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SUMMARY 
 
In 1952 Dorothy Marshall excavated a short cist on Kildavanan Farm, below a rocky knoll, known as 
Cnoc-na-mhanan, possibly an early chapel site. In 2002 a large flat stone was dislodged during 
ploughing in the same field and later was recognised as probably the capstone of a short cist. This was 
reported to Buteshire Natural History Society (BNHS), and several members visited the site with the 
author. The stone was confirmed as the capstone of a previously undisturbed short cist, which could 
be seen among the plough soil. The find was reported to Historic Scotland and St Andrews Heritage 
Services was appointed to carry out the excavation, with members of the local society.   
 
The cist preserved some remarkable contents. It had a carefully laid pebble floor, over part of which 
was a thick spread of grass and bracken. On to this were placed the partial remains of a cremation. A 
small food vessel was deposited on the floor at the southwest corner of the cist, but this had not been 
covered by the grass and bracken. Soil chemical analysis of soil samples from the cist were found to 
contain high levels of phosphate, from which the possible deposit of a corpse has been inferred. Local 
boulder clay and quartz boulders covered the entire deposit within the cist.  Early 2nd millennium BC 
radiocarbon dates were obtained for the cremated bone. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
The site (NGR NS 0253 6685) lies 
in the upper, western area of an 
arable field that slopes steeply to 
north, west and east, on Kildavanan 
Farm, Isle of Bute, at 98.4m OD 
(illus 1). This is north of the 
highest point of the field, a rocky 
area known as Cnoc-na-mhanan 
(NS 022 666), the reputed site of an 
early chapel, and possibly of even 
earlier significance (Marshall 1992, 
41; Hewison, 1893, Vol 1, 209). 
Cist 2 is situated on a relatively flat 
area near the highest point of the 
field, and when Robert Sinclair, the 
ploughman, inspected the area from 
which the capstone had been 
dragged, he recognised that he had 
disturbed a cist, which he reported. 
Early in August, Mr Sinclair and 
members of the Buteshire Natural Illus 1: location map. 
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History Society (BNHS) visited the site with Edwina Proudfoot.  
 
The discovery was reported to Historic Scotland. Permission to excavate was sought from the 
farmers, Mr Duncan Lyon and Mr George Lyon, and from the landowner, Mount Stuart Trust, 
who readily agreed to allow the excavation of the cist. St Andrews Heritage Services was appointed 
to carry out the excavation, with members of the Buteshire Natural History Society. The 
excavation was carried out over three weekends in October, 2002. 
 
Students from Glasgow University Archaeology Department, under the direction of Dr Nyree 
Finlay conducted a geophysical survey of the site shortly after the excavation had been completed. 
This work is summarised below, and the full report: Results of a Geophysical Survey at Kildavanan 
Cist 2, North Bute (unpublished) has been lodged at Bute Museum and also at the National 
Monuments Record for Scotland (NMRS). 
 
Samples of soils were collected at the time of the excavation and have been analysed for different 
elements as set out in the AOC report Kildavanan cist; full post excavation analyses, 2007 
(unpublished). This report also includes details of the pollen and phytoliths, the cremated bone, 
radiocarbon determinations and lithics. A short report by Bruce Proudfoot on samples returned 
from AOC describes the soils in general terms as background to the other soil reports. Both reports 
have been lodged at Bute Museum and at the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland. 
 
The soil in the area is identified here as a light sandy clay loam, with numerous boulders and 
smaller stones of mixed geological provenance derived from the underlying boulder clay. The 
parent rock is schist and many fragments, dislodged during ploughing, can be seen in the field as 
well as in the vicinity of the cist. The site overlooks Ettrick Bay to the south (illus 2) and the Kyles 
of Bute and Cowal to the west (illus 3). Across the island, some five miles to the east, Kames Bay is 
also visible. 

 
Although no other archaeological remains have been identified in the immediate area of the 
recently discovered cist (Cist 2), this is not an isolated discovery. In 1952 a short cist (Cist 1) (NS 
0256 6680) was found at a height of 95m OD (Marshall 1955, 59-61).  
 
The site of Cist 1 cannot now be identified with certainty, but a large, flat stone lying near the fence 
at the edge of the field, could be its capstone. Although two cists have now been found, there is no 
evidence at present to suggest the existence of a Bronze Age cemetery, or a cairn, in the area. 

Illus 2: View south to Ettrick Bay and across 
 Bute to the hills of Ayrshire. 

Illus 3: View from the E; the excavation area, the 
cist, with the W stone used as a benchmark 
facing; the west extension beyond. 
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EXCAVATION  
 
(Contexts: Details are included in Appendix 1 at the end of the report.) 
A temporary benchmark (TBM) was established on the central point of the upper edge of the west 
side stone (C6W), and all site heights were referred back to this point (illus 3).  
 
To give adequate working space and to 
uncover other possible archaeological remains 
near the cist, a 2.5m by 2.5m trench (C4) was 
set out around the cist and was excavated to 
the base of the plough soil before attention 
was directed to the cist. Small extensions 
(C5W, C5S), 3m long by 1m wide, were cut 
as offsets from the centre of the west and 
south sides of the main trench, to look for 
possible archaeological features, but in each 
trench only plough soil and subsoil, in total 
some 30cm thick, was found over a 
somewhat uneven schist bedrock base. 
 
All excavation was by hand. 
 
