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ILLus 18 Excavating the faunal remains around Structure 10, Ness of Brodgar. Photo: Nick Card

the Links of Noltland Late Neolithic house
were presumably placed in the wall core during
construction, thereby constituting the fabric of
the house during its occupancy. This is obviously
different to the deposition of red deer at Skara
Brae, which covers the lower contents of Hut
7 after occupancy or use ceases. Yet the cattle
deposits around Structure 10 at the Ness of
Brodgar were themselves covered by articulated
deer. This reveals a sequence of deposition
which could be considered to mark the end of
the use or occupation of this building, since the
animal bone overlies and effectively blocks the
surrounding flagstone pathway (N Card pers
comm). Consistent with the ‘sealing’ deposits
of red deer at higher levels within the fill of
structures at Skara Brae (eg Childe 1931: 62),
are deposits of articulated red deer laid down
in higher levels of infill within the interiors of
Structures 1 and 10 at the Ness of Brodgar.
Whilst the deployment of red deer and cattle
bones are quite divergent, a degree of unity lies
in their conjunction as a material strategy of
wrapping places. From this, we can introduce

a scheme whereby cattle were slaughtered and
dismembered, with certain bones being employed
to surround and contain places of dwelling (in
one form or another). Therefore, the remains or
essence of particular animals, in this case cattle,
fuse with stone to effectively constitute the fabric
of houses. In contrast, red deer remains tend to
be articulated and conjoined, apart from deposits
within the stalled cairns, and provide an upper
‘skin’ that wraps houses at the end of their lives,
participating in their closure.

As recognised at Skaill Bay and Links of
Noltland, the peripheral wrapping of settlements
or villages, as places of dwelling, is through
standing walls and masonry. At specific times,
further definition is afforded by depositing
articulated carcasses of red deer. Yet another
dump of articulated red deer, of probable late
third millennium cal Bc date was uncovered in
Cuttings 5 and 6 at the Point of Birsay, Mainland,
Orkney (Morris 1989: 91-102). Here, the
articulated red deer were deposited on a surface
directly above the glacial till and significantly
adjacent to a stone wall (ibid: illus 69). Once
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again, the resonance between this deposit and
that at Links of Noltland and the Skaill Bay site
is great (see Sharples 2000: 110), and may well
indicate the presence of Late Neolithic settlement
near the Point of Birsay.

Such deposits do not lack clarity, since as
Sharples (2000: 112) remarks, the size of the
heap of red deer carcasses at Links of Noltland
must have been a highly visible component of
the habitation, albeit in a peripheral location. The
gradual rotting of the carcasses may well have
had potent metaphorical resonance; however,
the physical process of decay must have had an
equally dramatic effect on the human senses and
awareness of the places where decomposition
was occurring. The same would undoubtedly
have occurred at the Skaill Bay site. Hence,
through the deposition of different animals, of
flesh and bone, deployed to wrap different places,
a physical and sensory microcosmic relationship
was established between ‘concentric’ zones of
habitation and the outer landscape.

Returning to the Skaill Bay site, a final point
of interest concerns the position of the wall
that divides the eastern area of articulated deer
carcasses from the western area of butchery and
stone tools. The wall also appears to be a division
or membrane dividing the wet from the dry. If
the recent geophysical surveys of Skara Brae and
its environs (J Downes pers comm) are accurate
in identifying a broader complex of walls and
areas of habitation, then the wall identified in
the 1994 excavated area is a peripheral, if not
outer wall, demarking the area of dwelling. The
place of dwelling is always of great social and
cosmological import, consequently defining
different domains is of equal significance. In
conjunction with architecture, various physical
properties (such as wet and dry areas), the
deposition of different animals, treated in
different ways, constituted layers of wrapping
around people and their place in the world.

In standing back and considering the nature
of evidence comprising the Late Neolithic of
Orkney, one cannot avoid the huge emphasis
placed on boundaries and divisions. Houses
were wrapped by multiple skins of walling
(Childe 1931: 8-10), just as were passage
graves. For instance, when Childe (1956)

excavated a cutting through the mound at the
great passage grave of Maeshowe, he
unexpectedly discovered its composition to be of
clay and soil. However, within the mound, three
concentric rings of masonry were encountered,
but as Kilbride-Jones noticed, ‘they are not
revetment walls, for they support nothing’
(1973:78). His final conclusion was that because
‘they served no practical purpose ... they were
symbolic’ (ibid). Clearly, in third millennium cal
BC Orkney, the positioning of different animals,
in different places, in differential condition, was
an equally good way to think about skins and
membranes as the physicality of stone masonry.
Moreover, it may well be better to conceive
the juxtaposition of animals and masonry as
constituting a fusing of entities within the
fabrics or skins that created the architecture of
Late Neolithic Orkney.
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APPENDIX
Red deer metrical data (mm)
Element Measurement type
45 46
Antler 42.2 37.2
GL GB
Calcaneus 107.2 31
Calcaneus 108.9 36
Calcaneus 112.2 34
SD Bd BT
Humerus 56.4 52.5
Humerus 49
Humerus 22.7
GL Bp Dp SD Bd B@f
Metacarpal 241 37.3 26.7 19.7 39.5 36.9
Metacarpal 27.1 20.3
Metatarsal 271 34 37.3 19.6 e37.9 38.2
GB
Navicular cuboid 39.8
Navicular cuboid 40.4
GL Bp BFp SD Bd BFd
Radius 255 532 50.5 28.2 47 41.1
Radius 281 522 49.8 26.9 453 36.7
Radius 522 50 27.3
Radius 26.2 45.7 383
BG LG SLC
Scapula 36.9 422 33.8
SD Bd Dd
Tibia 45.8 36
Tibia 46.5 352
Tibia e46.8 32.8
Tibia 25.1

Key: 45 Greatest diameter of horn core base; 46 Least diameter of horn core base; GL Greatest length; Bp Greatest breadth of
proximal end; Dp Greatest depth of proximal end; SD Smallest depth of the diaphysis; Bd Greatest breadth of the distal end;
B@f Breadth at point of fusion; BFp Greatest breadth of the Facies articularis proximalis; BFd Greatest breadth of the Facies
articularis distalis; BG Breadth of the glenoid cavity; LG Length of the glenoid cavity; SLC Smallest length of the Collum
scapulae.



