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The excavation of Na Clachan Aoraidh,
a four poster stone circle in northern Perthshire
Clare Ellis and Matt Ritchie
Summary
The stone circle of Na Clachan Aoraidh – the ‘Stones
of Worship’ – is set high on the limestone ridge of
Cnoc na Craoibhe above Loch Tummel (NN 8386
6200, NN86SW 3). The site is a ‘four poster’ stone
circle – a square arrangement of four large stones on
a low stone-built circular platform. An illegal bonfire
was set within the central hollow of the stone circle, a
scheduled monument (SM 1572) on Scotland’s National
Forest Estate. It was unclear from surface observations
whether the fire had had a detrimental effect upon
any archaeological deposits, and an excavation was
commissioned by Forestry Commission Scotland
in order to evaluate any damage, and ascertain the
extent and nature of the surviving archaeological
deposits. It was hoped that this would inform the
continued protection of the monument and enhance the
historic environment record. A further motivation for
excavation was the paucity of understanding of these
monuments, succinctly summarised by the Scottish
Archaeological Research Framework as ‘when and
exactly why were four posters built?’ (sc arf 2012).

Introduction
Writing of Na Clachan Aoraidh in 1908, which
he refers to as ‘Na Carraigean’, the archaeologist
Fred Coles noted that ‘here site, scenery, megalithic
remains and surroundings all combine to render the
investigation of this group memorable and especially
interesting’ (1908, 105–6). It is a monument with real
character, with spectacular views over the surrounding

Illus 1 Na Clachan Aoraidh as drawn by Fred Coles in 1908.
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landscape (Illus 1). The four poster is set on a low but
prominent ridge of Blair Athol dark limestone on the
broad upland plateau of Meall nan Clachan (424m OD),
just to the north of Loch Tummel in Perthshire. The
monument has dramatic, near 360° views of distant
mountains including the Cairngorms to the north, Carn
Liath and Beinn a’Ghlo to the northeast, Ben Vrackie to
the east, Farragon Hill to the south, and Schiehallion to
the southwest (Illus 2). ‘From the circle’, wrote Coles,
‘no fewer than sixty separate and distinct hill summits,
peaks, knobs and knocks can readily be seen’ (ibid, 107).

Conservation management
The open summit of the limestone ridge of Cnoc na
Craoibhe is a site of significant ecological importance,
comprising about 22 ha of upland calcareous grassland.
This is a relatively rare and species-rich habitat and
is one of the habitats identified within the category
of ‘conservation action needed’ within the Scottish
Biodiversity Strategy. Maintaining and achieving the
good condition of significant existing open priority
habitat is a key environmental objective on Scotland’s
National Forest Estate.
Species-rich grasslands are early successional habitats.
The main threat to this habitat is under-grazing, with
low grazing levels or a lack of grazing resulting in the
accumulation of vegetation litter and soil nutrients.
Over time, this creates a rank species-poor sward made
up of relatively common palatable tall herbs. Although
these more fertile grasslands provide better grazing, they
are more common and don’t support as many species of
plants and insects.
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Illus 2 The viewshed of Na Clachan Aoraidh, created
using a Digital Elevation Model freely available from
the US Geographic Service using NASA Airborne
Laser Scan data. To obtain the line of sight (or
viewshed) from Na Clachan Aoraidh, we applied a
20-km distance search radius and an observer height

of 1.60 m to the Digital Elevation Model. Due to
the extent of the area, an exaggeration of 1.5X on
the Y-axis was applied to the supporting panorama
(see Illus 15); this exaggeration allows prominent
landscape features to show up more evidently.

Continued grazing of species-rich grassland allows
the finer plants and flowers to thrive and prevents the
nutrients from being recycled into the soil again. The
more aggressive plants cannot invade and displace the
rare plants which thrive in low nutrient conditions.
Conservation grazing often has a vital role to play
in improving, maintaining or enhancing significant
open habitats and archaeological sites. In 2015 the
open summit of Cnoc na Craoibhe was fenced, the
regenerating conifers were felled and removed and

conservation grazing was introduced to benefit both
the priority habitat and the scheduled monument.

Previous research
Na Clachan Aoraidh was first surveyed by Coles, who
included the site in his beautifully illustrated paper
‘Report on Stone Circles Surveyed in Perthshire:
North Eastern section; with measured plans
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Illus 3 Na Clachan Aoraidh, view facing north-west.

