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A decorated carved stone ball and associated lithic scatter 
from the Blackford Estate, Sheriffmuir, Perthshire
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Introduction

A recent review of carved stone balls indicates that 
of the c 520 known examples, less than 40% have a 
findspot more precisely located than parish and fewer 
than 50 have any information on their context of 
recovery (Anderson-Whymark 2019; in preparation). 
Indeed, the only archaeological excavations on 
prehistoric sites that have yielded carved stone balls are 
Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar, both on Mainland, 
Orkney (Petrie 1867; Childe 1931; Card et al 2018). 
The former were found on the floors of late Neolithic 
Phase 2 buildings that radiocarbon dating indicates 
were in use between 2800–2700 and 2550–2420 cal 
bc at 95% confidence (Shepherd 2016, 223), while 
the latter was recovered from the foundations of a 
secondary buttress in Structure 10. Bayesian modelling 
of radiocarbon dates from a foundation deposit of 
pottery and human bone under an adjacent buttress 
indicates deposition between 2915–2885 cal bc at 95% 
confidence (Card et al 2018, 246).  
 The discovery of a finely decorated carved stone ball 
in pristine condition by Mr Joseph Sheppard whilst 
tree-planting on the Blackford Estate, Sheriffmuir, 
therefore provided the opportunity to explore the 
context of a new discovery and accurately record and 
consider its position in the landscape. No prehistoric 
finds have previously been recorded in the immediate 
environs of this find, but a c 5.5m diameter stone circle 
is recorded at Wester Biggs (Canmore id 25219), c 1km 
ne of the findspot, and an undecorated six-knobbed 
carved stone ball was found three miles to the sw, to 
the e of the Macrae Memorial linked to the battlefield 
of Sheriffmuir (Smith Institute, Stirling: accession 
no 6067, A28). Indications of a proximal prehistoric 
landscape are afforded by the now lost standing stone 
and circle known as Harperstone (Canmore id 25278) 
and the Wallace’s Stone, part of a stone row (including 
cup marks) of at least six stones and with later folklore 
linking the still standing example to the story of 
William Wallace (Canmore id 25274). This ball is one 
of just 28 examples from Perthshire, as the density of 
these artefacts declines dramatically away from their 
core region in ne Scotland, particularly Aberdeenshire 
(Marshall 1977; 1983; Authors’ data).    
 The Sheriffmuir carved stone ball was reported 
to Treasure Trove and claimed by the Crown in 2018 
(tt 64/18). It was allocated to Perth Museum and 
acquired with the support of Perthshire Society of 
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Natural Science, who led a successful crowd-sourced 
fundraising campaign. A site visit was made on 5 April 
2019 by the authors, the finder and Catherine Johnson 
(Perth Museum archaeological volunteer). 

Context of discovery

In recent years large swathes of the Blackford Estate 
have been planted for forestry, including many areas 
on lower slopes traditionally used as rough pasture. A 
specialist plough is employed to cut parallel furrows 
at c 4m intervals, with trees planted on the ridges of 
upcast soil and turf. Each furrow is c 1m wide and is 
cut at, or near to, the surface of the natural geology, 
with the turves turned over to form a planting bank 
along the edge of the furrow. Individual pits are 
also occasionally excavated for planting in boggy or 
otherwise challenging areas to plant. 
 The carved stone ball was discovered in situ at 
the centre of a furrow, with initially just part of one 
knob protruding. The finder carefully excavated the 
surrounding soil and recovered the ball. The findspot 
was marked with a stick that was still present at 
the time of the site visit, allowing confirmation that 
the ball was recovered from the base of the topsoil 
on the interface with a sandy glacial till, c 20cm 
from the ground surface. There was no trace of an 
archaeological feature or evidence that a shallow 
feature had been disturbed.  The findspot was located 
at ngr nn 85904 05917 a few metres s of the crest of a 
slight e–w ridge measuring c 60m by 30m, which has 
boggy ground to the n and s (Illus 1 and 2). This ridge 
is one of many in the local landscape, but it relatively 
prominent in its immediate environs and elevated 
enough to command dramatic views towards the 
Trossochs to the w, running n into the Highland Massif 
and along the scarp of the Ochil Hills, which rise on a 
sw to ne line behind the site. (Illus 3 and 4).
 At the time of the site visit there had been little 
vegetation growth within the furrows or on the 
upturned turfs; indeed, these had been heavily 
weathered over the previous year. In many places across 
the ridge the furrows had cut down to the surface of 
the glacial till allowing examination of the surface 
for archaeological features, but none were observed. 
The weathered soil of the upturned turves offered an 
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Illus 1 Map of findspot, shows distribution of small finds. (Google GB) 

