
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Three of the balls have rounded knobs, all the rest are clear cut and well denned. The group as a whole is
very well made. There are 22 from Aberdeenshire, the others are widely distributed from Benbecula,
Arran and lona in the W, from Wigtown and Cumberland in the S, and Caithness, Sutherland and Ross
and Cromarty in the N. The stone used is divided fairly evenly between the harder granite and greenstone
and the more easily worked sandstones.

TYPE 2a. 4 knobs with worked interspaces

These six balls are all evenly made and finished with well shaped rounded bosses or clear cut triangles in
the interspaces.

TYPE 3. 5 knobs 3 examples With locality 3

Two of the three balls are decorated, the other is oval and they are dealt with under these types.

TYPE 4. 6 knobs 173 examples With locality 102
County only 30
No locality 41

This large group has been divided rather arbitrarily into those with low knobs or discs and those with
prominent knobs. Fourteen have triangles or bosses in the interspaces, two of these are decorated. There
are also 26 decorated balls which are listed with Type 9.1 have no adequate description of two balls and
therefore cannot type them.

TYPE 4a 6 knobs low cut 102 examples With locality 54
County only 21
No locality 27

Twenty-eight of these balls have clear-cut sharp-edged knobs. There are 37 from Aberdeenshire, the rest
are widely scattered from Caithness to Dumfries. The only one from the W was found at Castle Sween
and may well have been a 'carried' specimen. Three come from England; Lowick, Durham and Bridlington.
The harder stones were used for 33 and sandstones for 16 of the balls.

TYPE 4b. 6 knobs prominent 55 examples With locality 37
County only 7
No locality 11

Twelve of these balls have clear-cut knobs, the rest are rounded. There are 21 from Aberdeenshire.
Apart from the outriders from Ireland and Lewis and Ross and Cromarty, the others are all within the
area bounded by the Moray Firth and the River Tay. Three times as many are made from the granite,
greenstone, basalt types of stone than from the sandstones.

TYPE 4c. 6 knobs with 14 examples With locality 10
worked County only 2
interspaces No locality 2

These balls are all clearly cut and well defined, most of them with small triangles standing up in the
interspaces. They are, to my mind, the most attractive of the carved stone balls. Two have the interspaces
decorated with lines, chevrons, wavy lines and incised triangles. Two come from the N, Caithness and
Ross and Cromarty, the others are all from Aberdeenshire and fairly closely grouped. Six are made of
sandstone, two of granite, one of quartzite and one of diorite.

TYPES. 7 knobs 18 examples With locality 11
County only 4
No locality 3
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.While all these balls have seven knobs, the treatment varies from prominent rounded bosses to shallow
discs, and on some balls the knobs vary in size. Nine come from Aberdeenshire, one from Orkney, one
from Aberfeldy and one from Clova. Where the locality is given, all are beside rivers. The harder stone
has been preferred in this group.

TYPE 6. 8 knobs 9 examples With locality 7
County only 2

This group of balls has variety in the disposition of the eight knobs. Seven have knobs of the same size,
five have clear cut knobs. In two examples the knobs are rounded, one has six large and two small knobs,
another four large and four small almost falling into the category of four knobs with bosses in the inter-
spaces, and the third with four bosses round the circumference, one small boss on one side and three very
close together on the other side. One has eight evenly made bosses with three small ones in interspaces.
Apart from the ball from Tarbert, Harris, all come from between the Moray Firth and the River Tay.
None is described as made of sandstone.

TYPE 6a. 9 knobs 3 examples With locality 2
No locality 1

The knobs on all the balls are uneven in size. The one in Inverurie Museum is crudely fashioned, while the
one found in a field near Kennoway is well shaped with low bosses. The other example, from Cruden, is
somewhat irregular but it is made from a metamorphic quartzite, a tough stone to work.

TYPE 7. 10-55 knobs 52 examples With locality 26
County only 14
No locality 12

The 52 examples in this group have much in common in the way of execution and distribution. Twenty-
seven come from Aberdeenshire. One from Skye may be a 'carried 'specimen. Generally the balls are well
and evenly made, with the bosses well spaced, and some carry out the difficult concept extremely well.
A few have knobs of differing sizes, but only six can be described as being unevenly carved. There are
four from Orkney, three of which stand out from the others because of their prominent, even, sharply
carved knobs which are almost cube-shaped. There are 10 made of sandstone and 12 of the granite-type
stones.