Illus 4 Na Clachan Aoraidh topographic plan and sections.

and drawings’, in the Proceedings of the Society of
Antiquaries of Scotland (1908); more recently, Burl
undertook a comprehensive survey of four posters,
published as Four posters: Bronze Age Stone Circles
of Western Europe, British Archaeological Report
195 (1988).
Na Clachan Aoraidh comprises four boulders of
quartziferous schist forming a quadrilateral setting
measuring some 3.6m by 3.2m; the stones are graded
with the tallest occurring in the SW corner and these

are set on the circumference of a circle which is some
4.3m in diameter (Burl ibid), although all but one of
the stones are now leaning (Illus 3). The setting is
situated on a distinct stone-built grass-grown platform
that measures about 16.5m in diameter and up to 0.7m
in height (Illus 4). Prior to excavation, the edge of the
platform appeared to be defined by a kerb of large
cobbles and there was a slight hollow in the centre of
the mound, thought to be the result of undocumented
activities of earlier antiquarians.
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Illus 5 Parkneuk four poster, view facing north-east; with plan and view of mesh model.

Burl (1988, 8) suggests that the standing stones of
four posters lie on the circumference of a true circle and
are therefore a manifestation of a stone circle. The four
standing stones form a square or rectangle, usually no
bigger than 6m in width. However, they often share
several characteristics beyond the simple phenomena
of four stones. They tend to be rather small monuments,
and some appear to be roughly aligned on cardinal
points. Some appear to have been built on small
mounds or cairns, and some are graded in size (Burl
2000, 244). A recent survey of the Parkneuk four poster
(NO 1943 5124) demonstrates the similarities with
Na Clachan Aoraidh (aoc Archaeology 2014), with
four boulders spaced in a similar pattern and aligned
on the same cardinal points (Illus 5). Four posters
occur throughout Scotland but there is a significant
concentration of these monuments in Perthshire and
the western part of Angus (Illus 6), often to be found
in highland locations (but not exclusively) with views to
the south or west. Burl considered the four poster to be
a typological variant descended from the Aberdeenshire
recumbent stone circle tradition (Burl 2000, 231),
a view rejected as naïve architectural derivation by
Welfare in his comprehensive study of recumbent stone

circles, ‘Great Crowns of Stone’ (2011, 259). Welfare
observes that ‘such similarities as might appear to
exist are better seen as shared traits in contemporary
manifestations of countrywide beliefs’ (ibid).
On some sites the standing stones are clearly graded
in height (such as at Ardblair, Wester Torrie, and
Tigh-na-Ruaich, Burl 2000, 244). A large number of
the monuments have at least one fallen stone and Burl
(1988, 39) suggests that this is due to the deliberate
slighting of a single stone probably in order to transform
a ‘heathen’ monument into something more acceptable
to Christians. Carse Farm North and Carse Farm
South appear to be two such Christianised sites
(Stewart 1964). There are examples where a smaller
kerb of stone occurs between the standing stones.
Others exhibit a kerb of stone that edges the platform
or mound upon which many of these sites sit. In some
cases the platform or mound has been enhanced with
the addition of cairn material (eg Lundin Farm, Stewart
1967). Cupmarks also occur on a small number of
sites, such as at Carse Farm (Stewart & Barclay 1997),
and these are more often observed on the southeastern stone. Some other have a cupmarked stone
located nearby.
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from the Historic Environment Record of Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust).
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Chronology and function
Scottish four poster stone monuments have consistently
yielded Early Bronze Age artefacts including collared
and cordoned urns, bucket-shaped urns, food-vessels,
jet artefacts and a bronze awl (Burl 1988, 31). However,
the excavation record of these monuments remains
largely unpublished and the only possible four poster
site in Scotland which has been radiocarbon dated is
that of Park of Tongland. Here, the cremation cemetery
beneath the cairn dated to the 17th to 20th century
BC and the overlying cairn to 16th to 19th century
BC (Russell-White et al 1992, 320). Interestingly, Na
Clachan Aoraidh does not conform to this pattern
having yielded a Late Bronze Age date. It is clear that
more of these monuments need to be radiocarbon dated
and as Sheridan (2005) notes in reference to the date of
the cremated bone from the base of a standing stone at
Ballymeanoch, Kilmartin Glen that ‘any opportunity
to obtain dates for similar ‘primary’ looking material
from other stone settings should be taken.’
The contemporaneity of the various structural
elements of the four poster monument has also been
questioned (Russell-White et al 1992, 321), although
the limited excavation at Na Clachlan Aoraidh
indicates that it was of single phase construction. The
monument at Park of Tongland had two phases of
construction: the first comprised cremation pits and
the erection of two standing stones; and the second
comprised the erection of two further standing stones
and the placement of cairn material over the cremation
pits. Significantly, the cairn material covered one of
the first-phase broken-off standing stones and so only
three of the four stones could have stood at the same
time; the site may not be a true four poster, rather
a flat cemetery marked by two standing stones that
evolved into a kerb cairn with three standing stones
(Russel-White et al 1992, 321). Similarly, at Lundin
Farm South-East, one of the cremations was interred
after the initial erection of one of the standing stones,
but before subsequent attempts to pack and prop the
stone back upright after it had collapsed and damaged
the open ditch (Stewart 1967, 136–8). Stewart (ibid)
commented that the stone setting was different from
the others and the erection of this stone may have been
an afterthought, although it is probable that no great
period of time elapsed between the various construction
and interment phases. With reference to Park of
Tongland, Russell-White et al (1992, 321) noted that
the monument was multi-sequenced (but not multiperiod) and that this may also prove to be the case
for other four poster monuments.
The limited archaeological evidence seems to
indicate that four posters may have originated as
structures in which cremated bodies were interred
(eg Stewart 1967, 130; Russell-White et al 1992,
320), although Burl (1988, 52) argues that they were
not burial-places or astronomical observatories, but
ceremonial sites at which rituals were performed. It
is not clear whether they were primarily mortuary