Illus 2 The finder, Joseph Sheppard, at the findspot, looking noth-eastwards along the ridge. 
(© National Museums Scotland)
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opportunity for fieldwalking, with the equivalent of 
25% of surface coverage. An area of approximately 
50m by 50m was walked, recovering 16 lithic artefacts.  
These artefacts have been plotted as found, although 
they were located in the upturned turves and derive 
from the adjacent furrow (Illus 1). The distribution 
of the artefacts indicates a scatter across much of the 

ridge, with a particular concentration on the southern 
side of the ridge within 20m of the findspot of the 
carved stone ball. The easterly limit of the scatter has, 
however, not been defined as this area was not trenched 
and southern limit is marked by boggy ground and peat 
that may have developed over the Neolithic ground 
surface.  

Illus 4 A view from the findspot towards the northwest with the Trossachs in the far distance. 
(© National Museums Scotland)

Illus 3 A view looking towards the findspot from the southwest. The findspot is marked with an arrow. 
(© National Museums Scotland)
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Artefacts

The carved stone ball exhibits six symmetrically 
arranged near-circular low knobs of roughly equal 
size, two of which are decorated with incised lines. It 
measures 73.3 x 72.6 x 72.3mm and weighs 492.8g; the 
individual knobs vary in size between 39.7 x 44.3mm 
and 45 x 41.8mm (Illus 5). The raw material for this 
artefact is a fine mid greyish green igneous rock, with 
two very fine white veins. The form of this artefact 
allows it to be classified as Marshall’s Type 4a (balls 
with 6 shallow knobs) and Type 9c (balls decorated 
with hatchings and incised lines; Marshall 1977).
 The ball was evidently formed by pecking with 
a hammerstone, but almost all trace of pock-mocks has 
been removed by fine grinding across the entire surface.  
The carved stone ball once had raised triangular inter-
spaces, but these were removed by fine pecking after 
the surface had been ground. One knob exhibits a minor 
imperfection resulting from an irregularity in the piece of 
raw material from which the artefact was manufactured. 
 Two adjacent knobs exhibit incised decoration. One 
knob bears cross-hatching, consisting of a grid of 13 x 
15 lines, c 0.5mm wide, spaced at 2–3.5mm intervals, 
while the second knob exhibits five parallel lines c 1mm 
wide, running across its centre. Microscopy revealed 

 Illus 5 Four views of the carved stone ball from the Blackford Estate, Sheriffmuir.
(© National Museums Scotland)

the cross-hatching was executed by incising parallel 
lines in one direction, before rotating the artefact 90° 
and incising the second series of parallel lines; no 
traces of marking out were identified. In contrast, 
the five parallel lines on the adjacent knob overlie 
numerous slight lines on a similar orientation that 
result from marking out. Slight irregularities in the 
execution indicate that both designs were produced 
freehand, but differences between the panels indicate 
that they were created using different tools and 
probably cut by different hands. Incised surface 
decoration, including motifs such as spirals, concentric 
circles, cross-hatching, parallel lines, crosses and dots 
are present on just 49 of the c 520 known carved stone 
balls. Cross-hatching features on 18 balls, six of which 
also feature parallel incised lines. A further seven 
further balls exhibit incised lines, either as the sole 
motif or in combination with other designs.   
 The pattern of working and decoration may indicate 
a long manufacturing biography, with the form of 
the ball and decorative scheme changing over time. 
There are no traces of damage or use-wear on the 
surface of the knobs or in the grooves. Notably, the 
ball is also free from the extensive greasy polish and 
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Illus 6 Selected lithics from the scatter.
1 Bifacially retouched flint flake, possible transverse 
 arrowhead (SF 2)
2 Flint end scraper (SF 3)