The Cist (illus 3)  
 
The exterior 
 
Before it was disturbed Cist 2 appeared to have been 
tightly sealed by a schist capstone (C1), of 1.4m 
maximum length by 0.85m maximum width and 
between 0.1m-0.12m thick. This stone had been 
dislodged during ploughing and later was dragged 
several metres eastwards from its original position. 
Although ploughsoil (C2) had fallen into the cist when 
the capstone was dislodged (illus 4), the evidence 
indicated that there had been no previous disturbance 
and that the ploughsoil filled the void (C3) between 
the original deposit and the capstone, without further 
disturbance.   
 
An oval pit (C10), 1.6m N/S and 1.15m E/W, had 
been dug for the cist on ground sloping from west to 
east and almost level from north to south. The base of 
the pit was exposed only in a 0.2m wide by 0.25m long 
sondage (C21), taken through the cist floor from the 
east to the centre, at the north end of the cist. The 
depth of the grave pit has been estimated as 
approximately 0.60m below the Temporary Bench 
Mark (TBM) on C6W. 
 
The cist was well-built (illus 5). Internally it measured 
0.85m N/S by 0.52m E/W and was 0.50m deep from 
the TBM to the surface of the pebble floor (C22). The 
west side stone (C6W) was 0.96m long by 0.10m wide, 
tapering from 0.50m high at the centre to 0.40m high at 

Illus 4: Cist filled with ploughsoil, before excavation, 
excavation area defined. 

Illus 5:  Plan and sections of the cist. 
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the south end. The east side stone (C6E) 
measured 0.95m by 0.50m and averaged 
0.08m thick. The north end stone 
(C6N) was fitted between the side 
stones. It was 0.52m wide and at its 
highest point, from where it sloped to 
west and east, it was 0.06m thick. At the 
south end of the cist a thin end stone 
(C6S) was no longer upright and leaned 
inwards. This stone had begun to split 
along its bedding planes; it was 0.54m 
wide by 0.52m high by 0.03m thick. It 
butted against the west side stone, but 
extended beyond the south end of the 
east stone. A second end stone, or a large 
packing stone (C8) had been placed 
behind the south end stone, inserted 

between the edge of the pit and the south end of the cist. The upper part of this stone measured 
0.52m long by between 0.07m and 0.10m wide, but its dimensions could not be fully recorded. The 
east side stone, probably the first put in place, fitted tightly against the east edge of the cut and there 
was little space or need for packing stones. The grave pit seemed to have been overcut, both at the 
north end, where a number of large packing stones (C9N) had been inserted and at the south end, 
where the second end stone or large rectangular, packing stone (C8) had been inserted.  A 
considerable number of levelling stones (C7) had been placed across all four upper edges at the 
corners of the cist (illus 6 ). 
 
The interior  
 
As a result of the capstone being dislodged and 
then dragged away the cist interior had become 
filled with loose ploughsoil. This was removed 
to reveal the original deposits. The burial 
deposits were sealed by a layer of pale coloured 
light sandy clay loam (C11), which varied 
greatly in depth across the area; it was 0.05m 
thick on average. Within this clay were several 
quartz boulders (C12) (illus 7). At the south end 
the sandy clay loam included many tiny schist 
fragments. This filled and partly covered a small 
food vessel (C15), which may have fallen onto its 
side when the soil was thrown into the cist. A 
small patch of black ‘peaty’ soil (C13) was found 
against the west wall near the north west corner of the cist, and another (C14) was found adjacent 
to the east side-stone near its south end. These deposits were of ‘peaty’ appearance, but were 
particularly rich in organic material, which produced the dark colouring.  
 
The burial (not illustrated) 
 
Below C11, the burial deposit comprised a very small quantity of cremated fragments of human 
bone (C18), which had been thinly scattered over a deposit of rich brown organic material. The 
bone fragments were small, difficult to see and were not immediately recognisable as a cremation 
deposit; several fragments and minute dusty particles of bone were found near the food vessel. The 
fragments were recovered individually and no images of the cremation were possible. 

Illus 7:  Clay and boulder fill, ploughsoil  
removed, overlying the burial deposits. 

Illus 6: View of the cist from the N, showing grave cut, packing 
and levelling stones. 
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The organic deposit (illus 8, 9) 
 
The organic deposit (C19) covered the floor area from the north end to beyond the centre, 
extending unevenly into the south east corner. It varied in thickness from a few millimetres in some 
places, but was mainly from 0.05m to 0.10m thick. Its uneven surface was due in part to the quartz 
boulders in the layer (C11) which sealed the deposits and to quantities of soil within the organic 
deposit. The latter had lost all its structure, so that its components could not be identified when 
inspected. It was crumbly to the touch and none of it was ‘greasy’. As it had become destructured 
this organic deposit could not be lifted intact, and so it was decided that it should be bagged as bulk 
samples for specialist study. 
 
A strong, brown stain with straight edges and ends (C24) 
(illus 9) was noted on the east side stone after the cist 
deposits had been removed. A similar stain (C25) was 
observed on the north end stone. Initially it was thought the 
stains resulted from a container, perhaps a wooden box, 
because it was so well defined. However, it seems probable 
that the stains were formed simply by the organic deposit 
pressing against the stones of the east side and north end of 
the cist.  
 