monuments or were more complex features, such as
recumbent stone circles which clearly served more than
one ritual purpose (ScARF 2012).
Excavation at Park of Tongland (Russell-White et al
1992) and to a lesser extent the excavation at Lundin
Farm (Stewart 1967) indicates that these monuments
were used as communal cemeteries within which the
cremated remains of a number of individuals were
interred and then sealed with soil and cairn material.
Prior to the excavation of Na Clachan Aoraidh, there
seems to be minimal evidence that these were designed
as the place of burial of a special individual, around
which later cremation burials were then placed.
However, there may well have been some social
differentiation even within communal cemeteries, as
indicated at Lundin Farm where there was a central
pit. Unfortunately, this only yielded a few teeth and
therefore cannot be definitively identified as a burial
pit (Stewart 1967, 136). Similarly, the central pit at
Park of Tongland had been previously excavated and
no significant material was found during the more
recent excavation of the monument (Russell-White
et al 1992, 314).
A few of the Perthshire four posters, such as
Fortingall North-East and Lundin Farm, contained
probable ash deposits comprising burnt soil, charcoal
and burnt bone (Stewart 1967, 131;Burl 1988, 169).
This material may represent in situ burning and the
remains of pyre material or it may represent secondary
ash derived from a funerary pyre which was then
deliberately deposited within the monument. Further
clarification on the nature and mode of formation of
such deposits is desirable.
The funerary nature of four posters may also be
represented by the deposition of white quartz pebbles,
one of the few finds from Lundin Farm (Stewart 1967,
131) and Clach Na Tiompan (Burl 1988, 153). White
quartz in the form of stones, chippings and crystals
has a long tradition of being connected with the dead
from the Neolithic period right through the early
modern period (Thompson 2005). Thompson (2005,
132) suggests that its appeal is in its light refracting
and reflecting quality, echoing the sun, moon and fire,
and it may have long been associated with housing the
spirits, a means of connection between this and the
after-world. This ritualised use of quartz was also seen
at Na Clachlan Aoraidh where the surface of the cairn
was covered by a light scattering of mostly crushed
vein quartz. At Park of Tongland there was also a
clear differentiation between the colour of the stone
used to build the cairn and that used to construct the
kerb (Russell-White et al 1992, 315). The study of the
lithology of some Scottish stone circles has revealed
complex patterns which have led to the suggestion
that the construction phase of the monument is just
as important as the finished article and the type and
source of the stones utilised may be imbued with ritual
meaning and tribal identification (eg Richards 2013).
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It is not known if the use of colour specific stone at Park
of Tongland is unique, or if it reflects a pattern repeated
in other four poster monuments, although none was
apparent at Na Clachlan Aoraidh.

Fieldwork 2012–2016
In 2012, an archaeological measured survey was
undertaken of Na Clachan Aoraidh by terrestrial
laser scanning, providing an accurate baseline record
of the site. This was supported by both geophysical
resistivity and magnetometer survey of the interior of
the monument and the area immediately surrounding
it. Both surveys quickly proved to be very useful, as in
2016, following an unauthorised bonfire, archaeologists
were required to investigate the site further and record
the damage. Particular care was taken to explore the
soil itself, taking samples to compare heat-damaged
deposits with undamaged areas and sieving the soil for
microscopic flakes of charcoal and cremated bone. The
centre of the site is now protected by a layer of gravel
beneath the turf.