staining present on many museum examples. This 
surface condition has often been attributed to handling 
in prehistory, but on many specimens it may have 
developed over the last couple of hundred years.   
 The assemblage of 16 struck lithics is dominated 
by small flakes (11) and other unretouched debitage 
including a chip, a blade-like flake, a micro-blade and 
a calcined chunk (see catalogue in Appendix 1). Two 
retouched tools were recorded comprising a flint side 
scraper and a flake with semi-invasive retouch classified 
as an unfinished transverse arrowhead dating from 
the later Neolithic (Illus 6). A wide variety of raw 
materials are present but flint dominates (10 pieces) 
and the cortex, where present, indicates this material 
was collected in the form of small fluvial pebbles. The 
other raw materials present comprise three pieces of 
aphyritic pitchstone from Arran, and single flakes of 
milky quartz, quartzite, and a banded translucent grey/
white agate. The chip, blade-like flake and micro-blade 
of pitchstone were recovered within a couple metres of 
each other. They add significantly to the known corpus 
of 25 pieces of this material from Perthshire (Ballin 
2009, 92; Nicol and Ballin 2019) and represents the 
highest concentration from any single site other than 
Ben Lawers, which also produced three (Finlay 2016, 
26–27; fig. 2.25). Pitchstone was only exchanged over 

significant distances during the late Neolithic, which 
combined with the presence of an unfinished transverse 
arrowhead, indicates a broad date for the scatter.      

Discussion

Joseph Sheppard, the finder of this carved stone ball, 
must be applauded for the timely reporting of his 
discovery to Treasure Trove and his assistance on 
the ground locating the precise findspot. His actions 
allowed us to explore the context of discovery first hand 
and, although limited, the investigation has significantly 
added to our understanding of this artefact and its 
landscape context. The ridge on which the ball was 
found, while quite slight, is a prominent feature in the 
landscape with commanding views over an extensive 
area, particularly to the nw. Moreover, it has been 
possible to demonstrate that this artefact was discovered 
in the same area as a late Neolithic lithic scatter, which 
by association provides an indication of the date of this 
carved stone ball and evidence that it was potentially 
deposited at a location where other activities were 
undertaken. Further fieldwork would, however, be 
required to explore if this is an occupation site and 
the nature of the activities undertaken at this location.   

3–5 Chip, micro-blade and flake of pitchstone (SFs 4, 5, 6)
6–7 flint flakes (SF 15, 1)
8 Agate flake (SF 8)
(© National Museums Scotland)
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Abstract
A comparatively small number of carved stone balls 
have precise findspots and exceptionally few have been 
recovered from secure archaeological contexts.  The 
discovery of a carved stone ball in pristine condition 
at Sheriffmuir during tree-planting in 2017 provided 
the opportunity to examine an accurate findspot and 
explore its archaeological and landscape context. 
The site of this discovery was examined on a site visit, 
revealing that this ball was recovered from topsoil; no 
other archaeological features were identified. However, 
examination of the topsoil from the immediately 
surrounding area recovered 16 struck lithic artefacts, 
including three pieces of pitchstone and an unfinished 
transverse arrowhead dating from the late Neolithic. 
The close proximity of these artefacts to the carved 
stone ball indicates that they form part of a single 
artefact scatter. This provides circumstantial evidence 
for the date of the ball and indicates that it was probably 
deposited in a locality of activity in the late Neolithic.
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carved stone ball
later Neolithic
lithic scatter
pitchstone

SF 1 Flake of light grey flint. Dihedral platform. 
SF 2 Bifacial semi-invasive retouched flake of mid yellowish 

brown flint. Possibly an unfinished transverse arrowhead.
SF 3 Side scraper on bipolar flake of mottled mid-grey flint.
SF 4 Chip of aphyritic pitchstone.
SF 5 Broken micro-blade of aphyritic pitchstone. 
SF 6 Blade-like flake of aphyritic pitchstone.  
SF 7 Flake of milky quartz cobble.
SF 8 Broken flake of translucent banded grey/white agate.
SF 9 Flake of light grey flint with plain platform.
SF 10 Flake of mid grey flint with waterworn pitted cortex. 

Rounding to point, possibly from use.
SF 11 Calcined chunk of flint. 
SF 12 Flake of light grey flint with waterworn cortex.
SF 13 Thick primary flake of waterworn quartzite cobble.
SF 14 Flake of mid grey flint.
SF 15 Flake of light whitish-grey flint with platform-edge 

abrasion. 
SF 16 Broken mottled mid grey flint flake. 
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Appendix 1
Catalogue of struck lithic artefacts