The pebble floor (illus 10) 
 
Below the organic deposit was a pebble floor (C20), 
comprised of a selection of small, mainly quartz and schist, 
stones derived from the local soils and underlying boulder 
clay. The pebble floor had been constructed over the 
bedrock (C23), which was uneven and broken where 
observed in the sondage dug at the north end. Along the east 
side of the cist extra pebbles (C22) were placed over the 
broken bedrock to raise it and provided a level surface over 
which to construct the floor.  
 
Geophysical Survey    
 
Shortly after the excavation had been completed, geophysical surveys were conducted around Cist 2 
and also in the area where it was thought Cist 1 could have been located, by Nyree Finlay and 
Lorna Sharpe with students from the Glasgow University Department of Archaeology. The 
purpose was to try to identify any possible anomalies that might suggest other cists or related 
remains in the area.  

Illus 8: View of Food Vessel in SW corner, with re-
mains of the organic deposit to the N. 

Illus 9:  View from W, showing organic stain on E side 
stone. 

Illus 10: View from the south show-
ing the pebble floor of the cist, all 
deposits removed. 
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 A survey area of 20m by 20m grids was set out, aligned on the excavation base-line. No clearly 
identifiable archaeological remains were identified by either method. Both resistivity and magnetic 
methods produced strong anomalies towards the west of the grid area, in response to the 
outcropping solid geology. 
 
The authors of the survey reported that other anomalies could be regarded as of potential 
archaeological significance, but there was no suggestion of another cist. Both plots gave high 
readings for an anomaly that they have interpreted as from a ditch enclosing the cist. Other dipolar 
anomalies are visible, which have indicated the presence of possible cremations elsewhere and it has 
been suggested that these could be worthy of excavation. However, by contrast, similar responses 
have been recorded in agricultural land where they relate to metal fragments. Two linear anomalies 
were noted in an additional grid, but could not be interpreted fully as the area was not surveyed 
completely. 
 
The authors concluded that the surveys revealed a possible enclosing ditch. However, this would 
probably not relate to Cist 2 as it would delineate a much larger area than required to enclose the 
cist, or a possible former cairn. It is possible the curve might relate to the underlying geology. 
Although the suggestion was made that the survey results should be followed by excavation this has 
not been followed up as it was not part of the original funding for the excavation and also because 
the field has been seeded in permanent grass, which will not be disturbed for a number of years. 
 

 The Artefacts 
 
The Food Vessel (C15/SF1) (illus 11, 12) AOC, G 
Carruthers 
 
The only artefact accompanying the burial was a 
miniature food vessel (C15, SF1) found in the SW 
corner of the cist, where it had fallen onto its side. 
It had been placed initially mouth upwards, on a 
piece of light blue coloured schist (C17), which 
formed an open 'V-shaped' level base for the pot, 
with another roughly rectangular schist fragment 
beside it. When found the food vessel was full of 
gritty clay similar to that sealing the cist  deposits, 
with many small grits and small flat stones, up to 
18mm long by 10mm wide and 1-2mm thick, of 
local mica schist rocks (C16). 
 
The food vessel (SF1) is a very small bipartite vase, 
ring-built, well made and regular in form; it is only 
68mm high. Its maximum diameter is 86mm across 
the shoulder stops, below which the vessel narrows 
to the 32mm wide base. The everted rim is bevelled 
internally and externally. The maximum diameter 
across the rim is 82mm and the internal diameter 
measures 56mm; the rim is 13mm wide. The 
concave neck measures 25mm high from rim to 
shoulder and is 73mm across its narrowest diameter. 
Around the shoulder is a narrow groove, 4mm high 
but only 1mm deep for most of its circuit. Spaced 
equally around the shoulder and bridging the groove 
are four perforated stops or lugs, 10mm wide, with Illus 11: Drawing of the Food Vessel, with detail 

of decoration on the body and on the rim. 
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perforations approximately 2mm across. 
The lugs have been pinched out from the 
body above and below their location. 
Possibly the clay displaced when creating 
the groove was also used for the lugs. 
From the shoulder to the base the lower 
part of the pot is a truncated cone, 43mm 
high. The concave pedestal base has a 
3mm wide by 2mm high rim, around a 
26mm-wide dished, central area.  
 
The pot (illus 11, 12) is decorated with 
nine widely–spaced cord rows, pressed 
into the surface before firing. There are 
two rows on the rim, one below the rim, 
three on the hollow neck and five on the 
body of the pot. Short lengths of cord 
were used to make the rows of 
impressions around the vessel, often with 
overlaps between the end of one and the start of the next section. The cord could be twisted straw, 
and there are several places where possible grain impressions are visible. A number of small 
fingernail impressions can be seen above the cord rows, created randomly over the surface of the 
pot when pressing the cord into the clay and occasional grain impressions can be identified. Slight, 
nearly vertical striations can be seen in several places. The narrow groove around the shoulder is 
uneven and appears to have been made with a twig, cut to a squared end, which left fine striations 
in the clay. The perforations through the stops were cut through the thickness of the fabric at the 
shoulder; some are slightly rounded and others are roughly square, possibly made with the same 
twig used to make the groove. 
 
The thickness of the fabric varies, being only some 7mm at its narrowest on the wall of the pot and 
13mm thick at the centre of the convex base. The fabric is coarse, with many visible grits, up to 
7mm in length. Where the inner fabric has been exposed it is a dark reddish brown colour with 
some large grits clearly visible. The grits include quartz and mica, derived from the local schist, the 
mica shining when the light catches it. The internal and external surfaces of the pot have been 
covered with a fine slip, or clay wash, much of which has eroded, revealing the coarser texture of 
the fabric beneath. Where the wash has survived, mainly on the outside of the pot, it is of a yellow-
brown colour. The surface wash is smooth and of high quality.   
 