TYPES. Numerous knobs 14 examples With locality 11
70-160 County only 1

No locality 2

These balls are mostly well made, with small even knobs. The one in Elgin Museum with no locality and
the one in the British Museum from Cromarty are exceptionally well carved. There are only six from
Aberdeenshire. Apart from the Orcadian examples in Type 7, the distribution in this group is wider than
in Type 7. A greater variety of stone is used, or perhaps it is just that recording of the stone has been more
exact: sandstone, granite and three types of metamorphic stone.

TYPE 9. Decorated balls

The types of decoration vary very much but they fall roughly into three categories, those with spirals,
those with concentric circles and those with patterns of straight incised lines and hatchings. More than
one design is used on the same ball but where there is a spiral it has been put into Type 9a; where there
are concentric circles as the dominant design the balls have been put into Type 9b, and those with varied
decoration of incised lines into Type 9c. Those which do not fall into these categories are listed under
Type 9d. The decorations are more fully discussed later in this paper.
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TYPE 9a. Balls decorated 14 examples With locality 9

with spirals County only 1
No locality 4

The spiral design is treated in various ways, from the intricately carved designs of the famous Towie Ball
(fig 1.4) to a single incised line (fig 3.3). In no case are all the knobs decorated. One ball has the spiral on
an interspace. Three balls have no knobs but the whole ball is carved in a spiral (fig 3.4, 5). One comes
from near Angus, the rest are all from between the Moray Firth and the River Tay. Mostly they are made
from easily worked stones such as serpentine.

TYPE 9b. Balls decorated 8 examples With locality 5
concentric circles County only 1

No locality 2
The two balls with four knobsbothhave concentric circles on oneknob only with varied designs on the other
three knobs: AUM 159/27 (fig 5.1), NMA AS 105 (fig 5.2). The ball from Orkney Hunt B1914 356 (fig
4.5) is beautifully worked with close symmetrical circles on each of the six knobs, which are so shallow
that the ball is spherical. Also spherical is NMA AS 29 (fig 4.4), which is covered by seven sets of concentric
circles each bordered by a narrow band of chevrons. In contrast, the one from near Dunfermline in the
RSM (fig 5.3) has six bold bosses with three rings on each and reticulated interspaces. AUM 143/7 (fig
5.4) somewhat resembles it but the interspaces are smooth. One from Fordoun, NMA L 1973.1 (fig 3.2),
is also a sphere but has just one fairly small set of circles, the rest of the ball being plain; there is one
rather similar, AUM 159/34, not illustrated. Three are from Aberdeenshire, two from Fordoun, one from
Orkney and one from Dunfermline. Sandstone was used for two, serpentine for three.

TYPE9c. Balls decorated with 23 examples With locality 16
hatchings and incised lines County only 4

No locality 3

The method of treatment in this type is varied; the number of knobs varies also from 4 to 14, with one
that has no knobs. On the whole the decoration is not done with precision, though the workmanship on
Perth 1290b (fig 9.2) and AUM 159/44 (fig 9.1) could not be more meticulous in the criss-cross lines on the
knobs leaving tiny cubes, the effect of which is something like a golf ball. These two examples have
decorated interspaces. Five balls have lines on only some of the knobs, some have a decoration of small
cups as well as incised lines: NMA AS 122 (fig 6.1) and AS 42 (fig 6.2). ARM (fig 7.5) has criss-cross lines
on eight of its knobs, the other having vague scratchings. The one with 14 knobs, RSM (fig 8.1) has
concentric circles on six knobs, criss-cross lines on four and small cups or pittings on the rest. Distribution
is wider than in the other decorated groups but the number of examples is also greater. Five are from
Aberdeenshire, with others from the N, Orkney, from the W, Argyll, and from S of the Tay in Fife. Two
are described as being made of sandstone, two of greenstone, one of granite and three have been identified
as being made of serpentine.