Geophysical survey
The geophysical survey work undertaken in 2012
comprised both resistivity and magnetometer survey of
the interior of the monument and the area immediately
surrounding it. The intention was to add an extra
dimension to the measured survey – and to identify
any potential associated archaeological deposits or
structures (such as hearths or stone settings) or the
extent of any later disturbance. The geophysical results
indicated the presence of significant buried archaeology
extending beyond the visible remains. Several features
associated with the stone circle were identified,
including a stone kerb or revetment at the edge of
the raised platform; a possible ring-ditch outside the
platform; and possible cist burials.
A stone kerb or revetment was detected encircling
the standing stones and outside of which was an arc
of low resistance which was thought to be consistent
with a ditch; this feature appears to resemble the
ditch which encircled the natural mound of the four
poster at Lundin Farm South-East (Stewart 1967).
Within the platform two negative magnetic anomalies
were interpreted as voids, possible caused by cists or
stone holes. Within the slightly sunken centre was a
positive magnetic anomaly which was interpreted as
the possible backfill of an antiquarian excavation.
On the south side of the platform another curvilinear
positive magnetic anomaly was thought to be the fill of
another ditch, perhaps a ring-ditch. Also on the south
side of the platform a possible stone wall or dyke was
detected and an equally stony rectangular feature was
recorded on the eastern side of the four poster platform.
However, excavation revealed that the majority of the
inferences made from the results of this survey were
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erroneous, with many of the features identified (eg
external ditch, ring-ditch and stony features) actually
being the result of variations in the mineralogy and iron
content of the various soils and/or the presence of large
swaths of bedrock.

Excavation
The main objectives of the excavation were designed
around the need to assess the nature, depth and extent
of the damage caused by the illegal fire. In addition
the opportunity was taken to explore the nature of
the construction, function and date of the four poster
stone circle. In order to keep physical disturbance of
the monument to a minimum, excavation was limited
to three trenches and no single feature or context was
fully excavated (Illus 7, 8, 10 and 13).
Trench 1 was located over two small magnetic
anomalies which were thought to be either stone holes
or possibly cists within the platform (aoc Archaeology
2012). The trench also encompassed two of the standing
stones and a portion of the central hollow including a
section of the illegal bonfire. Part of the platform was
also located within the boundary of this trench, as was
a section of the encircling kerb and a small area of the
rectangular feature which was visible as a negative
magnetic anomaly on the east side of the monument.
Trench 2 was located over a small area of the kerb and
the possible encircling ditch as identified by geophysics,
as well as a portion of the possible ‘ring-ditch’, again
the later was identified by geophysics. The third trench
was located over the possible entrance of the main
monument which was demarcated by normal levels
of resistivity. The trench was also designed to
incorporate the southern limb of the kerb and the
possible enclosing ditch.
The results of the post excavation analysis specialist
reports (lithics: Torben Bjarke Ballin; charcoal and
pollen: Susan Ramsay; human bone: Sue Anderson; soil
micromorphology: Clare Ellis; and archaeoastronomy:
Douglas Scott) are incorporated into the general
discussion of results given below; the full reports can
be found within the archive.
The modern bonfire set within the hollow of the
centre of the monument comprised a 0.07m layer of
charcoal fragments (012) located within the turf layer;
the burning had had no effect upon archaeological
deposits and the charcoal had not been mixed with
or into underlying archaeological deposits.
The topsoil which had developed over the majority
of the monument comprised a podsol, with black peat
(001) underlain by a thin layer of grey/white fine sand
and silt, the E-horizon (002/010/203) and which in
turn was underlain by a thin, discontinuous black
horizon rich in organic matter (016); in places the
latter was underlain by a thin layer of iron pan (018).
The podsol had penetrated the full depth of the cairn.
The podsol only occurred over the cairn platform and
is a consequence of the acidic nature of the stone used
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Illus 7 Location of the excavation trenches, incorporating interpreted geophysical survey data.
in the construction of the platform in contrast to the
alkaline nature of the surrounding bedrock. However,
within the centre of the monument (Trench 1) where
there was very little cairn material the soil comprised a
dark greyish brown silt loam (006). Just off the central
pit area and especially around the standing stones the
topsoil was an orange/yellow silt loam (017) which was
full of the roots of rushes. In contrast, away from the
platform cairn in Trench 2, the topsoil was dominated

by a dark brown silt loam (201) which capped orange
brown silt (203), the latter derived from weathered
limestone bedrock. This same sequence was observed
at the eastern end of Trench 1 beyond the monument. In
Trench 1 removal of a narrow portion of the platform
cairn revealed clean friable brown silt (020), interpreted
as a buried soil and old ground surface (OGS) that
extended beneath the cairn on the western side of
standing stone (004).
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Illus 8 Trench 1: A) south-west-facing section; 1) plan of Trench 1; 2) plan of west end of Trench 1 after removal of
the upper cairn material; 3) plan of Trench 1 after the removal of the half of the cairn material; and B) south-eastfacing section through Pit [024] and cairn and podsol material.