The fabric is in generally sound condition, with a small crack on the rim and body. The surface has 
spalled off three areas on the rim, revealing the core. On both the inside and outside surfaces there 
are patches of smooth black staining, probably the result of firing conditions, leaving some areas 
inadequately oxidised. Many prehistoric pots show this kind of discolouration. 
 
Chipped stone (not illustrated) AOC Report, 32-33 
 
Three pieces of grey translucent struck quartz were recovered from the deposits in the cist. One 
was a chunk and the others were flakes. 
SF3  This is a small bipolar flake of quartz (19mm x 9.5mm x 5.2mm), with several secondary 
flake scars, found close to the mouth of the food vessel. 
SF4 This is a split quartz flake (16.2mm x 8.2mm x 4.4mm), truncated along its length, found 
near the centre of the cist in the organic deposit. 
SF5 This is a small blocky chunk of quartz (21mm x 20.5mm x12.2mm) found in the organic 
material at the north end of the cist; this could be from a larger, struck nodule. 
These three fragments of quartz all show evidence of being struck, although none was a usable 

Illus 12:  Photograph showing detail of the Food Vessel 
decoration. 
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artefact. The small flake found near the food vessel could have been a deliberate deposit, but the 
other two could be interpreted as deliberate deposits or as accidental inclusions, incorporated in the 
soil and plants on the floor of the cist. They represent flaking activity, perhaps in the surrounding 
area, but not necessarily grave goods. 
 
The Human Remains (not illustrated) AOC report, 20-22  
 
Among the gritty clay near the mouth of the food vessel was a small patch of light coloured dry, 
dusty material (SF2, C18), among which a small number of slightly larger fragments were 
recognisable as cremated bone and were identified as human. Other tiny fragments were found 
scattered along the central axis of the cist, extending from the small spread near the food vessel, 
over the organic deposit, as far as the north end stone; several more tiny fragments were found 
within the organic deposit during the laboratory examination.  The limited quantity of cremated 
bone (30.5g in total), represented burial of only small part of the cremation. As so little bone was 
recovered, it proved impossible to identify sex, age at death, or to provide any other scientific 
information about the individual. As the tiny fragments were not easily visible they were not 
photographed during the excavation.  
 
Radio Carbon Dates   AOC Report, 23-26 
 
Two small fragments of cremated human bone were sent to SUERC, Glasgow University to be 
dated by the single entity date method now available for dating cremated bone. Although they were 
under the weight normally required it was considered sufficiently important for the wider issues of 
dating to try to obtain dates for the bone. The bones provided radiocarbon dates of 3500±35BP and 
3565±35BP, interpreted as in Table1.  
 
   TABLE 1: Radiocarbon dates from Kildavanan cist 2                                       
 
Lab No Context Uncalibrated determination Calibrated date range (1σ) Calibrated date range (2σ) 
SUERC-12771 Cremated bone    
(GU-14657) Sample 1 3500 ± 35 BP 1890-1770BC 1930-1730BC  
     
SUERC-13235 Cremated bone      
GU-15086 Sample 2 3565 ± 35 BP 1980 (66%) 1870BC 2030 (79%)    1860BC 
   1840 (2.2% 1830BC 1850 (15.6%) 1770BC 
 
These have been calibrated to provide date-ranges, which are likely to be close to the date of the 
cremation.  For Sample S1 there is a 95.4% probability that the date falls between 1930BC and 
1730BC, while the date for Sample S2 at 95.4% probability falls between 2030BC and 1860BC 
(79.8% probability) and between 1850BC- 1770BC (15.6% probability).  
 
These dates are deemed statistically the same, and the date of the cremation therefore could fall 
within the time-span, 2030BC to 1730BC. This is a wide time-span, but it falls within the range of 
dates for other short cists and places the Kildavanan cremation burial within the Early Bronze Age. 
 
 
DISCUSSION  
 
Short cists are found unexpectedly, alone, or in loose groups, or they may be uncovered during 
excavation of a cairn or barrow. Sometimes they are recovered as secondary deposits in an earlier 
site, such as a long cairn. On Bute short cists have been discovered in all of these environments 
(illus 13). To provide a context for the discussions of Kildavanan Cist 2 the information available 
for Bute has been set out in two tables, which indicate the range of surviving information about 
these sites. However, the original reports from which the data have been derived are extremely 
variable and cannot be closely compared; they are provided as general background to the present 
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report. Table 2 (page 13) lists 20 cairns and a 
further eight possible cairns on Bute, with 
associated short cists, including the references 
from which the information has been derived 
and a summary of the evidence as currently 
ascertainable. Table 3 (opposite) lists 30 short 
cists, from a variety of locations, together with 
references- some from cairns, or inserted as 
secondary deposits in earlier long cairns and 
others were isolated burials. Most cists were of 
similar construction and most were extremely 
well-constructed; two, however, had walling on 
one side, instead of a single stone (Auchentirrie 
and Glencallum Bay), and at Kilbride the cists 
were almost unrecognisable. Levelling stones 
were recorded on three occasions. One cist 
(Inchmarnock) included a rebated stone, where 
the end of the stone had been cut to allow the 
adjacent stone to be fitted into place. 
 