TYPE 9d. Various decorated balls 4 examples With locality 4
These balls do not fall into any of the other groups of decoration and so are treated individually. From
Carnwath is a six-knobbed ball with a line of small dots round one knob. A beautifully worked serpentine
ball from Hillhead, St Ola, Orkney, has two large discs opposite each other, one carved in 23 oblong
rounded knobs contained within a broad oval space; the other disc is divided in two, one part has six
deep vertical parallel grooves, the other has six triangles one within the other. The periphery of the ball is
grooved longitudinally with eight incised lines. The one from Insch, AUM (pi 1.7) is very smoothly worked
with six small knobs in a trefoil-shaped depression: the small knobs do not project beyond the spherical
shape of the ball. It has been suggested that this might be an unfinished ball but, compared with the
unfinished balls already described, the very smooth, almost polished surface of the plain part makes it
seem probable that the ball is as it was originally designed. The fourth example from Bogmill (NMA AS
185) has five knobs with the space which might have contained the sixth one filled with eight small knobs;
there are eight raised triangular knobs in the interspaces. The ball is very well worked and smoothed all
over.
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TYPE 10. Oval 8 examples With locality 7
No locality 1

This small group is widely distributed but four of the balls come from Orkney, three from Skara Brae.
One of these, HA 660, is very irregular in its shape and in its peaked knobs. The two in Kingussie
Museum, from Kimmudy near Fraserburgh, are well worked and very similar; otherwise the balls are
varied in design and in the number of knobs (5-67). As a whole the workmanship is not as exact as in
other groups. One of the balls from Skara Brae has an hour-glass perforation. Two balls are described as
made of granite and one of quartzite.

TYPE 11. Large, over 11 examples With locality 4
90 mm diam County only 2

No locality 5

Six of these examples, four of them in the Elgin Museum and one on loan from Elgin to NMA, have six
knobs regularly and well made. One from Newburgh, in the NMA (AS 201) with 14 knobs has two round
bosses and 12 triangular ones. While these are well placed, the knobs are irregularly shaped, ill-defined
and shallow. A granite ball from Buchan is well made with 13 even rounded knobs. One, from
Aberdeenshire, has 24 shallow bosses of unequal size; it came from Ludovic Mann's collection and was
labelled ' ?forgery'. One from Rhynie (NMA AS 55) has 18 very pronounced and even knobs. Five out of
the six with known localities come from Aberdeenshire, the other from Newburgh. Six are made of
granite.

There is a curious stone object from Laurencekirk (BG Cast, original in Montrose Museum)
which might possibly have some connection with the idea of the carved stone balls. It is a per-
forated disc (26 mm thick, 101 mm diameter), smoothly finished with six projecting spikes rounded
at the tips, three of them chipped.

Of the 387 balls on my cards I have handled all but about a score. In every case the ball gives
the feeling of having been much handled. This is more than the smooth finish of a well made
object. Each and every one is a craftsman's job; many are real works of art. There is one which
stands apart, being made of white quartzite (Dumfries Museum), surely one of the trickiest of
materials to work. One found at Ballalan, Lewis is particularly attractive in its symmetry, propor-
tion and finish, and also in the pink granite of which it is made. For photographs illustrating the
characteristics of the balls I have chosen a group from the AUM which are less well known than
those in the NMAS (pi 4).

FIG 1 1 Elgin Ix (Elgin, Moray), 2 NMA AS 165a (Lumphanan, Aberdeenshire), 3 AUM 159/6 (New Machar,
Aberdeenshire), 4 NMA AS 10 (Glass Hill, Towie, Aberdeenshire)

FIG 2 1 NMA AS 78 (Aberdeenshire), 2 NMA AS 206, 3 AUM 135/1 (New Deer, Aberdeenshire), 4 AUM
159/23, 5 ARM

FIG 3 1 Hunt B1914 357 (Orkney), 2 NMA L.1973.1 (Knock Hill, Fordoun, Kincardine), 3 AUM 159/41,4 NMA
AS 143 (Buchan, Aberdeenshire), 5 GAGM 55.96 (Alford, Aberdeenshire)

FIG 4 1 GAGM 55.96 (Alford, Aberdeenshire), 2 GAGM 55.96 (Aberdeenshire), 3 Montrose 21 (Glasterlaw,
Angus), 4 NMA AS 29 (Fordoun, Kincardine), 5 Hunt B1914 356 (Billhead, St Ola, Orkney)

FIG 5 1 AUM 159/27, 2 NMA AS 105 (Aberdeenshire), 3 RSM 1905 950 (nr Dunfermline, Fife), 4 AUM 143/7
FIG 6 1 NMA AS 122 (Urlar, Lawers, Perthshire), 2 NMA AS 42 (Newburgh, Fife), 3 Hawick, 4 NMA AS 13

(Argyll), 5 NMA AS 208 (Dalriach, Cromdale, Moray), 6 NMA AS 137 (Islay), 7 BM 1930 4.12 (Old Deer,
Aberdeenshire)