The uppermost layer of the platform cairn was
dominated by sub-rounded to sub-angular, water worn,
cobbles of pink psammite (007) with the odd cobblesized rock fragments of schist, granite and angular
clasts of vein quartz. Although the upper surface of
the platform was level it undulated with each cobble
and was clearly not designed to be easily walked upon.
In plan the cobbles of the platform (008) tended to
become slightly larger towards the outer kerbstones

(009). A 1m wide slot through the platform cairn
revealed a possible internal cobble revetment (022);
it was located some 3m from the outer edge of the
monument. It was constructed from the base of the
platform upwards and coincided with a slight change in
the size of cairn material (026). The internal revetment
was partially covered by disturbed/re-deposited subsoil
(probably the equivalent of the buried soil (020)).
A second possible internal revetment was revealed in
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Illus 9 Photograph of Trench 1, view facing north-west.

Trench 3, although this was much closer to outer edge
of the monument than that observed in Trench 1. The
revetment in Trench 3 was 1.60m from the outer edge of
the monument and appeared to coincide with a distinct
size change in the cairn material, from smaller cobbles
(304) to larger ones. In Trench 1, beneath the upper
layer of cobbles (007) was an ill-defined layer of slightly
larger cobbles (026) and below this a single course of
large, mainly limestone cobbles (027) and which were
set into a brown silt loam (028); unfortunately neither
of these contexts was clearly visible in section. This
layer (026)/(028) did not extend eastwards beyond
the possible internal revetment (022) but may have
extended below the stone packing (014) of the standing
stone (004) and further westward beyond the cut of
the standing stone socket [015]; although the lower
cairn stones on this side were set within the OGS silt
(020). The results of the geophysics indicated that
the platform on which the four standing stones were
placed comprised a ring-cairn with merging platforms
of stone located around each standing stone (aoc
Archaeology 2012). However, the excavation revealed
that the cairn material spread across all but the very
centre of the monument and it seems likely that the

geophysical results reflect the abrupt changes in soil
chemistry rather than variations in the distribution of
cairn material. The cairn material ranged in total depth
from 0.45m to 0.20m and within the circumference of
the stone circle it was only one to two stones thick. Turf
(017) was used along with a thin scattering of cobbles
to cover the central portion of the monument.
Flaked and crushed quartz debitage was recovered
from the surface of the monument, mainly within
the topsoil and underlying E-horizon which occurred
mainly between the surface cobbles, the implication
being that it was deliberately scattered over the
completed monument. However, around 9% of the
assemblage was also recovered from the fill of the
socket hole of the standing stone (004), from the
trampled natural and ogs located under the monument
indicating that crushed quartz and a single flint serrated
blade was incorporated either accidentally or deliberately
during the construction phase of the monument.
Two anomalies within the platform were detected
during the geophysical survey and these were tentatively
interpreted as possible cists or stone holes. One of
the anomalies coincided with a very small area of
the platform cairn which was largely devoid of stone.
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Illus 10
1 Plan of Trench 3.
2 Plan after the removal of loose cairn material.
3 Plan after the removal of outer cairn material.

The reddish brown silt (021) which was located within
the irregular hollow was excavated and proved to
be extremely clean with no inclusions. The irregular
hollow was possibly been deliberately created, although
this was not proved by excavation. The hollow was
also located on the circumference of the circle on
which the standing stones were set and thus it may be
a function or result of the method of construction of
the monument. Two further possible stone settings,
also filled with reddish silt, were excavated, but again
the silt was very clean and bottomed out onto natural
(003). In summary, the deliberate construction of these
voids is not proven.
The outer kerb, which defined the edge of the
monument, comprised large water worn cobbles
averaging around 0.6m in diameter (Illus 9 and 11).