 It is interesting to note the variations of 
orientation, although only 21 reports recorded 
this information. The greatest number of cists 
were in the N-S category (8), followed by NE-
SW (5), WNW-ESE (3) and all points of the 
compass had at least one example. Ten 
inhumations and ten cremations were recorded. 
Sex was not easy to identify, and no males were 
noted, though four female burials and four 
children were recorded. Artefacts included 
seventeen vessels, the majority recorded as ‘urns’, and therefore not diagnostic. ‘Lignite’, or cannel 
coal, is recorded five times, bronze four, and quartz and flint three times each. Organic remains 
were identified only three times, although there is a hint of their presence in references to dark soil.  
   
Dorothy Marshall’s map of Neolithic and Bronze Age sites on Bute (Marshall, 1992, 13) illustrates 
their generally coastal distribution. The present map, (illus 13) does not alter the general view, 
although it does include more recent discoveries. All these cairns and cists have been located where 
they would have been visible from the sea, although some are at sea level and others, such as the 
two cists at Kildavanan, are on high ground. In addition, although the view from cairn sites may be 
extensive, the sites themselves may be overlooked from landward. Only one Bute cairn is located 
inland and without good sight lines either to the sea or to landward, and that is the cairn at 
Kilbride, (illus 13). This unusual cairn, in which there are two seriously damaged cists, is situated 
west of the Ettrick Burn on Kilbride Hill, on a steeply sloping site, at a height of over 150m and 
close to an ancient cross-island route to the east coast at Shalunt.  
 
Cists, however, could not have been visible from a distance, unless their sites were marked in some 
way. Although Cnoc-na-mhanan can be seen from afar today, and the cist area is identifiable, the 
Kildavanan cist sites themselves are not. Therefore, if there had been a need for short cists to be 
visible they would have been marked in some way. However, no evidence has been found to 
support that possibility.  
 
A majority of cists have been discovered accidentally, usually as a result of agricultural activity or 
during road or building work and so it is hard to place them in their contemporary landscape. For 

Illus. 13   Map of Bute, showing the distribution of 
cairns and cists. 
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example, we understand very little about contemporary settlement and whether burials were near 
houses or on specially selected or venerated sites. It is not clear why groups of cists are found at 
some places, while at others there is only a single cist. Theories about single graves and cemeteries, 
as well as cairns or barrows are plentiful and, as no two cists or cairns are comparable in other than 
general terms, each site adds something new to the picture. Nevertheless, there are similarities and 
some of these can be identified at Kildavanan.  
 
Short cists were normally inserted into a grave pit into which the side stones were carefully inserted 
and the surrounding space was then packed with smaller stones to hold the side stones in place 
(illus 6, 7). A capstone was placed over the structure after the burial had taken place. These cists are 
usually well-built structures, of sandstone where available, but of other local stones as necessary. 
Kildavanan Cist 2 was built of slabs of schist, which would have been readily available locally, as 
the parent rock is schist and large schist boulders could be seen in the field. There were variations in 
cist construction, one of which was to place a number of thin flat stones across the cist corners and 
sometimes along the sides, in order to provide a level or suitable surface for the capstone.  This 
feature was common to both Kildavanan cists. Cist 2 required levelling stones at all four corners 
and along the sides, as the stones were not flat; they curved downwards towards the ends. 
Kildavanan Cist 1 (Marshall, 1955, fig 1) and the north cist at Little Kilmory also required levelling 
stones (Marshall, 1935, fig 2).  
 
Frequently grave pits are over-sized, as at Kildavanan cist 2, where the pit required substantial 
packing stones to retain the cist in place. One aspect of cist construction that seems fairly constant 
is that one side of the pit is straight and vertical so that the stone fits tightly, without need for 
packing stones, while the other sides require careful packing. Where the evidence survives capstones 
seem to have been tight-fitting over the cist and the upper surface seems to have been levelled.  At 
Kildavanan the capstone had been moved and so the levelling could not be checked. However, there 
were numerous thin levelling stones over the edges and corners, because the side stones were not 
horizontal. I have not found evidence among the Bute cists for clay levelling as has been found 
elsewhere (Proudfoot, 1997, 6, 10). 
 
The burial deposits 
The contents of the cist were all sent for scientific reports, which are summarised here, with additional 
interpretive material and comparisons.  
 
The cremation (C18) AOC Report, 20-22 
 
Only the minute quantity of cremated human bone described above had been placed in the cist. 
The condition of the fragments, small, chalky and powdery presumably resulted from burning on a 
funeral pyre, which had reached extremely high temperatures. Highly fired bone from early 
cremations normally survives in quantity, with bone fragments varying from white to blue-grey, 
the paler fragments being the most highly fired, or oxidised. At Kildavanan Cist 2 the small amount 
of bone deposited in the cist represented only a token or partial deposit and there was no evidence 
for the rest of the cremated material. No traces of charcoal from a pyre were noted in the excavated 
areas and so the cremation could have taken place a short distance away or at a considerable 
distance. As the bone has been described as worn and chalky, there could have been a long delay 
between the cremation and the token burial. 
 