FIG 7 1 Perth 1290 (nr New Scone, Perthshire), 2 NMA AS 166 (Nochnarie, Strathmiglo, Fife), 3 NMA AS 12
(Loch Lochy, Inverness), 4 AUM 159/24, 5 ARM (Kemnay, Aberdeenshire)

FIG 8 1 RSM 1905.979 (prob Fife), 2 AUM 159/4 (Fyvie, Aberdeenshire), 3 Stirling AG 3 (Aberdeenshire),
4 NMA HA 703 (Skara Brae, Orkney)

FIG 9 1 AUM 159/44, 2 Perth 1290 (River Tay, Perthshire), 3 Inverurie AS 16 (nr Inverurie, Aberdeenshire),
4 NMA AS 3 (Fordoun, Kincardine)
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FIG l
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Fro 2
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Fro 3
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FIG 4
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FIG 5
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FIG 6
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FIG?
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14

FIG 8
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FIG 9
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Materials

A great variety of stone was used in the making of these balls, and a description of the type
of stone is given for only about half of them. Not being capable myself of identifying stone I have
accepted the material as recorded previously. Coles and Bulmer disagree about the stone of the
same ball so that statistics of material can only be used in the very broadest way. Many are
described as being made from greenstone, an old term used for all varieties of dark, greenish
igneous rocks, which nowadays would be described as diorites, dolerites and altered basalts.
Forty-three are listed as being made of sandstone, 26 as greenstone and 12 of quartzite. Mr
Addison of the Hunterian Museum examined the nine decorated balls from the AUM when they
were in Glasgow being drawn. They were all of serpentine, one of them peridolite serpentine.
These rocks he described as being rather indeterminate, being soft and talcose, usually the product
of the alteration of ultrabasic or basic rocks. Serpentine is easily carved. One from the ARM was
made of gabbro, a material which would be very tough to work. He also examined the 27 carved
stone balls in the Hunterian Museum which, while the collection is only a small sample, give a
good cross-section of all the types found. There were five of sandstone which would be fairly
easily worked especially as sandstone can be found in natural shapes, round and oval. One of the
examples from Orkney was identified as the Old Red Sandstone of Orkney. B1914 356 (fig 4.5)
is very finely worked with concentric circles; it is possibly a natural nodule of micaceous limonitic
sandstone with a hard limonitic skin (hydrated iron oxide): such nodules can be formed by
chemical processes in sedimentary rocks, but it is not impossible that the ball was made and fired
artificially. Three balls were made of gabbro, a basic rock of basaltic composition which would be
a difficult material to work. A 144 had such very sharply defined knobs that Mr Addison thought
metal might have been used to fashion them. The knobs themselves were shaped and trimmed by
percussion. The clear-cut knobs of 1951.1 he also thought might have been worked by metal.

Three balls were made of Hornblende gneiss, a very tough rock to work. The material is
more common to the W of Aberdeenshire than in Aberdeenshire itself. The only ball of the three
which had a location came from Dunnottar. Another tough rock used for two examples is
granitic gneiss. Two very elaborately carved ones, B1914 355 with 30 cube-like knobs and one
with cube-like knobs and deep grooves (fig 3.1), both from Orkney, are made of serpentine which
is easy to work. Mr Addison detected saw marks on the straight sides of the cubes of B1914 355.
Quartzite was used for two balls, again a difficult material to work but 245 might have been easier
as the feldspar in it had weathered out. Four balls were made from granitic rock all probably from
Aberdeenshire. One was of the grey granite typical of the stone used in Aberdeen buildings,
particularly well shaped (A 143) and made of medium grained grano-diorite. Dolerite, a medium
grained basaltic intrusive igneous rock from sills rather than from traps, was used for two balls,
one of them with numerous knobs from Kirkton, Hawick. This stone is more likely to be found
S of the Highland Boundary Fault than in Aberdeenshire.

Mr G H Collins of the Institute of Geological Sciences examined the Towie Ball (fig 1.4),
surely the most intricately carved of them all with three of the four knobs decorated with spirals,
discs and circles. He reported that 'the rock is so fine-grained and dark that it is difficult to say
what it is from a macroscopic examination. My belief is that it is an ultra-basic igneous rock -
probably picrite which has been partly serpentinised. Serpentinisation would account for the
softness of the rock and would make it very easy to decorate.'The same type of stone was probably
used for the one in a private collection (fig 1.1) (Cast NMA AS 11).

The diorite of the seven-knobbed ball found at Hillhead, St Ola, Orkney has been identified
as coming from Hillswick in Shetland.