In Trench 3 the kerbstones lay over a thin deposit of
brown clayey silt loam (305) and in Trench 2 a very
similar deposit (205) was noted; along with (028) and
(020) these deposits are interpreted as a thin buried
soil/old ground surface (OGS) upon which the four
poster monument was constructed. The kerb in Trench
3 had been physically disturbed in the past, but there
was certainly no entrance through it or onto the cairn
as had been indicated by the geophysics results (aoc
Archaeology 2012). A couple of shallow, parallel gullies
orientated north and south were noted cut into the
natural subsoil (302) to the west of the monument.
Probably the result of past cultivation, they may also
account for the disturbance of the kerb here.
Standing stone (004) comprised a rounded, probable
glacial erratic. It was 1.4m long and 0.9m broad and
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Illus 11 Photograph of the disturbed kerb in Trench 3.
0.35m thick (Illus 12). It was keeled, with the longest
(keel) portion occurring on the northern side and the
shortest on the south side of the socket. The socket
[015] was excavated on the western side; the eastern
side was not touched in order that the now recumbent
stone did not completely topple over. The cut [015]
was not really visible on the surface of the platform
cairn and it only became readily identifiable after the
removal of the upper cairn material (007), indicating
that the construction of the platform cairn and the
erection of the standing stone were contemporary.
Similarly, the cut of the stone socket on the eastern side
of the standing stone was not readily visible, although
there is a slight hint at packing around the stone when
viewed in the section. The socket, where visible, was
relatively shallow (up to 0.21m deep) but cut into
both the natural and the OGS and carefully shaped
to mirror that of the standing stone. The keel of the
standing stone would have extended down into what
must have been quite a tight cut. The lower portion of
the standing stone had been packed with re-deposited
clean silt (013). Some of the packing stones (014) which
occurred above this silt had been laid to create a level
and edged platform on which the shortest portion of
the standing stone was supported, this levelled area
virtually coincided with the surface of the platform
cairn, thus demonstrating the shallow depth to which
the standing stone had been buried. The section

Illus 13 Photograph of the standing stone (004)
during excavation of its socket-hole.
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Illus 13 Plan of Trench 2 and (above) east-facing section.

does not reflect the density and tightness of the stone
packing around this standing stone.
The most southerly standing stone was located
within the extension to Trench 1. Only the turf was
removed from around it and the whole, now recumbent,
stone was visible. The lack of any keel coupled with the
clear shallow depth of burial of the stones may explain
why this standing stone had toppled over. No socket
was visible within the surface of the cairn, suggesting
that the stone had lain recumbent for some considerable
period of time.
In the centre of the four poster, the natural (003)
formed a hollow, the surface of which was pocketed
with irregular turf filled hollows (025) resembling
tree root runs and which extended under the OGS
(020). This evidence suggests that the hollow was a
tree throw. What cannot be determined, however, is
whether the monument, which was probably built in a
landscape littered with tree-throws, was deliberately
centred not just on a tree throw but on this particular
one. Also within the OGS (020) were a number of stone
holes, presumably the result of the removal of natural
stones prior to and during the preparations for the
construction of the four poster monument. Truncating
the turf filled hollows (025) and cut into the ogs
(020) and to minimal extent cutting into the natural
(003), was a central pit [024], only a small portion of
which was exposed and excavated. The pit was filled

with dense grey silt loam (011) with a distinct lens of
predominantly alder charcoal (Ramsay 2016). Small
fragments of abraded, burnt, human bone representing
roughly 16% of a probable adult female (Anderson
2016) occurred throughout this deposit, but there was
no evidence for in situ burning. Micromorphological
analysis of this deposit revealed an absence of limestone
fragments, indicating that the soil was likely to have
been brought to the site from elsewhere, perhaps
already mixed with the cremated bone (Ellis 2016).
The soil contained no burnt soil clasts but fine silt-sized
charcoal was observed throughout. Artefacts recovered
from the fill of the pit included one large quartz core
and an irregular core (both of which had been exposed
to fire) as well as other pieces of quartz equating to
16% of the lithic assemblage. It is clear that cairn
material was placed directly into and over the edges
of this deposit and because some of the cairn stones
had sunk into this deposit the placement of stone is
likely to have occurred soon after the pit was filled.
It is apparent from two of the sections across the
outer portion of the monument (Trenches 2 and 3)
that it was built upon a natural mound, the steepest
side of which was to the south. In Trench 2 bedrock
was encountered immediately south of the monument,
dipping steeply to the south, re-emerging, then dipping
steeply again beneath natural reddish brown silt
(205). The possible ditch indicated in the geophysics
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was actually an entirely natural dip in the bedrock.
The curvilinear anomaly beyond the ‘ditch’ was also
revealed to be entirely natural. Similarly there was no
external ditch present in Trench 3 and at the eastern
end of Trench 1 the square-shaped feature visible
on the geophysics proved to be undisturbed natural
silt (003).
Pollen analysis of the soil (305) located beneath
the monument within Trench 3 suggested that the
landscape was dominated by heather heathland,
with areas of grassland and small amounts of scrub
woodland which included hazel, birch and a small
amount of alder (Ramsay 2016). Indicators of ground
disturbance possibly caused by human activity were
also noted but the herbaceous flora was generally
indicative of pastoral grassland.