The organic deposit (C19) AOC Report, 11-19 
 
The organic deposit (illus 8) on the cist floor was not compacted and was irregular in thickness, 
varying from very thin to between 0.05m and 0.10m thick and gave the impression of a pile of 
material, spread unevenly over the greater part of the floor, originally to some depth. This deposit 
was of a fine and crumbly texture, similar to good quality compost, with no trace of contact with 
fire or heat. Locally, in the corners and along the lower edges of the side stones, the material was 
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more humified and ‘peaty’ in appearance than in the bulk of the material. All the original organic 
materials, including phytoliths, had lost their structure, perhaps partly as a result of alternating 
periods of wetting and drying. Such conditions were recognised in the deposits of salts and the 
organic stains on the sidewalls of the cist. On the north and east walls the organic stain was 
particularly sharply defined. When first seen, these strong brown stains on the north and east stones 
were interpreted as possibly from a solid container, perhaps of wood. However, the analyses 
indicated otherwise as there were no traces of residues from wood of any kind.  
 
Pollen, spores and phytoliths   AOC Report, 2-22 
 
The evidence suggested the organic material was of plant origin with some soil - the source of the 
phytoliths, although no actual plant fibres or leafy material survived. Sufficient pollen grains were 
recovered to provide a record of the plants placed in the base of the cist and which, presumably, 
were present in the local area. Evidence in the form of phytoliths survived as well. Phytoliths occur 
naturally as silica casts of the internal structure of plants, particularly of grasses, and provide an 
additional method of identification of plant remains in soil.  The phytoliths in Kildavanan Cist 2  
derived mainly from the soil component of the organic material and were not directly from the 
plant material deposited on the base. Preservation was medium to poor, but they still preserved 
viable anatomical characteristics for the identification of the different typologies. The intense and 
varied taphonomic patterns (pitting and erosion) observed in the Kildavanan phytoliths make clear 
that these silica bodies have suffered heavy dissolution. As a result of this, many unidentifiable 
phytoliths are present in the Kildavanan assemblages.  
 
The assemblages from Kildavanan samples have frequencies of phytoliths normally characteristic of 
soils and not of anthropic sediments. The assemblage composition is entirely dominated by grass 
phytoliths and of these, the commonest are those formed in the leaves and culm (mainly long cells 
and short cells). 
 
On the other hand the pollen and spores were described as well preserved, from which it was 
deduced that the pollen and bracken were fresh plants (Appendix 3, 3-10). The report on the spores 
and pollens lists many varieties, mostly in very small numbers. Spores of ferns and grass pollens 
were dominant, with relatively few tree pollens. Fern spores (Pteropsida), comprised between 39% 
and 74% of the total pollen and spore count. Grasses, (Poaeceae) comprised between 8% and 35% of 
the count and included possible cereal pollens. Other pollen included the tree taxa, Corylus avelana-
type (hazel or bog myrtle), Alnus glutinosa (alder); Anemone nemorosa (a woodland herb), Succisa 
pratensis (devil’s bit scabious) and Scabiosa columbaria (small scabious),which are both  
characteristically grassland taxa, as well as plantago (plantains), and Plantago lanceolata (ribwort 
plantain) which are indicators of disturbed ground; other pollens included Caryophyllaceae (pink 
family), Rosaceae (rose family), and Carduaeae/Asteroideaea (thistle/daisy family) which have wider 
ecological ranges.  
 
There is no evidence for spatial differentiation in the pollen composition of the samples at 
Kildavanan, as has been recognised from other Bronze Age cists.  Distinctive pollen assemblages 
have been recovered in association with remains of the skull from several cists. Bohnke (1983) 
recorded quantities of Filipendula, (meadowsweet) pollen in dark greasy material in a food vessel 
found in a burial at North Mains, Strathallan, Perthshire. Clarke (1999) recorded Sphagnum and 
Filipendula pollen amongst the remains of the skull from the Whitsome, Scottish Borders, burial 
and Whittington (1997) interpreted high percentages of Pteridium amongst the remains of the skull 
from cist 3 at Dalgety Bay, Fife, as a pillow of bracken. The Kildavanan ‘pile’ of plant material 
contained mainly bracken spores with grass pollens, but not in concentrations to suggest a specific 
use, such as those noted above. The pollens and spores could suggest a picture of armsfull of 
bracken and grasses, with occasional other plants and soil, thrown into the cist and spread out to 
the side stones, to provide a layer or cushion on which other materials were placed. 
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Possible inhumation and phosphate analyses  AOC Report, 27-31 
 
The burial deposits comprised a rich organic layer spread over most of the cist floor. At the south 
west corner it was patchy and there was more of the covering layer of clay and small stones near the 
food vessel (SF1).  The samples studied were taken from three main areas – 1, from the interior of 
the cist; 2, from below the floor; 3, from the food vessel. 
 
The soils were moderately acidic, (with a low pH), providing conditions in which bone would be 
unlikely to survive, but phosphate would; cremated bone would also survive. Several samples were 
‘peat-like’ with a high humic content and were extremely acidic. Two samples from the main 
organic deposit on the floor and samples from below the floor all showed phosphate enrichment, 
possibly bone derived. The samples from the food vessel also were phosphate enriched. However, 
neither of the samples of the clay immediately adjacent to the food vessel showed enrichment. The 
high phosphates recorded have been interpreted in the laboratory report as of bone origin, that is, 
possibly derived from an inhumation burial of which no physical trace survived.  
 