Radiocarbon dating
Two samples, one of charcoal and one of human
bone, from the lower fill (011) of the central pit,
were radiocarbon dated (Table 1). The alder wood
is roughly 100 years older than the human bone;
this may be a consequence of the use of old wood in
the funerary pyre or possibly a consequence of the
natural variation between the type of material being
dated. The dates demonstrate that the cremation was
deposited towards the end of the Late Bronze Age and
that given the stratigraphical observations (see below)
the monument is likely to date from around this period
too. It was originally planned to date charcoal within
the buried soil (305) located under the monument but
unfortunately no charcoal was retrievable and so this
deposit remains undated.

Archaeoastronomy
The four stones are located on an artificial flat
topped circular platform and they are generally
placed on the cardinal points of north, south,
east and west. The stones would have stood
about a metre in height, but three have fallen,
with only the western stone still standing. From
the centre of the monument the gaps between the
four stones could have formed portals similar to
the flanking stones of the recumbent stone circles
of Aberdeenshire.

The location of these stones may have been specially
chosen because of its commanding views of the
surrounding countryside. To the north-east is Beinn
a’ Ghlo, and to the south is Farragon hill with
Schiehallion to the south-west. The latter in Gaelic
tradition is known as the Maiden’s Pap, or the sacred
Fairy Mountain of the Caledonians, and the caves
below it were believed to lead into the Otherworld.
The following eight directions surveyed from the
centre of the small monument through the standing
stones and portals can only be regarded as being
general symbolic orientations.
The north stone could not have marked the sun or
moon as this direction is beyond were they can rise or set
(Illus 14). The sun will rise and set in line with the east
and west stones near the spring and autumn equinoxes,
and the southern moon will rise in line with the southern
stone during a major standstill.
Because our planet’s axis is tilted, as the Earth orbits
the sun over the course of the year, the sun rises and sets
at different places on the horizon. It also moves from
very high in the sky at midday (at the summer solstice)
to very low in the sky (at the winter solstice). Similarly,
as the moon orbits the earth every lunar month, the
plane of its orbit wobbles very slowly – and every 18.6
years it reaches its maximum. This is called the major
standstill moon – over the course of just two weeks the
course of the moon moves from its highest point in the
sky to its lowest. The course of the moon changes from
rising and setting from its northernmost points on the
horizon (travelling higher in the sky than the sun) to
rising and setting from its southernmost points on the
horizon (travelling lower in the sky than the sun).
Through the north-east portal formed by the
northern and the eastern stones, the summer solstice sun
would have risen between the mountains of Carn Liath
and Beinn A’ Glow. The midwinter sun would have risen
between the south-east portal formed by the eastern and
southern stones. The southern moon will set in line with
the south-west portal every 18.6 years during a minor
standstill. The summer solstice sun will set in line with
the north-east portal.
Although no part of the four poster indicates
Schiehallion, the sun will set on top of the mountain
in early November and February, some forty five
days before and after midwinter. The alignment
of monuments to these times are commonly found
throughout Scotland, and they were later celebrated
as the Gaelic festivals of Samhain and Bride.

Table 1 Radiocarbon dates.
sample
context
SUERC-73595
11
(GU44083)
SUERC-73565
11
(GU44084)		

material
Alnus glutinosa

radiocarbon age BP
2851 ± 31

d13 C
-27.2

68% confidence
1054-939 cal BC

95% confidence
1112-927 cal BC

human
cremated bone

2690 ± 31

-22.1

893-808 cal BC

901-804 cal BC
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Illus 14 Na Clachan Aoraidh has an exposed location,
with wide panoramic views to distant mountains
beneath an open sky. This makes the site feel like a
ceremonial threshold between the earth below and the

heavens above. This illustration explores the idea of a
celestial compass, marking the regular changes in the
positions of sun and moon in the sky.

In prehistory, the sun and moon may have been
believed to be connected in some way with the spirits
of the dead. The woman found within Na Clachan
Aoraidh is thought to have been cremated elsewhere,
and was perhaps important within her community. If
so, she is likely to have retained this prestige in death,
and perhaps people would visit her burial place to
commune with her spirit, perhaps at certain times
of the year (see Illus 15).

deposits below. Anomalies indicated by the geophysical
data, interpreted as a surrounding ditch, an entrance,
internal cist burials and a possible earlier ring-ditch,
were likely the result of complex and very localised
variations in geology and soils.
A cremation deposit was placed within the hollow of
a tree throw and it was around this that the monument
was constructed. Whether this is an example of the
fortuitous exploitation of a natural hollow or the
deliberate placing of a monument over a former
significant natural feature in the form of a sacred tree
is impossible to determine. The presence of a single
central cremation indicates that the monument was not
specifically designed for communal burial (however,
given the limited extent of excavation it is possible that
ancillary cremations occur within the cairn material or
within the three remaining unexcavated socket holes of

Conclusion
The primary aim of the excavation was to determine
the extent of damage caused by the illegal bonfire.
Physical signs of the bonfire were limited to the topsoil
with little or no impact upon the archaeological
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Illus 15 This creative storyboard by Alan Braby
explores the archaeological evidence: the community
gathering to say farewell to their dead; the deposition
of the woman’s ashes and bone fragments in a shallow

Clare Ellis and Matt Ritchie

pit; and the orientation of the later stone circle
towards the summer solstice sun rising over the
mountains of Carn Liath and Beinn a’Ghlo in the
north-east.

The excavation of Na Clachan Aoraidh, a four poster stone circle in northern Perthshire

the standing stones) and although these monuments have
in the past been primarily associated with communal
burial, both Lundin Farm and Park of Tongland had
central pits which probably contained a central burial.
The open and elevated location of the monument with
its amazing views to distant mountains and the vast skies
above implies that some form of ceremonial or ritual
significance may have been imbued to this liminal
place hovering between the earth and the sky.
Na Clachan Aoraidh was relatively simple in design
and construction, in contrast to some of the other
excavated four posters. It was built directly on top of the
turf or topsoil which covered the limestone rock and was
built from rounded to sub-angular cobbles of psammite
which were placed in rough organised layers. Phased
construction is hinted at in the presence of possible
internal revetments, although on balance these are more
likely to just be part of the design and mark a change in
stone size from the smaller inner cobbles to larger outer
cobbles and then the largest cobbles which comprise the
kerb. A naturally ‘keeled’ shaped standing stone was
an integral part of the monument and it is thought
likely that the three other standing stones which are
roughly aligned with the four cardinal points were also
a fundamental element of the original design and do not
pre or post-date the cairn material.
There is no evidence to indicate that a funerary
pyre was located under the monument, as is clearly the
case elsewhere in other Bronze Age burial monuments
(Ellis, 2013). Rather, the micromorphological evidence
indicates that the cremation was brought to the site
already mixed within a soil rich in ash. The abraded
nature of the cremated bones and charcoal, coupled
with the disseminated nature of the silt-sized charcoal
fragments indicates that the deposit was retrieved from
the remains of a funerary pyre which had remained open
to the elements for some period of time allowing the ashes
to become partially incorporated into the underlying
soil through the actions of earthworms and other soil
biota. Quartz, including two cores that had been burnt,
was probably brought to site as part of the funerary pyre
deposit. However, a relatively small amount of fractured
quartz was also deliberately scattered over the cobble
platform of the monument presumably to imbue it with
more ‘glitter’ than that afforded by the greyish white
psammite cobbles, and perhaps encourage the play of sun
and/or moonlight across the monument.
The Late Bronze Age date obtained from the
cremation and ash of the central deposit at Na Clachan
Aoraidh is intriguing; clearly further dating of a range
of these monuments is required in order to better
understand their chronology.
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Abstract
The stone circle of Na Clachan Aoraidh – the ‘Stones
of Worship’ – is set high on the limestone ridge of
Cnoc na Craoibhe above Loch Tummel (NN 8386
6200, NN86SW 3). The site is a ‘four poster’ stone
circle – a square arrangement of four large stones on
a low stone-built circular platform. An illegal bonfire
was set within the central hollow of the stone circle, a
scheduled monument (SM 1572) on Scotland’s National
Forest Estate. It was unclear from surface observations
whether the fire had had a detrimental effect upon
any archaeological deposits, and an excavation was
commissioned by Forestry Commission Scotland in
order to evaluate any damage, and ascertain the extent
and nature of the surviving archaeological deposits.
It was hoped that this would inform the continued
protection of the monument and enhance the historic
environment record.
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