High levels of phosphate were also identified in the organic deposit and in the soil between the 
pebbles of the cist floor and in some samples from the food vessel. The enriched or strongly 
enriched  phosphate samples have been interpreted as bone-derived and therefore possibly from an 
inhumation burial, although the high levels could possibly derive from animal bone accompanying 
the cremated burial. There was no other evidence for an inhumation, as unburned bone would not 
survive in the prevailing acidic conditions at Kildavanan. If the phosphate was derived from human 
burial it is, perhaps, surprising that the organic deposit lacked the greasy characteristics often found 
as a result of the chemical changes that follow the burial of fatty human, or animal, tissue, which 
produce the long-lasting substance known as adipocere. This consists mainly of fatty acids and soaps 
and was probably a significant component of the black greasy deposits recorded from many burial 
sites: ‘the unctuous black earth’ noted by 19th century antiquarian investigators (Abercromby, 1912 
i, 93) and interpreted as of human or animal burial. Bohnke (1983) described similar greasy material 
among Filipendula pollen from a food vessel at Strathallan.   
 
The high phosphate readings at Kildavanan have been interpreted as possibly from an inhumation 
burial, which had completely decomposed. These high values are difficult to interpret because both 
high and low values were found in samples from the organic deposit, whereas the sample from the 
food vessel had high phosphate values but very low organic content. However, the overall 
distribution and disposition of the organic material at Kildavanan when excavated suggests that the 
material may originally have been essentially a thick deposit of mainly grassy plants which had 
decomposed. 
 
Cremated bone AOC Report, 20-22 
 
The limited quantity of cremated bone found, could represent a token deposit, sprinkled along the 
length of the cist, from near the food vessel and over the layer of organic material. Almost all the 
bone fragments were minute, the largest being only 32mm in maximum dimension. In the 
laboratory report, the bone was described as white and ‘worn and chalky,’ a condition normally the 
result of the pyre burning at a very high temperature. The limited quantity of cremated bone (30.5g 
in total) found could only represent the deposit of a small part of the original cremation, while the 
worn, chalky condition might imply that the cremation had been carried out some considerable 
time before deposition. As so little cremated bone was recovered, it proved impossible to identify 
sex, age at death, or to provide any other scientific information about the individual. Two cremated 
bone fragment were of interest as they had ferrous material adhering to the burnt bone. However, 
as the local soils are iron rich, this ferrous material could result from natural deposition of iron on 
the burnt bone, rather than from the presence of iron objects with the body at the time of its 
cremation, since at the date of this burial iron was not known to be in use.  
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The Artefacts 
 
Quartz has wide associations with funerary deposits and at Kildavanan several quartz boulders were 
deliberately incorporated in the sandy loam layer that sealed the contents. In addition, three further 
fragments of quartz were recovered, one (SF3) was found near the mouth of the food vessel (SF1).  
SF4 was recovered from the organic deposit near the SE corner of the cist and SF5 was also in the 
organic material, at the north end of the cist. It has been suggested that the quartz pieces could have 
been deposited deliberately, as they came from the organic deposit. However, it is equally possible 
that they were in the soil or among the plant material placed in the cist and that they could relate to 
past activity in the vicinity. 
 
Food vessel SF1 (illus 11, 12) 
 
The food vessel is much smaller than the norm for these vessels, which are generally over 100mm in 
height. It is a miniature or accessory vessel, although in form, fabric and decoration it is exactly like 
other food vessels. It does not compare with the wide range of accessory vessels, which normally 
are associated with a main deposit of an urn accompanying a cremation burial. At Tara, County 
Meath some 40 cremation burials were found in a capping of clay deposited over a passage grave 
known as the Mound of the Hostages and among these was a miniature food vessel similar in size 
and form to the one from Kildavanan, though it lacks the shoulder groove and lugs (O Riordain, B; 
Waddell, J; Sheridan, A, 1993). Other bipartite vessels of similar form but of larger size are known, 
including one of 107mm high from Toment End, Cumbrae (Abercromby, 1912, vol I, PL LII, no 
366);  another from Scalpsie, Bute (Abercromby, 1912, vol I, PL XLV, no 266) is not dissimilar; 
while one from Mount Stuart, Bute  (Bryce, T, 1903, 63) has a developed wide shoulder groove. The 
Kildavanan pot is somewhat unusual among bipartite vessels in having cord decoration.  
 
This bipartite food vessel is a form common in Ireland and in Scotland, usually found with 
inhumations or cremations in cists or other graves. However, the Kildavanan pot is at the small end 
of the spectrum at 68mm high, since the majority are more than 100mm tall. As discussed above the 
pot could have contained a small offering of flesh. It is interesting to note that Abercromby (vol i, 
93), cites examples of possible food deposits. 
 
Among the results of the phosphate study was a comment that several samples from within the pot 
had high phosphate readings (Appendix 3, 27). Since phosphate may be an indicator of the former 
presence of human or other flesh and bone, the high phosphate values in the Kildavanan pot could 
suggest it had contained a very small amount of food when it was deposited in the cist. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The analysis of the rich brown organic deposit has provided a more detailed understanding of the 
second cist from Kildavanan than is often possible. The deposit included soil, in which there were 
heavily pitted phytoliths, remains of fragments of grass which had been around in the soil for some 
time. By contrast, the pile of predominantly bracken and grasses, was freshly gathered for the 
burial. This is suggested because the pollens were fresh and unweathered and had not been exposed 
for a long time. Presumably these plants were locally derived from an environment dominated by 
open grassland with some cultivation and scrubby woodland along the slopes of the neighbouring 
burns. The bracken was probably a major component of ‘poorly managed’ grassland and woody 
slopes, as it is today. 
 
Food vessels, particularly the miniature versions are poorly understood. Many are well made, while 
others are crude. Most are decorated with stabs and lines cut into the surface, while a few have cord 
decoration. The latter is, of course, a decorative form common on beakers. The Kildavanan food 
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vessel is cord decorated and so is atypical of Bute and the west coast generally. In form it is related 
to the Irish bipartite food vessels, another western influence.  
 
The study of the soils of the basal level of the food vessel revealed no pollen at all. However, there 
was phosphate enrichment. As phosphate enrichment is often associated with bone/ flesh residues 
the questions should be posed: ‘How did phosphate enriched soil find its way into this small pot?’ 
‘What contents can be identified in pots and other food vessels found in burials?’ 
 
Examples of a variety of contents have been found in food vessels. For example, Abercromby refers 
to ‘bones of small animals or remains of decayed animal and vegetable matter’ having been 
observed, including (i, 155) ‘traces of black greasy stuff’ in a food vessel from Belmore Mountain, 
Co Fermanagh, found with a cremation. Another, from Arbroath, Angus contained ‘unctuous 
earth’; one from Kilmartin, Argyll (i, 117) contained a food vessel (fig 238) and ‘dark unctuous 
matter’. More recently Proudfoot (1976, 93-113) in a study of phosphorus in soils has discussed the 
wide variations in quantity and characteristics of different types of phosphate, in particular organic 
and inorganic. Samples are required from neutral background areas as well as from specific parts of 
archaeological deposits in order to ascertain the level of enhancement of the deposits. Alison 
Sheridan (1993, 68) discusses the use of food vessels and points out that ‘there is no unequivocal 
evidence to demonstrate how these pots were used’. Clearly, from the extensive references to 
residues seen or studied from food vessels in Ireland as well as in Scotland most efforts to date have 
been concentrated on the pollen and other traces of contents, such as residues, tide marks or 
encrustations. 
 
It is clear, however, that many pots have been emptied without a study of their contents. Perhaps 
the soil found in the course of excavation within beakers, food vessels and other pots should be left 
in situ, for removal and proper study in the laboratory. The soils could be uninformative, but it is 
possible there could be useful information, especially at the base of the pot where the fabric could 
have absorbed residues such as lipids. Perhaps it would be of value systematically to record 
phosphate levels as well as pollen samples and test for other traces as a way towards improved 
understanding and interpretation of pots found in burials (or perhaps of their use before burial).   
 
The examination of Cist 2 at Kildavanan has offered a range of opportunities to learn more about 
cists and their contents. In particular this one burial has shown how much can be learned from a 
study of soils and other deposits in cists and the range of questions that should be asked, to 
contribute to understanding not only of Bute’s cists, but of the environment and also of wider 
aspects of the island’s past. 
 
 
APPENDIX 1: CONTEXTS 
  
Summary of the individual contexts referred to in the text. 
 
C1   Capstone, moved 
C2   Recent, intrusive ploughsoil 
C3   Void above fill of cist 
C4   Extent of excavation 
C5   Exploratory trenches- W, S 
C6   (N,S,E,W)  Side stones of cist 
C7   Levelling stones over the upper corners 
C8   Extra end stone/ additional packing behind S end stone 
C9   (N,S,E,W) Packing between grave cut and side or end stones  
C10 Oval grave pit cut 
C11  Light sandy clay loam, with small stone fragments,  over the burial deposits  
C12  Quartz boulders within C11 
C13  Peaty deposit near W side stone  
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C14  Peaty deposit on SE, below C11 
C15  Food Vessel, partly covered by C11 
C16  Gravelly fill of Food Vessel, C15 
C17  Thin pieces of blue schist, below Food Vessel, C15 
C18  Minute fragments of cremated human bone  on and in C18 
C19  Rich brown organic deposit over most of the cist floor 
C20  Pebble floor 
C21  Sondage through floor, C20 
C22  Possible lower pebble floor 
C23  Broken bedrock, below C20/C22 
C24  Brown stain on C6E side stone  
C25  Brown stain on C6N, end stone 
 
Small Finds 
SF1 Food Vessel, C15 
SF2 Cremated human bone, C18 
SF3 Quartz fragment near mouth of Food Vessel, C15 
SF4  Quartz fragment among C13, peaty deposit 
SF5  Quartz lump, from the organic deposit, C19 
 
Soil Samples: S1-11 
 
All laboratory studies for this report have been summarised  within the excavation report above 
and are listed below under Appendix 2:  Geophysical Survey and Appendix 3:  AOC laboratory 
reports. Appendix 4: a note on the general background soils.  
A Copy of these reports has been lodged in the Library of Bute Museum and with RCAHMS. 
Copies of the excavation records and photographs have also been deposited in Bute Museum and 
with RCAHMS. 
The Finds have been allocated to Bute Museum by the Treasure Trove Panel and are on display. 
 
APPENDIX 2 (Please see CD) 
Findlay N & Sharpe L -Geophysical Report 
 
APPENDIX 3 (Please see CD) 
Clarke C, et al AOC report 
Carruthers G, AOC, line drawings 
 
APPENDIX 4 (Please see CD) 
Bruce Proudfoot: Soils 
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